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PROFILE OF TODAY’S SALESIAN
What kind of Salesians for young people today?
RECOGNIZE

Their eyes were opened and they recognized him (Lk.24:31)
A WORLD ON FIRE
“Today the World is on fire … what are we doing about it?”

These words are as relevant today as when they were spoken by St Teresa of Avila in 1577. Living at the time of the reformation, of changing political and religious landscapes, how did she respond? by igniting another fire, gathering around her women who lived a life of contemplation through developing friendship with Christ. 
What kind of Carmelite was she looking for?
“Determined women, so determined that they would frighten men” – after all, she writes, “it was women who remained faithful at the foot of the cross when most of the men had fled.”
 She knew they needed this perseverance and endurance if they were to take seriously the inward journey of contemplative prayer, understood as friendship with Christ. This Teresian understanding of prayer, as friendship with Christ, is the basis of a Salesian understanding of prayer as heart to heart.   St Francis de Sales speaks of God as ‘friend of our heart’
 and Don Bosco experiences The Spiritual Exercises as ‘a series of meditations and instructions that bring us into God’s friendship.’
 It is this friendship with Christ that we are called to nurture and share with the young. 
Today the World is on fire - We also live in troubled times where in the Western world a disturbing split has opened up between contemporary culture and our Christian faith tradition, described by St Pope Paul VI as nothing less than ‘the drama of our time.’
 This is eminently true in the rupture between our inherited religious vision and culture and the lived experience of many young people today. We are living in a time of rapid change, secularization and uncertainty. Many countries that were former bastions of Christian values have gone through such rapid change that ‘there is a profound redrawing of our moral landscape.’
 The recent amazon fires capture vividly the threats to our world today:  climate change, the displacement of peoples, refugees, political instability, ethnic cleansing, wars, religious persecution.
Recognizing this as the world of the young today, we ask:

What kind of Salesians for young people today?
GENTLENESS AND LOVING-KINDNESS

If ‘determination’ was the supreme quality required of Carmelites so that they would persevere on the road of contemplation, what is foundational for us as Salesians? Let’s return to the dream of nine: “you will have to win these friends of yours not by blows but by gentleness and love.”
 The hallmark of Salesian spirituality is gentleness and loving kindness. (Working on the pre-chapter commission, I did a word search on the documents received from the provinces only to find one reference to gentleness. I found that quite interesting.)  As Salesians are we rooted in gentleness and loving kindness or have we become uprooted? Let us not forget Don Bosco’s own pre-ordination resolutions: “may the charity and gentleness of St Francis de Sales guide me in everything.”
 He specifically chooses St Francis de Sales as patron “because those who intend to dedicate themselves to this kind of work should adopt this saint as a model of charity and affability.”
 Here we see how there is a spiritual affinity between the two great saints, an affinity which revolves around gentleness and loving kindness – Don Bosco resonates with St Francis de Sales which explains why it is not an arbitrary choice but a discernment of spirits, revealing that charismatic element that belongs specifically to the Salesian Charism. 
As St Francis de Sales reminds us: ‘there is nothing so strong as gentleness and nothing so gentle as real strength.’
 So, later in the dream when Mary counsels the young Bosco she states: “make yourself humble, strong and energetic.’ In so doing, she teaches us the link between gentleness and humility. This is simply an elaboration of Salesian gentleness which takes its inspiration from Jesus as ‘gentle and humble of heart ‘(Mt.11:29). St Francis de Sales states:

‘Our Lord, had founded his doctrine on these words: Be my disciples for I am gentle and humble of heart. Why does God attract us? Because he is kind: The spirit of gentleness is the Spirit of God.’

Salesian gentleness (douceur) is the spirit of the beatitudes, a gift of the Spirit that enables us to live in imitation of the humility and gentleness of Jesus. It is not, as sometimes misinterpreted, a way of being nice! Such gentleness requires self-mastery and discipline because it demands that “we suppress the movements of anger, that we are gentle, cordial, and full of meekness towards everybody, that we forgive our enemies, and suffer contempt.” It is the gentleness of the Beatitudes. It is not surprising, therefore, that St Francis de Sales should conclude that such gentleness “is difficult, especially for one who is not a person of great prayer.”
 If there is an absence of gentleness in our communities, among the young and our co-workers, could this be a reflection of the lack of prayer? I simply raise the question. As Salesians, we are called to be gentle, humble and strong – is this possible without prayer? Gentleness, in short, is an attunement of our will to Jesus who is meek and humble of heart. Don Bosco writes to us:

My sons, in my long experience very often I had to be convinced of this great truth: [That] it is easier to become angry than to restrain oneself, and to threaten a boy than to persuade him…. We must be firm but kind, and be patient with them… This was the method that Jesus used with the apostles. He put up with their ignorance and roughness and even their infidelity. He treated sinners with a kindness and affection that caused some to be shocked, others to be scandalized, and still others to hope for God’s mercy. And so, he bade us to be gentle and humble of heart.

What would our Salesian communities be like if gentleness reigned over anger? What would our relationship with young people be like if they were marked by gentleness devoid of verbal abuse or uncontrolled and unprocessed anger? What would our co-operation with lay people be like without any angry outbursts or passive aggression? Let us make St Paul’s prayer our own for the Salesians today:
Always be humble and gentle. Be patient with each other, making allowance for each other’s faults because of your love. (Eph. 4:2)
INTERPRET

This is my beloved Son, listen to him (Lk.9:35)
What kind of Salesians for young people today?
If you expect me to give an answer to the question you will be disappointed! Like a good Irish man, we answer questions by asking more questions!!! Reflecting on the data received from the provinces on the profile of Salesians today, the commission noticed a twofold tendency or temptation:

1) Presenting an idealized view of the Salesian as a kind of superman, an impossible ideal that no-one could possibly reach; 
2) or else, presenting quite a negative image which seemed to underscore our failures and inability to live up to the ideal. 
As St Francis de Sales reminds us, the truth does not lie at extremes – we must have a balanced perspective which is derived from humility that seeks the truth – the truth is that we are both gifted and flawed, God has blessed us with gifts for his service but there is always room for us to develop and use those gifts more.
Let us not forget that the question:                 
What kind of Salesians for young people today?
is not addressed to us as individuals but, above all, as Salesians who are entrusted with a community-based mission for the young. ‘Each of us is called by God to form part of the Salesian Society… we put ourselves and our gifts at the service of the community and of its common tasks (Const. 22) … Brotherly love, our apostolic mission and the practice of the evangelical counsels are the bonds which form us into one and constantly reinforce our communion. We thus become one heart and one soul to love and serve God and to help one another’ (Const.3 & 50). The question addresses us as Salesians living, working and praying together in community. It is not a question which is looking for the ideal Salesian (who doesn’t exist anyway); nor a Superman Salesian; nor is the question asking us to take a Salesian selfie! The question is not about image, the way we see ourselves or the way others see us. This question is very much a question about our identity as Salesians. It seems to me that there is a threefold emphasis in this question: Salesians - young people - today. 
Let us now return to the question: What kind of Salesians for young people today?
Are we asking the young? Are we asking our co-workers and members of the Salesian family? Are we asking ourselves? There are many responses and different expectations, but what about God? I honestly believe that this question is changed significantly, when we address it to God and ask:

Lord, what kind of Salesians for young people today?

At first, it may appear that I’m just playing with words, but it does change our focus considerably when we address the Lord with this question. Why? Because the focus is no longer on ourselves. We give the centre back to God and we are invited to listen and ponder, like Mary, so as to be taught by him. We are not being asked to come up with the answer, we are being asked to receive the answer from him. It puts us, like Mary, into the position of receptivity where we seek and surrender to his will. Just as Don Bosco was shown through Mary’s intercession in his dream of nine – ‘this is your field of work, make yourself humble, gentle and strong… etc. We, too, as Salesians of today, need to receive our mission from the Lord. No doubt there will be many opinions expressed during the Chapter, but let’s hope that we bring these viewpoints into prayer so that the Lord may surprise us with his perspective. 

Lord, what kind of Salesians do you want for young people today?

What does God expect of us?  Do we know what God wants us to be? Do we allow God to show us his field of work as he did for the young Bosco? When I bring this question into prayer, Lord, what kind of Salesians for young people today? I’m unable to arrive at an answer, but instead, I experience an invitation – Come to me. This makes sense because if we are to learn from Jesus, gentle and humble of heart, then, we must first respond to his invitation – ‘Come to me all you who labour and are over-burdened and I will give you rest’ (Mt.11:28-30). It is only then that we can learn from him. Responding to the Lord’s invitation is the first, and non-negotiable step, in discovering What kind of Salesians for young people today? When I stay with this invitation – Come to me – there follows a deeper invitation – Remain in me – “make your home in me as I make mine in you” (Jn.15:4.) It is only if we are faithful to this invitation that, like Don Bosco, we will discover “it is to the glory of my Father that you should bear much fruit, and then you will be my disciples” (Jn.15:8)
Biblically, it seems to me that there is a step always before we can see or recognize. That step is to listen to God’s Word. If we take the two disciples of Emmaus, who are deflated because they had hoped and their expectations were not realized, they are unable to see or recognize the Lord. It is only when they enter into conversation with him, listening to the Word that they hear him and, then, ‘their eyes are opened and they recognize him’ (Lk.24:31). In short, we need to hear before we can see; we need to listen to the Word, only then can we interpret and understand.
LEARNING TO LISTEN
Unless you undergo a change of heart and become like children, you will not enter my heavenly kingdom. (Mt. 18:3)

For us as Salesians, following in the steps of Don Bosco, the world of the young is a privileged place where we encounter God. It is our ‘burning bush’ where God reveals himself to us, but like Moses, we need to take off our shoes, turn aside from our own things to see God doing something new, “I will go and see this amazing sight?” Like Moses, we must allow ourselves to be drawn by God, to have a sense of wonder. This is why it is so important for us to listen to the young, but even more importantly, we need to listen to what God is saying to us through them. 
It is the young, especially the poor and those most in need, who teach us how to become childlike. If we are to ‘undergo a change of heart’ and ‘become like children’, then, we need to learn to receive from God. Our God loves to give. Let us now, revisit the question from a totally different perspective. What if God addresses us in the question:

My Salesian brothers, what do you want me to give you today?

What would you ask for? This is the same question that  God addresses to Solomon ‘What am I to give you?’ (1kgs 3:5). I wonder how many of us would respond like Solomon: ‘Lord, grant me a listening heart … so that I can lead your people well, discerning the difference between good and evil’ (1kgs.3:9). Without this “listening heart” we will be unable to enter into the realm of the Spirit; Without this “listening heart” we will be unable to see God’s plan because if we do not listen to the Word, we will not see and our eyes cannot be opened.
We have already listened to various voices during our provincial chapters, but God is inviting us now to listen even more deeply at this General Chapter. It is a “provocation” for everyone. It is the voice of the Spirit that impels us to ask ourselves questions, to “examine our own works”, to “revise”, to “repent and convert.” “Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says.” It is the Spirit who speaks also to us and who invites us to listen (Cf. Rev. 2: 1-29).
 
Mary, Spouse of the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us as our mother and teacher is our exemplar. She teaches us how to prepare ourselves to receive a “listening heart,” because she pondered all these things in her heart. Let us pray that through Mary’s intercession we may receive wisdom from the Holy Spirit to guide us as “we bring out of our storeroom new treasures as well as old” (Mt.13:52). 
It is interesting to note that Solomon receives his ‘listening heart’ when he is asleep; St Joseph discovers God’s will and changes his own plans when an Angel visits him in his sleep; We have countless examples of God revealing himself to Don Bosco in his dreams as he slept. Perhaps we should spend less time talking and more time asleep in this Chapter! It seems to me that when we are asleep, we offer God less resistance. Sometimes it may be our very words, and discussions that get in the way of what God wants to tell us. A “listening heart”enables us to set aside our agendas in order to receive God’s direction. If, and when, we listen to God the script changes. No longer do we go by our expectations, but discover, God is presenting us with even greater possibilities than we could have imagined. Possibilities that were never in our original script.

When we speak we already know what we want to say, but when we truly listen, we are changed, because we may learn something new. Salesian spirituality offers us the following challenge: Do I listen to reply or to understand? As Pope Francis reminds us: 
Only if we are prepared to listen, do we have the freedom to set aside our own partial or insufficient ideas… In this way, we become truly open to accepting a call that can shatter our security, but lead us to a better life. It is not enough that everything be calm and peaceful. God may be offering us something more, but in our comfortable inadvertence, we do not recognize it.”

CHOOSE

His mother said to the Servants: “Do whatever He tells you” (Jn.2:5)

Mary is able to direct the servants because of her “listening heart” – she is able to ponder on the events of life, to see and respond with compassion to the married couple in their need, and direct the servants to their Lord and Master. It is the same pattern in Don Bosco’s dream when she shows him his field of work. Like Don Bosco, we are invited by her to cultivate a ‘listening heart” so as to discern God’s plan for us. This period of waiting can be difficult for us as Salesians who like to be active. However, it is an essential passage in the discernment process to wait in this place of not knowing. In this place we ‘desire nothing, ask for nothing, refuse nothing’(St Francis de Sales). However, having received the promptings of the Holy Spirit our listening heart, like Mary, begins to see and we are invited to respond with compassion. Our waiting turns into action as with the same zeal as the lover in the Song of Songs who will “run the way of the beloved” - the eager waiting is replaced by doing the will of God.  
Let’s return to an incident in the life of Jesus.  The disciples come to him and they tell him – “Everyone is looking for you?”  How does he respond? Not the way they expect – “Let’s go to the rest of the villages so I can preach there also. This is why I’ve come?” Why does he not stay with those who have just received the good news – the answer lies in what he did before he replied to his disciples – “While it was still night, long before dawn, he got up and went out to a secluded spot and prayed.” (Mk. 1: 35) It is prayer to his Father that allows Jesus to have “a listening heart”, to discern the Father’s will and allow himself to carry out his Father’s mission. Perhaps for us Salesians, we should never use the word discernment without it being prefaced with the word prayerful. After all, discernment is not just simply reasoned arguments. Gathering information, understanding the context, listening to and analysing the situation of the young is important, but it is not enough. We cannot arrive at God’s plan for us at the purely rational level of reflection and discussion. It requires prayer. In particular, contemplative prayer from where our mission arises. Discernment, for us, is always prayerful discernment. 
PRAYERFUL DISCERNMENT
Fidelity to prayer enabled Don Bosco to return to his heart and discern the inspirations that God’s Spirit breathed within him. The recurring Shepherd dream was a touchstone of his spirituality but even after three years of ordination, in the last year of the Convitto, he nurtured the desire of entering the Oblates of Mary Immaculate and to dedicate his life to the preaching of the Ignatian Exercises.
 Giulio Barberis notes that he brings this plan to Don Cafasso for discernment who rejects his proposal outright.  He experiences it as “a terrible blow.”  However, Don Cafasso, also a man of prayer, has tuned into Don Bosco’s deeper inspiration that has been surfacing through in his dreams. 

Much earlier, in his very first year of philosophy, Don Bosco had brought to Don Cafasso a dream that perplexed him. He saw himself dressed as a priest in a tailor’s shop, not sewing new clothes, but mending old ones torn and full of patches.
 Don Bosco had communicated to Don Cafasso his ‘inclination’ to work with the young as ‘an inner urge’: “I feel inclined to work for boys... At this moment I seem to find myself in the midst of a crowd of boys asking me to help them.”
 It is in listening to this ‘inner urge’ or ‘voice’ that Don Cafasso realizes he is being called by God to a specific mission (not to the Franciscans or Oblates of Mary Immaculate). The symbolism of mending old clothes is not lost on Don Cafasso who clearly sees in it, his call to poor and abandoned young people. 

Let us not complicate matters. It is quite simple. It is very clear that Don Bosco participates in the mission of the Good Shepherd “to seek the lost who have strayed, bring back the scattered, bandage the wounded and strengthen the weak (Ezek. 34:16). It is the same Lord “who consecrated us through the gift of his Spirit and sends us out to be apostles to the young” (Const.2)
ACTIVE CONTEMPLATIVES
If you permit me, I will share with you a personal testimony. After my first year of finding my feet as a provincial, I undertook my annual directed retreat. (by the way, I would strongly recommend a directed retreat, in addition to our Salesian retreat, as a choice that would be extremely beneficial for ongoing formation).  Not long into my directed retreat, however, I was disturbed by the following question:

Had I become more servant than friend of God?
A few days into the retreat, and having great difficulty trying to settle into a more contemplative mode, I went for a walk along the seashore. I caught sight of a dog on the strand, bounding up the steps in my direction and dragging his unfortunate owner behind him. He continued his journey, but I was left with the thought: Had I been like this dog for much of my first year as provincial? I continued to nurse this thought on my homeward journey, which was much more pleasant as I now had the wind to my back, coaxing me along. Suddenly, a small group of seagulls appeared gliding effortlessly just above my head. I admired, and even envied them. How easy it appeared for them to allow themselves to catch the breeze and allow themselves to be carried. What a difference to the panting dog on the leash.  The contrast was not lost on me. I had spent much of my first year trying to make things happen, but busyness is no guarantee that you are doing God’s will. There is no point at flapping wings frantically or pulling on the leash if one is going in the wrong direction. It provoked the following questions: 
Am I truly following the Lord or am I rushing ahead and asking the Lord to follow me? Whose kingdom is being built? Whose plans are being realized?
I realized instantly that I needed to get off the treadmill of Salesian activity where I was trying to make thing happen and instead, learn to catch the breeze of the Spirit to let God’s will be done.  For this to happen, I had to make a choice: I had to choose to prioritize two periods of meditation every day, one in the morning and the other at night. 
If we have been living off the fumes of analysis, planning and being goal-oriented, it is going to be much more difficult for us to catch the breeze of the Spirit.  It requires a “listening heart”, a contemplative spirit. We cannot make this happen, but we can dispose ourselves through meditation and contemplation to receive a “listening heart.” Moving out of analysis into awareness requires a different interior space. It is a contemplative mode that will not be rushed, but learns to wait on God’s rhythm and God’s time. Without it, we run the risk of drawing up plans and goals that are ours and not God’s. We do not do discernment out of our goals. It requires a listening space where, to our surprise, we discover God has his plans for us. When David said he was going to build the temple for the Lord, his prophet Nathan originally agreed. However, once he slept on it (notice again how God breaks through when we are less resistant) he delivered God’s message – who are you to build me a house, I will build you a house for you and your ancestry (2Sm.7:10-11). 

THE CONTEMPLATIVE CHOICE

As I indicated above, we cannot create a “listening heart” because it is a gift from God, the gift of contemplation, but we can prepare our hearts through meditation and contemplation to receive it.  It is only in this way, as St Francis de Sales counsels, that we can “belong to God in the midst of so much busyness.” If Jesus tired out by his mission felt the need to withdraw so as to commune with his father in prayer, then, surely, we need to do likewise? If St Francis de Sales from his early student days developed the contemplative practice of ‘sacred sleep’ so as to listen to the heartbeat of God, should we not do likewise? When asked how much meditation is needed if you are busy working for the lord, he answered, “half an hour is needed but if you are busy, then, an hour.”  
DON BOSCO’S TESTIMONY
What about Don Bosco? As St Philip Rinaldi reminds us: “If you want to live according to Don Bosco’s spirit you must never lose sight of his interior life… continuously united to God in prayer.” Don Bosco privileged times of solitary communion with God, encouraged retreats and periods of silence among his boys, and undertook the Spiritual Exercises annually at the Santuario di Sant’ Ignazio.
 Cardinal Cagliero states eloquently: “The love of God shone in his face and from his whole person and from all the words that came from his heart when he spoke about God from the pulpit or in the confessional, in public or private conferences, or in friendly conversation. This love was the only yearning of his heart, and the most ardent desire of his entire life.”

When he spoke about God … this love was the only yearning of his heart. It is obvious that Don Bosco communicated a living God because he was in a life-giving relationship with God. This is only possible through prayer as friendship with Christ which nourishes the fire between us. Without this intimacy nurtured by prayer, ‘the more God vanishes into the distance. He slowly becomes a meaningless and lifeless “idea” … if we stop praying for a long period of time, God “dies!” … not in himself, but He dies in our hearts. God “dies” like a withered plant we have neglected to water.’

The inward breath of prayer and the outward breath of activity allowed Don Bosco to carry out the work of Martha with the heart of Mary.
 As his friendship with Christ deepened through prayer, his tireless activity increased as an expression of his love for God. I believe that our fundamental Salesian heresy is to look to Don Bosco in an attempt to imitate the work he did without having the union with God that he enjoyed. We, often, are simply active, whereas, for Don Bosco, his work was an overflow of his relationship with God (ecstasy of action). 

SALESIANS TODAY
Do we communicate the living God to others?
As Saint Pope John Paull II declares:

The future of mission depends to a great extent on contemplation. Unless the missionary is a contemplative he cannot proclaim Christ in a credible way. He is a witness to the experience of God, and must be able to say with the apostles: “that which we have looked upon ... concerning the word of life ... we proclaim also to you (1 Jn 1:1-3).
 
Why is it so important for us as Salesians today to have a ‘listening heart’ or a contemplative spirit? Our world today values the human, but loses sight of the transcendental. Our Salesian tradition also cherishes the human and we believe grace builds on nature. That is why in much of the feedback received, we recognize the value and importance of counselling to respond to the difficulties that young people experience. However, if we remain at this level we will have failed the young people of today. The deepest thirst and hunger is spiritual. The psychological is important, but it is no substitute for the spiritual. If we do not make this journey within ourselves to the spiritual through prayer, meditation and contemplation we will be unable to accompany the young on their journey. If we fail in this respect, we will be judged by future generations as having mistaken the real and the spiritual by being in touch with the psychological and that is not deep enough. 
This brings us back to ourselves as Salesians today. Are we, like Don Bosco, Spirit-led and Spirit-filled?  It is from this “active presence of the Holy Spirit that we draw strength for our fidelity and support for our hope” (Const.1). What is important for us as Salesians is ‘not to rush into a multitude of exterior works but to discover and to practice the attitudes and behaviours that open us up to the work of the Spirit. All the rest will flow from that, and we will be in a position to accomplish the “good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.” (Eph.2:10) The spiritual life is not so much about doing as letting be done, letting God act in us, work through us.’
 It is through union with God arrived through his fidelity to contemplative practice that “the Spirit formed within Don Bosco the heart of a father and teacher, capable of total self-giving: ‘I have promised God that I would give of myself to my last breath for my poor boys’”(Const.1).

Let us pray
Gracious Father, grant us a spirit of wisdom and perception to see, and respond to, the needs of young people today, especially those most in need.

Lord Jesus, Shepherd of our hearts, renew in us the same spirit of dedication which ignited the heart of St John Bosco, apostle to the young.

Spirit of Love, cover us with your shadow. Set our hearts on fire with your love filling them anew with the power and zeal of Pentecost.

Mary, Spouse of the Holy Spirit, obtain for us the grace to do the will of God and to become another humanity for Jesus where he can renew his whole mystery.

Live Jesus.

May Jesus live in us, work with us, and love through us, so that we may truly become signs and bearers of God’s love for the Young.

May the Father be glorified in the work he has called us to do through the power of his Spirit and in the name of Jesus, his Son. 

Amen.
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