Work and temperance in the thinking of Don Bosco's first two successors
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In presenting the volume containing Fr Michael Rua's Circular Letters, his successor describes them as “the quintessence of the religious spirit”, “a compendium of ascetic features”, “a masterpiece of Salesian pedagogy”, hoping that they would be “often re-read in conferences, the annual retreats and on the days established for the Exercise for a Happy Death”, as “spiritual nourishment for the confreres and everyone who wishes to take a step forward in perfection each day”
. Thus did Fr Paul Albera offer us the code for interpreting Fr Rua's magisterium and way of governing. The principal aim of his leadership in fact was to point out to Salesians a robust, ascetic set of guidelines which took up Don Bosco's notion of religious and spiritual life and applied them to the circumstances of a Congregation in full development, at a time of rapid change and cultural transformation as was the case while he was Rector Major.

1. Salesian “good spirit” in Fr Rua's teachings

On 8 February 1888, in a letter sent to Rectors on the suffrages to be made for Don Bosco, Fr Rua launched the watchword which would characterise the direction his governance would take: The holiness of his sons will be the proof of the Father's holiness
. This direction would become concrete in the efforts to foster an “ever more faithful observance of the spirit of Don Bosco”, also and especially when there are difficulties, as he wrote after the “Varazze case” and when the Founder was declared Venerable:

“Ours then should be a commitment to show that we are not unworthy sons of a Father whom the church has called Venerable. Let each one scrupulously observe the Constitutions that Don Bosco gave us and make an effort to copy in himself the outstanding virtues our Venerable founder practised. Oh! Would that I could see from this point on a real growth in our spirit of piety, obedience and sacrifice in all the members of our Pious Society!
 

This programme lays down the style of Fr Rua's leadership. He feels that his role as successor of Don Bosco is simply a continuation and increase in his work and in charismatic fidelity. He puts himself aside so only the figure and message of the Founder can emerge. But it is precisely this idea, which he experienced with such a grasp of the ups and downs in which the Congregation was involved over the twenty two years he governed it, that makes his magisterium important.

Fr Rua's Circulars show a marked insistence on ascetics and abstemiousness, piety, religious regularity, pastoral zeal and the primacy of religion in the education of the young. He was aware that with the growth of the Congregation there was the risk that there might be a lessening of its spiritual impulse, its motivational charge deeply rooted in interiority, the ideal of unconditional offering so distinctive of the “Father and Teacher” and the group that had grown up around him. Fr Rua called it “good spirit” or more specifically the spirit of Don Bosco: “In the Congregation there is a set of ideas and tendencies, a way of thinking and doing things which is the spirit proper to it, that is, the Holy Rule”
. Fr Rua himself typically represents the fervour of the origins, of the primacy of the spiritual dimension that flows through and sustains an ascetically demanding and tenaciously observant notion of Salesian life, but which also generates a clear analysis of changes going on and which feeds unfailing educative and pastoral activity.

Reference to the substance of Don Bosco's motto “Work and Temperance” is a constant one, even though it appears only once in the circulars, formulated as such at the beginning of the 1892-1893 school year: “May the Lord see that we can spend this school year in a holy way, always in his grace and forever working for his greater glory as worthy sons of Don Bosco, who knew so well how to employ every moment of his life and left written on his and our escutcheon: Temperance, prayer and work”
.
He particularly insisted on three points of Don Bosco's spirit.

The first is observance of the Rule, felt to be the “core” of Salesian identity: “To be well saturated with the spirit of the Ven. Don Bosco we must read and meditate on our Constitutions”
. They are our way to holiness, “the most beautiful memory and precious relic of our most beloved Don Bosco”
, “the hinge on which the future of our dear Society rests"
. Meditation on the Constitutions must lead to a practical evaluation of our lives: “We need to establish a conscientious comparison between our duties and our life; our Rule should be, we can say, tacked to our person as a measure of the extent of virtue we have arrived at. The more constantly we examine ourselves on this point, the greater will be the good we do for our soul and for those we are called to direct”
.

The second point is the tendency to holiness, which is natural to the Salesian vocation. Holiness should be desired as our greatest good. “If this desire is burning in our hearts, we will soon be adorned with every virtue and we will take huge steps on the way to perfection”
. “Attending to our growth in holiness” is a “common obligation for all members of the Society”
, before which work, including apostolic work, takes second place. “This tendency to perfection becomes for the Salesian like a debt he must pay each day, but which can never be paid off here on earth …. Slowing down is to take a backward step; not to gain is to lose; laying down one's arms is to declare oneself conquered; working without energy is to undo what has already been done
. Fr Rua recalls that it is essential “to be concerned firstly with correcting our defects, seeking to progress in perfection, and thus making ourselves ready to work profitably for others”, as Don Bosco taught us. “Let us be convinced that the more a Rector makes efforts to progress in virtue, the more fruitful his priestly ministry will be, and the more abundant will be the results of his wise ministry”
.

The third characteristic point of Don Bosco's spirit is, according to Fr Rua, his apostolic zeal. True zeal for the salvation of the young can only come from a heart which reaches out to God and is concerned with perfecting itself. If Don Bosco mustered up “tireless zeal” and used “countless strategies … for attracting souls to God”, and in this mission “took no step, said no word, he took up no task that was not directed to the saving of the young”, saying “with deeds not with words: Da mihi animas caetera tolle”, his sons too must “must make every effort to follow in his footsteps of his zeal and activity”
.

On the Superiors and especially the Rectors of the houses, lies the responsibility of guaranteeing spiritual vitality, working for perfection and the community's apostolic activity. In Fr Rua's mind and for the Salesians who grew up in Don Bosco's school the central role of the Rector in each work was not open to discussion. The formative and religious practice at Valdocco, the manner of being and acting of Don Bosco the “superior”, had contributed to defining the prior role of spiritual father and confessor, the one who inspired piety, was guide, example of holiness and educational approach, an encouragement and motor driving pastoral zeal. On 1st December 1909, at the end of the Extraordinary Visitation to Salesian Houses, Fr Rua observed from the reports of the visitors that it was revealed that “wherever there was a superior who had the necessary qualities, guided by true and burning zeal, a faithful imitator of our Venerable father and Founder Don Bosco, then piety flourished in that house, a great purity of habits reigned, one could admire the constant progress in studies, and one breathed an atmosphere perfumed by the fragrance of the choicest virtues”
.

2. Spiritual subjects suggested by Fr Albera

In his first circular, on 25 January 1911, Fr Paul Albera summed up the programme he would take during his time in office: “I promised Don Bosco and Don Rua that I would spare no effort in preserving in our humble Congregation the spirit and traditions we had learned from them”
. “remind those who depend on you," Pius X had recommended to him "that the One they serve, Dominus est. May the thought of God's presence be fixed in their minds, may they be completely guided by the spirit of faith, perform their practices of piety with fervour and offer their work and sacrifices to God. May God be always in their mind and in their heart”
.

This mandate picked up an aspect which Fr Albera was especially sensitive to, by character and by formation. Thus his spiritual magisterium particularly emphasised the link between the spirit of piety and discipline of life, and offered an overall interpretation of the “spirit of Don Bosco”.

2.1. Fervent piety and a disciplined life

The role of Catechist General and the concrete Salesian experience which he had accumulated as Visitor, led him to choose as the opening topic of his 'edifying' magisterium, the Spirit of piety. He was of the view that the enthusiasm of the Salesians, their fervent initiatives, so much appreciated in public opinion, were not without their shadows: “Speaking to you from the heart, I confess that I cannot ward off the sad thought and fear that this flurry of Salesian activity, this zeal that has seemed up till now impermeable to any discouragement, this warm enthusiasm that up till now has been sustained by constant success, will diminish one day when they are no longer fruitful, purified and sanctified by a true and solid piety”
.

He very clearly stated: if, “by God's grace we have many exemplary confreres”, we also have many neglectful Salesian unfortunately, who offer “everywhere the sad spectacle of their laxity and indifference ..., unfortunately they vegetate in a state of deplorable mediocrity and will never bear fruit”
. He was convinced that “the entire system of education taught by Don Bosco is based on piety”, and that if the Salesian “is not solidly pious, he will never be right for the task as educator”
. It is enough to think of Don Bosco, of the “sacred fire of piety” which pervaded his being, of his “uninterrupted union with God”, which was “the notable characteristic of Don Bosco’s”: “evidence of this was the unchanging equality of humour that shone from his invariably smiling face. At whatever moment you went to him for advice, he seemed to interrupt his conversation with God to listen to you, and that the thoughts and encouragement he gave you were inspired by God”
.

From his contemplation of this ideal, Fr Albera then moved on to suggest practical resolutions: being exact in practising the practices of piety established by the Constitutions; sanctifying daily activity by carrying them out in God's presence, “with great purity of intention”, with “generosity of spirit”, with “holy indifference for everything that God, through the superiors, disposes”. This is the way to “put into practice the precept of constant prayer” and practice “the active piety of which St. Francis de Sales often speaks, and which was the secret of Don Bosco's holiness”
. 

As an antidote to laxity, spiritual laziness, he suggested sacramental practice, the examen of conscience, frequently lifting the mind to God little moments of affection, entrusting ourselves to Mary Help of Christians: useful initiatives for maintaining the fervour of piety which permeated the life of the Founder. “Fervour is a burning desire, a generous willingness to please God in everything. It especially has to be maintained when we do acts of devotion, but as already indicated, it also has to accompany all of our actions and likewise transform them, we might say, into religious practices”
.

Here we find ourselves, in language and concept, in the flow of modern spirituality, the spirituality that had nurtured ascetic literature between the 17th and 19th centuries. But the different historical scenario in which Albera was putting forward these issues, and the circumstances of life and work of his listeners, gave a certain concreteness to his exhortations. Fr Albera has in mind a spiritual pathology which was widespread in the Salesian Congregation: “the great illness of many given to God's service is agitation and excessive zeal given to exterior matters. How difficult it is to reign in our activity and keep it within the right limits!” He quotes the “evisceratio mentis” of St Bernard, but has in mind the Salesian caught up in the vortex of contemporary life which, because of a misunderstood cult of work and the drive to get things done, does not know how to “ever find a moment to recollect, enter into oneself, in order to know where one is going”
.

During his time in office, Fr Albera gathers the principle topics he deals with in his letters, around this core idea. Be it his reminder to the Salesian about religious discipline,
 or his exhortation to live from faith
 or pointing out practical ways to be obedient,
 or speaking of chastity
 and the Salesian spirit in new historical situations,
 or speaking of the Oratory, the Missions and Vocations,
 he was always moving within this area of piety and fervour and leading back to them, with finesse and attention to detail. The model of the Salesian which emerged from his material is one who is ardent in faith and delicate in his ways, strong in spirit and humble of heart, zealous in works and quietly spoken, industrious in carrying out his mission and continuously immersed in God.

The desire “to work vigorously for the glory of God and the salvation of souls”, learned at Don Bosco's school, nurtures an inward and outward attitude which is disciplined, that is “a way of living which conforms to the rules and customs” of the Pious Salesian Society, and which allows us to fulfil its purpose
. It is not sufficient just to avoid evil, but we need to do good in an irreproachable way. In a disciplined Salesian house “perfect order reigns”. “Clarity and propriety” shine out in everything. “The timetable is scrupulously observed”. Everything is quiet and industrious: “and who knows how much this regularity contributes to recollection of spirit and makes our work fruitful?”. 

“Indeed you will see an amiable candour, innocent simplicity, spontaneous and holy joy shining from the faces of those who live in that house, reflecting the peace in their hearts, the serenity of their consciences. You will find nobody who does his duty ex tristitia aut ex necessitate .... Every religious shows that he is completely happy in his vocation, and ... prefers his humble circumstances a thousand times over to the world's honours, prefers his poverty and mortifications to the riches and enjoyments of the world”
. 
2.2. “Let us clothe ourselves in the spirit of Don Bosco”

In his circular of 23 April 1917 to Provincials and Rectors on ways to preserve Don Bosco's spirit in the houses, Fr Albera provides a list of the features of the “spirit of Don Bosco” which the Salesian should clothe himself in: sincere piety; observance of the Constitutions; real poverty; the cult of chastity as a life style and an educative atmosphere; generous obedience; charitable correction; kind and patient fatherliness ; humility; zeal for the salvation of souls made practical through caring for the confreres, the young, past pupils and vocations
.

It is a vigorous image that emerges. We are not true sons of Don Bosco unless we take “huge steps along the way to perfection”, fighting “mediocrity”, which slows down our spiritual impetus, and “legality”, which weakens the generosity of our love for God:
“Thrust the boat out into the deep, do not limit your efforts to what is strictly necessary, be grandiose in your aspirations when it is a case of the glory of God and the salvation of souls; get far away from the shore which lowers your horizons and you will see how abundant the fishing for souls will be .... In doing this the motto of the zealous apostle is the same as the brave soldier's: courage! Onwards! .... The good Salesian, bowed down under the weight of his crosses, tribulations and sacrifices, will say with St. Francis Xavier, full of joy: amplis, send me more of them, or with St. Francis of Assisi: This is so good that every pain is a delight for me”
.

We Salesians must be like Don Bosco: “tireless workers”, “fruitful initiators of works more appropriate and timely for the greater good of the youth in every country, and for preserving for the Congregation the primacy of modernity which is proper to it”. But we do not yet have the right to see we are true sons unless we urge ourselves on, like him “to grow daily in perfection in our Salesian vocation, making every effort to copy the spirit of interior life of our Venerable [Don Bosco]”.
  

At the core of this spirit, according to Fr Albera, two movements are essential to it: “the notion of the animator”, which is “working for souls to the point of total self-immolation”, and “the most perfect act”, which is giving oneself totally to God. So we are brought back to the substance of the founding spiritual attitude put forward by Don Bosco to the young in some of his most personal works which consisted not only in “giving oneself in good time”, but in “giving oneself totally to God”. This is what our Founder did, as Fr Albera reminds us: “throwing himself into God's arms and never separating himself again from them was his most perfect act. He did this every day, and we need to imitate him in the best way possible, to sanctify our work and our soul”
.

Such a movement of the spirit is the basis of apostolic and educational virtues, purifies our intentions and nurtures that special love of “predilection” for the young that is able to transform the educational activity of the Salesian into a “heavenly pedagogy”. It might sound rhetorical, but it can be understood in the idea that Fr Albera has of this  “pedagogy”:

“It is thinking of the greatness of the ministry of educating youth and forming them to true and solid virtue: carving out the whole man from the child, like the artist carves out the statue from marble: getting young people to shift from a state of intellectual and moral inferiority to a higher state: forming their spirit, heart, will and conscience through piety, humility, kindness, strength, justice, abnegation, zeal and edification, grafted in them imperceptibly through example ... and setting their hearts on fire, so they will practice it by loving, attracting, conquering and transforming them”
.

So then, in the sensitivities and outlook of the first two successors of Don Bosco, the motto of the Congregation, Work and Temperance, is enriched by a third element, Prayer or Piety. This aspect is certainly not absent in the teaching and practices of Don Bosco's life, but it became urgent to emphasis it in new historical contexts to correct what is revealed to be the “dominant defect” of the Salesians: undisciplined hard work, excessive agitation, educative superficiality. Thus was the "spirit of Don Bosco" being clarified in all its wealth of spiritual nuances and its ascetic implications for the daily life of Salesian communities. 
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