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DIREZIONE GENERALE OPERE DON BOSCO

Via della Pisana 1111 - 00163 ROME

The General Councillor for Formation

Rome, 27 August 2007

Prot. 07/0600

To the Reverend Regional Formation Coordinators

To the Reverend Provincial Formation Delegates

For information

To the Reverend Provincials
Subject: Interpreting some statistics

Dear Coordinators and Delegates,

At a time when the Provincial Chapters have concluded in the Provinces, the six-year period is drawing to a close, and the Provincial Formation Plan is in the process of being drafted, I wish to share a few ideas with you about some statistics concerning our Congregation. The statistics are a call to reflection and an invitation to come up with good vocation and formation programmes for the young people God sends us in large numbers.

Novices who entered and those who left the novitiate

In the first place, let us consider the number of those who entered and those who left the novitiate.

In 2001, 535 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2002, 427 made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was 108.

In 2002, 607 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2003, 470 made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was 137.    

In 2003, 580 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2004, 469 made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was 111. 

In 2004, 594 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2005, 476 made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was 118. 

In 2005, 621 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2006, 470 made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was 151.

In 2006, 561 entered the novitiate. Of them, in 2007,        made their first profession. Hence the number of those who left during the novitiate was       .

Temporarily professed members who left

In 2006, 225 temporarily professed members left the Congregation. Of them, 25 were given a dispensation from their vows, 46 were not admitted to profession, and the remaining 154, almost two-thirds of the total number, left of their own accord when their vows expired.

The period of temporary profession extends to a maximum of nine years. Out of the total of 225 who left us, half, 114, did so during the first triennium: 38 in the first year after their first profession, 27 in the second year, and 49 in the third. In the second triennium, the number of those who left after their first profession was 72, and in the third triennium the number was 39. 

Since in the majority of cases, there was a form compiled by those who left the Congregation on the expiry of their vows, we have some data on the main reasons for their leaving:







         Dominant reason     Additional reason     Total
Difficulty in relating to others in the community            38
              +               26              =   64

Gradual loss of the meaning of vocation

       51               +               12              =   63

Vocational inconsistency from the beginning
       44               +               12              =   56

Weakening of the spiritual life

       
       28               +               23              =   51

Difficulties connected with consecrated celibacy
       42               +                6       
   =   48

In the six-year period the number of temporarily professed members who left has been more or less consistent: 

2001: 212 temporarily professed members left

2002: 231 temporarily professed members left
2003: 150 temporarily professed members left
2004: 211 temporarily professed members left
2005: 237 temporarily professed members left

2006: 225 temporarily professed members left
Perpetually professed members and priests who left

Up to this point, we have considered the numbers of those who left during the period of initial formation; we must now expand our field of vision and also take in the situation during the period of ongoing formation. Here is the data concerning those who left after perpetual profession:

2001: 39 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 42 Salesian priests (  7 S, 25 D and 10 DC).

2002: 24 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 55 Salesian priests (16 S, 24 D and 15 DC).

2003: 28 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 49 Salesian priests (10 S, 25 D and 14 DC).

2004: 34 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 58 Salesian priests (14 S, 24 D and 20 DC).

2005: 27 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 55 Salesian priests (14 S, 26 D and 15 DC).

2006: 26 Salesian clerics or Salesian brothers + 70 Salesian priests (19 S, 24 D and 27 DC).

The priests who left belong to one of the following situations: S = secularized, that is, they have passed to the diocesan clergy; D = they have been dismissed from the Congregation; DC = they have received a dispensation from priestly celibacy.

An invitation to reflection and action
The above-mentioned data is an indication that we have not yet reached the objective of overcoming vocational fragility, which was a task enjoined on us by the six-year plan of the Rector Major and his Council. Fragility does not depend solely on the distinctive features of new vocations, but also on the weakness of discernment and the formation process itself. 

But, the data also invites us to give consideration to the reality of vocational fidelity and to those who left after perpetual profession and priestly ordination. In a previous reflection
 I dealt with the theme of vocational fragility as a reality primarily concerned with initial formation. It will now be necessary to help all confreres live in fidelity to their vocation, and this is a reality which refers especially to ongoing formation. It was a topic studied by the Union of Superiors General in their Assemblies of November 2005
 and May 2006
.

1. Vocation animation and the prenovitiate

The decrease in the number of novices in 2006 and the increase in the number of those who left during the novitiate and immediately after first profession, are indications that probably call us to put greater effort into how we animate vocations and configure the prenovitiate.

There is no doubt that the young people of today are different from those of yesterday and that the changes in culture and society have had a considerable effect on families. However, there also seems to be a growing realization that perhaps we have not yet succeeded in devising new and effective strategies for dealing with these problems. I feel that today there is a lot of “foundational work” awaiting us: we have to create a vocation culture in the young, give them a solid faith foundation, make them capable of managing their own inner world, and fire them with an enthusiasm for the apostolate. Without these underpinnings of human and Christian growth, it will be difficult to secure vocations that show good quality and perseverance. 

There are no shortcuts in the field of vocation and formation; the work of guiding young candidates is a must and requires good planning and a team of well-prepared animators and formation personnel. As I have said on other occasions, the “aspirantate” and the prenovitiate have become strategic today, both because of the important formation work they have to carry out and because of the similarly demanding service of discernment. It is important to be very clear about the necessary requirements at the start of the prenovitiate and the novitiate; consequently, the discernment needs to be done unhurriedly to verify in particular whether one is suitable or not. 

Vocations are a gift from God; they have their own distinctive features originating from family, society and contemporary culture. This is the kind of vocation God sends us, and no other. However, it is up to us to find effective ways of meeting the new challenges they confront us with. 

2. Personalized formation

It is not only a weak formation or a poor discernment carried out in the stages prior to the novitiate that can contribute to an increase in the number of those leaving during the period of temporary profession. It is also possible that the formation imparted during the novitiate, the postnovitiate and practical training does not succeed in taking root in the heart of those in formation, that is to say, it is unable to stem the gradual loss of the meaning of vocation and the weakening of the spiritual life - both important reasons for leaving the Congregation. It can so happen that there is a feeling of satisfaction in formation communities because there is order, regularity and obedience; but all this does not necessarily mean that the formation has produced a deep transformation in persons at the level of their affections, convictions and motivations.

For example, I have observed that, with very rare exceptions, all those who are in formation in our formation communities draw up their personal plan of life; but how very difficult it is for many of them to continue doing so after their perpetual profession or ordination! We are facing an enormous challenge here, that is to say, the challenge to be able to personalize formation in a way that enables each individual to assume responsibility for his own growth and act according to his own convictions.

We might be very insistent in class, in our conferences and good nights, and yet find that we do not succeed in imbuing those in formation with a deep, personal love for Our Blessed Lord, and do not form truly spiritual men. We might work very hard and yet not succeed in instilling the conviction that consecrated life is centred on God and on Jesus Christ and that our first and foremost mission is not our work but our prophetic witness. 

What we often lack is a method of formation that can enable us to reach those in formation at a deeper level of their being, creating convictions, infusing joy and serenity, giving motivations, and imparting the ability to make a proper discernment. According to the Ratio, we need to reconsider the present approach and find a method of formation that is more experiential and not too intellectual, more active and participative, more directed to the inner world of the one in formation and less exterior, so as to be able to help the one in formation to confront his own ideas, convictions and motivations. There is a need to rely more on spiritual direction and confession, reflection and prayer, because these are elements that assist in the assimilation of values.

We should not forget that the young people of today receive a lot of information, but need to act in order to understand. They tend to attach not much importance to formal commitments; it is more than likely that they do not have an experience of what it is to be “faithful forever”. This means that they need to have concrete examples before them in order to experience, to touch with their hands, so to say, the values we want to impart to them.

3. Mystical and ascetic commitment

Many of those who are in formation state as a reason for their leaving the Congregation the difficulties they experience in relating to others in the community. We have to acknowledge that the quality of life in a community plays a very important role not only in enabling vocations to emerge and grow but also to persevere. Young confreres feel the pain, especially when they receive hardly any guidance and are left to fend for themselves. All the members of the community therefore have to work hard at creating an environment and relationships that make the confreres feel accepted and enabled to grow, especially if they are young. 

However, we have to keep in mind that, despite our best endeavours, it will not be possible to eliminate all signs of weakness from our communities and avoid all conflicts. Initial formation must therefore prepare persons who can remain strong in their convictions and faithful to their commitment as consecrated persons, in spite of the difficulties they will encounter in the future. And this underlines the need for a formation to asceticism.

The consecrated person is called to give witness, and this is an arduous responsibility. He has to make his consecration visible, swim against the tide, get accustomed to being criticised, made fun of and ignored, and yet be able to resist for the sake of the Gospel. A formation to renunciation requires that we act like the merchant of the Gospel who gave up his precious pearls, not because they were false, but because he had found “the” priceless pearl which filled his eyes and his heart. Consequently, there can be no ascetic commitment and renunciation without a mystical experience.  

Finally, we cannot close our eyes to the fact that consecrated life does not make us immune to encountering frustrations, which no doubt lie behind many of the crises and the departures from consecrated life, especially after the first years of apostolic activity. There is need of “the courage of self-denial in accepting and welcoming the other with his… limitations, starting with the acceptance of authority”.
 We have to form to a life of asceticism, provided that a solid spiritual grounding has been our first concern.

4. The Province’s response to vocational fragility

Every Province took part in the process of reflection on the theme of vocational fragility. The Department offered you a synthesis of your reflections and recommendations as a Region. It is important that you do not lose the fruit of all the work that was done. I believe that the time has now come for you to insert in the section of initial formation in your Provincial Formation Plan your situation of vocational fragility and your lines of action to overcome it. Let me remind you that I have asked the Provinces to have their plan completed by the end of the year 2007, if possible.

I invite you to share this letter of mine with your Provincial Formation Commissions, your Regional Commissions and your formation personnel. My cordial greetings to all of you. 

In Don Bosco,

Fr. Francis Cereda
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