DIREZIONE GENERALE OPERE DON BOSCO

Via della Pisana 1111 – 00163 ROMA

The General Councillor for Formation

“A formative reading of GC 25”

This text is an aid addressed in particular to Provincial Formation Delegates and Provincial Formation Commissions. Its various sections can be used independently; is can be  of use for conferences or days of recollection with Rectors or Salesian communities. It gives an overview of the requirements and the formation tasks arising from GC25 for each confrere and community. Formation makes a decisive contribution to the implementation of the whole General Chapter      not just in the fourth section. The text may be considered a synthesis of  the steps to be taken in carrying out  the GC25  from the point of view of formation.

On this day of recollection it seems to me to be important that each person identifies the particular questions that he is being asked in his own life and reflects on the challenges that his life presents. The daily life of each one with its questions and its challenges could well be different for each one of us: there could well be particular concerns, plans, involvements or even lack of motivation, discouragement, a sense of loneliness.  We are each of us here today with our expectations and our uncertainties, with our hopes and our doubts.

The situation and the context of a retreat require that we take ourselves in hand and carry out a process of discernment regarding our life and an examination of our way of life.   The GC25 showed that we should not begin from an analysis of the situation. The problems and the difficulties could slow down our progress and an excessive analysis could lead us away from our target. Now is the time to discover God’s call: to what is God calling me “here and now” in my service to the Congregation, in the building up and animation of the community, in my approach to the confreres, in my efforts at evangelisation, in my spiritual experience? 
In my present talk I shall limit myself therefore to offering a consideration of what, according to GC25, the community should be looking at with regard to its own life, its attitude and its tasks. This is God’s call for us today.  We are called upon to live a profound spiritual experience, an intense fraternal life and a daring pastoral activity. In this reflection I shall offer you a consideration of GC25 that is largely from a formative point of view, not only because others will probably not do so, but especially because it seems to me that this Chapter could well be considered as a “summa” of ongoing formation for our Congregation.

1. THE ECCLESIAL DIMENSION

The times through which we in the Congregation are living have a particularly ecclesial feel about them, as a result of the three essential terms of reference that Consecrated Life has been given: the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation “Vita consecrata” from 1995, the Apostolic Letter following the Jubilee “Novo Millennio Ineunte” from 2001 and the Instruction of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life “Starting afresh from Christ” from 2002. We mustn’t have a narrow view of our being Salesians of Don Bosco today; we are in the Church, we are at the service of the Church and above all we are Church. “Sentire cum Ecclesia” opens our horizons wide; it is a characteristic of our spirituality.

The  Apostolic Exhortation  “Vita Consecrata” expressed clearly and profoundly the Christological and ecclesial dimension of consecrated life in a trinitarian perspective, which throws a new light on the theology of the sequela, on consecration, on fraternal life  in community, on the  mission; it has contributed to the creation of a new mentality regarding its role within the people of God; it has helped consecrated people themselves to become more aware of the grace of their vocation.. It is important that this trail-blazing document continues to be studied and implemented.. It remains the most significant and necessary frame of reference to guide the path of fidelity and renewal in Institutes of Consecrated Life and  Societies of Apostolic life, and at the same time it remains open to provide sound perspectives for new forms of consecrated life and of evangelical life.

The Great Jubilee of 2000 profoundly marked the Church and also consecrated life. At the end of the Jubilee Year, in order to cross the threshold of the new millennium together, the Holy Father wanted to gather together and preserve the fruits of the Jubilee celebrations in his Apostolic Letter “Novo millennio Ineunte”. In this document some fundamental themes in some way already anticipated in the post-synodal Exhortation are to be found: Christ, the centre of the life of every Christian; the pastoral practice and pedagogy of holiness, the high standard of ordinary Christian living, the widespread demand for spirituality and prayer, the irreplaceable role of sacramental life; the spirituality of communion and the witness to Love that expresses itself in a new outpouring of charity in ecumenical and inter-religious dialogue.

The Instruction  “Starting afresh from Christ”, taking up again some of the elements in the Apostolic Exhortation that were experienced during the Jubilee, and faced with the need for a renewed commitment to holiness, mentioned some of the questions and the hopes that consecrated persons are aware of, and gathered together the more significant ones. Its purpose was not to provide another teaching document but rather to help consecrated life to enter into the grand pastoral designs of the Holy Father. It is a gift that should be welcomed with fidelity - the sequela Christi according to the evangelical counsels,  with the strength of a love lived each day in fraternal communion and with a generous apostolic spirituality. The most important appeal it makes is that of concentrating especially on spirituality, starting afresh from Christ in fidelity to the gospel and especially living the spirituality of communion.

During the postconciliar years consecrated life was strongly urged to renew itself, to speak out and to become more significant. To the delicate process of renewal willed by the Church our Congregation devoted three “extraordinary” General Chapters, which specifically clarified salesian identity. It will be useful to recall the process  followed. Whereas GC19, which took place during the Council, «established awareness and began preparation», GCS20 «put into orbit», GC21 «reviewed, rectified, confirmed and elucidated»; GC22 was called «to re-examine, clarify, complete, perfect and finalise.»
 In this way our Congregation committed itself to a fundamental revision of its charism. After the “extraordinary” General Chapters there were three “ordinary” General Chapters, which dealt with practical issues: education of young people to the faith, the involvement of the laity and the salesian community. The charismatic review of the identity was over, but putting it into practice is still in progress. 

2. A NEW CHARISMATIC COMMUNITY 

Unlike GC23 and GC24, which spoke about the salesian community as the crucial place for the education of young people to the faith and for the involvement of lay people, the 25th General Chapter wanted to put the community  with all its characteristics and dynamics at the centre of the reflection. The community is considered as the subject with its capacity for gospel prophecy/witness, for communion, for organizing, for involving the many other forces and especially for evangelization. In fact the  model of community that emerges from the GC25 is one that relates to our apostolic consecration as expressed in article 3 of the Constitutions. It is a question of a community called to realize, through the grace of unity, a vital synthesis between fraternal life, the radical following of Christ and dedication to a mission to youth. 

In his address closing the Chapter the Rector Major underlined the importance of the subject: “Looking at the path the Congregation has followed in these last thirty years, it can be seen that changes have not always been along a straight line. I think that the greatest difficulty was not the renewal of the Constitutions or of the structures of government or of pastoral practice, but the spiritual renewal, which involves a deep interior conversion. In these years of change a new form of salesian religious life has been taking shape. Already we have the “new wineskins”: a new evangelization, a new educational method, a new pastoral model, a new formation. Little by little there has also been the development of the “new wine”: the new evangelizer, the new educator, the new pastoral subject, the new Salesian.” (GC25 190).

The GC25 asks us to build a new community, yes indeed a new community, even though it may seem repetitive and rhetorical to talk about something new. The Rector Major in fact says: “Sometimes we feel ill at ease with the use of the adjective “new” to qualify situations that we think we are already familiar with, especially with regard to the practical consequences that it leads to: the need to renew ourselves spiritually, to update ourselves professionally, to prepare ourselves pedagogically. The novelty comes from the situations, the contexts, the changes in the circumstances, from the way of looking at the human person” (GC25 190). There is a need to introduce profound changes in the life of the community, and these need to reach the person in the depth of his being and to help him to grow in his vocation. This is why in GC25 we find a prevalently formation perspective.

If we want the community to grow as the subject and as something new, nothing should replace the community, with the excuse that it is weak, that it does not have sufficient capacity, that it is not consistent.  The role of government is that of giving the community responsibility, encouraging it, helping it, but not allowing it to delegate its fundamental tasks. Nothing can do its own work for it. The Rector is the one who helps, facilitates, encourages, guides, fosters the development of a new community. Examples of some “new communities” in every Province lead us to say that it is possible to re-found and to renew the community.  

Our itinerary  starts from here; the new salesian community has an evangelical model that inspires it and it is found in the Acts of the Apostles; the community is called upon to acquire new skills, to become the place for formation, to ensure some formation conditions.
3. THE ICON OF THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

In presenting the Chapter text the Rector Major writes: “The scheme of each section is identical throughout. It opens with a text from the Acts of the Apostles, which is meant to be a true source of inspiration for every community with which to reproduce the experience of the Jerusalem community in accepting the Holy Spirit as the guide for its own life. Therefore we should avoid thinking of these quotations from Scripture as just so much icing on the cake. On the contrary they should prompt us to make use of the “lectio divina”, so as to learn always to begin from the Word of God. This in turn means that we must make our own the attitude of Our Blessed Lady in its regard: listen to it, obey it, make ourselves its disciples and become believers.” (The RM’s Presentation of the GC25).

The quotations from the Acts of the Apostles that are placed at the beginning of each of the five sections are to be understood as the key for interpreting the call, the situation, the guidelines of the community which is living at a particular time and in a particular situation.

In the liturgy of the synagogue, after the reading of the biblical text, there followed the “opening up” of the meaning of the Scripture proclaimed by means of an explanation; its purpose was to place what was being celebrated in a precise linguistic context. The opening sermon of Jesus of Nazareth provides and example of this explanation: “Jesus came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; and he went to the synagogue, as his custom was on the sabbath day. And he stood up to read; and there was given to him the book of the prophet Isaiah. He opened the book and found the place where it was written: ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me…And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them: ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing’” (Lk. 4, 16 - 21). Jesus reads a passage from Isaiah and everyone waits for the explanation and the implementation of the text; with his commentary he opens up the meaning of the Scripture.

Placing a text from the Acts of the Apostles at the beginning of each section, the GC25 intended to offer a way into what follows. The biblical text puts the chapter text in its proper setting and the chapter text helps to open up the meaning of the biblical text. We compare ourselves with the community in the Acts, so that we learn to re-live in our communities their experience of welcoming the Holy Spirit. The GC25 wants to help communities to always start from Sacred Scripture when reading  God’s call, the situation, the guidelines, becoming accustomed to choosing suitable  biblical texts and being guided by them. It wants to introduce the communities to the practice of “lectio divina” as an attitude of listening and of availability, as the prayerful reading of the Sacred Scriptures, as the capacity for discernment and evaluation, as obedience to the faith and the search for shared convergence. In this way the passage from scripture begins, accompanies and concludes every process of discernment.

At the beginning of the chapter document it is the apostolic community which is seen as the model for all our communities; while at the end it is the image of the disciples of Emmaus, who after the Risen Christ had opened up the meaning of the scriptures to them and had broken bread with them, returned to their community as witnesses to the Easter experience they had lived.

Introduction to GC25: “With our gaze fixed on Jesus Christ Our Lord, gathered in prayer around Mary the Mother of Jesus we, the members of the 25th General Chapter, open to the Holy Spirit and to the gift of communion, want to build our life according to the model of the first apostolic community.

We recognize that we are brought together by listening to the Word of God, by prayer in common, by the Eucharist and by having things in common.
 We are trying to be a community with “one heart and one soul”, with a meaning for all people, that with its life and words bears witness to the Risen Lord;
 a community filled with joy and the dynamism of the Holy Spirit.” (GC25 1).
   

Conclusion to GC25: “Now, like the disciples of Emmaus, we are returning to the places where we live and work, knowing that we shall meet communities of brothers with whom to share this faith. Strengthened  by the gift of the Spirit, together we shall respond to the invitation “Duc in altum!” for an even more courageous mission, certain that the first and fundamental call is that to holiness. “Dear Salesians, be saints! Your essential task is to be holy, as indeed it is for all Christians!”.
  Convinced that the most urgent task is to live and to communicate a spirituality of communion: “to make the Church the home and the school of communion: that is the great challenge facing us in the millennium which is now beginning, if we wish to be faithful to God's plan and respond to the  world's deepest yearnings.”
  Holiness and communion: these are the gifts we want to share with young people.” (GC25 86)
4. BIBILICAL TEXTS ABOUT “OPENING UP”

Each section of GC25 is introduced by a text taken from the Acts of the Apostles. The Chapter chose the book of the Acts so that it would become an immediate frame of reference for the community’s journey; the Easter atmosphere, the presence of the Holy Spirit, evangelizing activity, the Word, the events connected with the various communities,  discernment, the  figure of the Apostle, all are characteristic aspects of the life of the community which need to be meditated on.

Here we recall the division of the Acts of the Apostles into five major literary sections: the origins of the Church at Jerusalem: Acts 1 – 5; from Jerusalem to Antioch: Acts 6 – 12; the first missionary journey of Paul and the Council of Jerusalem: Acts 13 –15; the great missionary journey to Greece and Asia: Acts 15 – 20; from Jerusalem to Rome: Acts 21 - 28.

It would be helpful to throw some light on the context of the quotations which introduce the five sections: Ascension: Acts 1, 6 - 11; three brief accounts of the community of Jerusalem: Acts 2, 42 - 47; 4, 32 - 35; 5, 12 - 16; discourse of Paul at Miletus: Acts 20, 17 - 38. It would then be important to look at the key to the interpretation, the links and the connections between  the biblical texts chosen and the sections which follow. Above all it would be useful to give some theological weight to some of the prayerful words in the chosen texts. Here I give the Chapter texts underlining the more significant words.

a. Fraternal life: gift and prophecy of communion

«They devoted themselves  to the apostles’ teaching 

and fellowship,  to the breaking of bread and the prayers …

The company of those who believed
were of one heart and soul» (Acts 2, 42; 4, 32).

b. Evangelical witness

«With great power the apostles gave their testimony

to the  resurrection of the Lord Jesus

and great grace was upon them all» (Acts 4, 33).

c. Animating presence among the young

«And now: I commend you to God 

and to the word of his grace,
which is able to build you up
and to give you the inheritance

among all those who are sanctified» (Acts 20, 32)

d. Salesian community: setting for formation and  animation

«You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you

and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and  in all Judea and Samaria,

and to the ends of the earth » (Acts 1, 8).

«Take heed to yourselves and to all the flock,

in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.» (Acts 20, 28).

e. Conditions for living and working together

«Now many signs and wonders were done among the people by the hands of the apostles.

And they were all together in Solomon’s Portico. […] 

And more than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women » (At 5, 12.14)

5. NEW SKILLS FOR THE COMMUNITY TO LEARN 

For a renewal and sometimes for the re-foundation of the life of our communities there are some new things to learn or new tasks to undertake. In the first place it is a question of spiritual lessons or those concerning relationships, in which it is necessary to consider attitudes, motives, feelings, skills; only in this way is the inner person reached. Only in this way can a radical and not merely a superficial renewal of the communities be guaranteed.

5.1. Community discernment 

There are texts from GC25 that speak explicitly of community discernment as a practice to be fostered in the community, in the light of the Word of God and of the Constitutions. Discernment can be gospel based, spiritual, pastoral; it can be personal or community. There are a number of passages that refer to the practice of community discernment. We are aware, however, that without the exercise of personal discernment community discernment will not be possible. In the General Chapter

· it was asked what procedure should be introduced to promote the learning and practice of discernment in community (GC25 13);

· the community was asked to foster attitudes that encourage the practice of discernment, in particular an openness to the real situation in a spirit of faith, a readiness for fraternal dialogue, a patient search for convergence (GC25 15);

· the community was encouraged to practice evangelical discernment to help the confreres to overcome separation, disintegration, individualism (GC25 32);

· it was asked how can the community introduce processes of discernment and pastoral conversion, and so pass from a pastoral approach built around activities and needs to one centred on processes (GC25 44);

· it was suggested that the community become accustomed to working with a planning mentality , encouraging moments of dialogue and of discernment of God’s will (GC25 73);

· the community was asked to foster its relationship with the EPC also through a discernment of the signs of the times (GC25 81).

However, it is especially through the Chapter document with its five working modules that the GC25 proposes to the community a particular method of discernment. The salesian community is the principal subject of these modules; following up the Chapter, the community is helped to practise discernment in community in its three fundamental stages. The Rector Major in his closing address at the GC25 says in this regard:  

“The community “is invited to give willing acceptance to the call of God that comes through historical and ecclesial events, the indications of the Word of God and of our Rule of life, the appeals of young people and the needs of the laity and of the Salesian Family.

 The community then examines more deeply its own situation and discovers its own availability and resistances, its resources and lack of them, its possibilities and limitations.  It learns moreover to recognize fundamental challenges and face them with hope and courage;  it can put to itself appropriate questions that demand a reply.

Finally, the community considers the practical guidelines that have been given, and decides on the conditions needed for putting them into effect.” (GC25 184).

Discernment, both personal and community, has a solid basis in our Constitutions in articles 66, 44, 119, 69, 40; as regards this topic one can consult the detailed index to our Constitutions. Only with GC25, however, has this practice been forcefully proposed; it will need a course of reflection and some experience in practising it.

5.2. “Lectio divina”

The community and the individual confreres are invited by the GC25 to give a central place to the Word of God, through the “lectio divina”, daily meditation, the Liturgy of the Hours, celebrations of the Word, and community preparation for the Sunday Eucharist (GC25 31). The point is made of the need that the confreres have for personal contact with the Word of God and the desire to share the fruits of it in community. (GC25 11 and 14).

In particular there is the recommendation of a prayerful reading of Sacred Scripture and more specifically “lectio divina”: this, in a personal and community form, “is to be fostered as a means of growth in the life of the community, and a “school of prayer” for the confreres, the lay people and the youngsters, particularly during the special periods of the liturgical year.” (GC25 61 and also 47 and 73). This prayerful reading is not yet common in the spiritual life of our communities, nor in our pastoral practice. The first step towards learning personal and community discernment is to begin to practise “lectio divina.”

If there is need for any further reasons for a commitment to taking up this practice, in addition to recalling the Apostolic Constitution “Dei  Verbum” number 25, one could consider the Apostolic Exhortation “Vita consecrata” number 94, the Apostolic Exhortation “Novo millennio ineunte”  number 39 and the latest document from the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life “Starting again from Christ” number 24.


The Rector Major in his closing address to the  GC25 refers to a spiritual and pastoral reading of the Sacred Scriptures, while inviting us to “launch into the deep”. “The episode in the gospel of the miraculous draught of fishes, presented in “Novo Millennio Ineunte” and taken up again in Fr Vecchi’s last Strenna,  is a symbol of the return to our journey at the conclusion of the 25th General  Chapter.

We too sometimes may have experienced the fruitless labour of our work. The Lord Jesus is again inviting us today to “launch into the deep” to renew our determination to cast the net,  to try once again, if on  several occasions we have experienced lack of success. This is the time for courage!  We need to go out into the open sea, facing today’s challenges, and we need to go to the deep waters, cultivating an intense spiritual experience and developing the quality of our activity.

What is urging us on to try again is trust in the Lord Jesus: at his word we will once again cast our nets. This is the time for hope! The time we are living in is moving us towards the great responsibilities that await us, towards the joyful adventure of once again lowering the nets for the catch and experiencing the power of the Word of God. We are sure that the Lord Jesus still knows how to amaze us with his fidelity and his surprises.

Where there are great challenges the courage and the hope of the community are needed. The new ways and the difficult tasks of evangelization can be faced by communities that undertake a radical pastoral conversion and live a profound spiritual experience. Courage and hope are the most eloquent expressions of the prophecy of our communities.

It has not escaped us that in the gospel episode the gratuitous gesture of the surprising catch of fish has no other purpose than that of arousing faith and leading to a sequela. Faced with the overgenerous gesture of Jesus and after the invitation: “Do not be afraid: from now on you will be fishers of men”, the first disciples drawing their boat to land, left all and followed him (cf. Lk 5, 1-11).  

In this way they will be involved in the same mission and in the same destiny as Jesus: the definitive call to everyone to welcome the Kingdom. May the surprising gestures and the abundance of courage and of hope of all our communities provoke a vocational response from the young; may the prophetic witness of the communities be such as will still today be capable of attracting  youngsters ready to share Don Bosco’s life project “Da mihi animas; coetera tolle”.(GC25 197).

5.3. Sharing life and its experiences

According to the GC25 in the fraternal life of our communities there appears to be greater respect for the dignity of the individual, esteem for each other and for the quality of our interpersonal relationships; communication is deeper; sharing of life  and its experiences is appreciated and sought by the confreres. There is a desire to share among the confreres contact with the Word of God. (GC25 11).

Some difficulties are met with, however, in interpersonal relationships; sometimes these are based on inadequate models which weaken the sense of belonging to the community and threaten the fraternal atmosphere; a need is felt to improve communication and foster personal relationships. (GC25 13).

Some possible ways of creating an openness towards others and a readiness for sharing are suggested: “expressing the riches of their own interior lived experience; sharing their own worries and problems, plans and educative and pastoral activities; practising listening, dialogue, the acceptance of different opinions and fraternal correction.” (GC25 15). In this way one could arrive at the sharing of one’s own faith experience,  at communication of spiritual matters, at a revision of life according to the Constitutions, at spiritual and pastoral discernment, at overcoming the inertia of formal or functional relationships, at simple and fraternal communication. (GC25 15 and 61).

This too, like discernment and the “lectio divina”, is a new road to follow, that requires us to take into account the personal lived experience of each confrere, and that starting from there is meant to make community communication easier.

5.4. Other spiritual and pastoral lessons to learn

In addition to these aspects in which the community needs to develop, there are other areas of formation; for example, according to GC25 it is important to learn certain spiritual lessons. In fact the community is the place where we learn to:

· give the primacy to God in our personal life and in the life of the community (GC25 31);

· live the grace of unity  and translate it into practice in the life of the community (GC25 32);

· express by a way of life that is more open the radical following of Christ through the evangelical counsels and demonstrate its anthropological significance  (GC25 33-36).

In a similar way GC25 indicates some pastoral lessons which have a bearing on the educational and pastoral activity of the community. Also in this case it is a matter of learning:

· how to go beyond a pastoral approach of activity and responding to urgent needs and arrive at one of projects and processes. (GC25 47);

· how to create places that make a strong evangelical impact on the young and have a marked spiritual character (GC25 47);

· how to provide personal guidance for all the youngsters helping them to discover their own vocation. (GC25 48).

6. COMMUNITY AS THE SETTING FOR VOCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND FOR FORMATION

The community is the setting for the human and vocational development of every confrere who with his brothers learns to arrive at  human maturity, to fully welcome the gift of his vocation, to live the constantly new requirements that his vocation presents. (GC25 13, 15, 49).

For this reason the community becomes the ideal setting for the  ongoing formation of the confreres and for their sanctification. Community life in itself becomes formative; likewise, the life of the EPC urges us in dialogue with the young people and the laity to update and deepen our vocational commitment. (GC25 49 and 50). 

“Each confrere develops his capacity for relationships, convinced of the close connection between the maturing of the individual and the community .We all feel committed therefore not to neglect whatever helps in the process of individual and community growth.” (CG25 10)..

To help the community to develop as the setting for vocational growth and for formation some things receive special attention.

6.1. Quality of daily life

The community “encourages specific occasions of community life such as prayer together, meetings, retreats, revision of life, assessments, council meetings, times of recreation, community day” (CG25 15). “Great value should be attached to the community day, and the various community meetings. There occasions are to be well prepared and planned, so as to be effective means for spiritual growth and for the sharing of personal experiences.” (GC25 61).

The community gives due importance to everyday life:
    
“animating the  community to a spirituality of communion as a  prerequisite for all collaboration and sharing;
      involving all the resources of the community in view of the common mission;
    
fostering the development of religious identity through community occasions, and in      particular the  planning and evaluation meetings, community assemblies, community days;

     
helping the confreres to find the right time and rhythms to overcome excessive activity  and superficiality, and carefully planning times for study, for personal reading, community reflection, sharing,  prayer, recreation and rest.” (GC25 58).

The “Ratio” says that Don Bosco considered that the tasks of every day life had great educational value, whether in the playground, or in school, in the community or in the church, in the way of looking at and interpreting events, in responding to the situation of the young, or of the Church or of Society. In particular it says that of great formation value are: a presence  among the young, working together, communicating, interpersonal relationships, the social and cultural context.(FSDB 251 - 257).

6.2. Confrere’s responsibility

One especially feels the need to prepare each confrere to exercise personal responsibility with regard to his formation and therefore in self –formation. The Chapter says that it is necessary to improve the commitment of the whole community to formation by:

·  enabling the confreres in initial formation to acquire the necessary convictions and attitudes for ongoing formation;

·  involving all the confreres in those processes that foster analysis, dialogue, research, community planning, systematic evaluation of the life and activity of the community;

· encouraging and guiding each confrere in commitment to his own formation through a personal project of life.” (CG25 56).

It is a matter of giving preference to some areas of formation:

· human maturity, especially affective maturity;

· Christian and salesian vocational identity;
· understanding of and appreciation for the  Preventive System  as a way of salesian holiness;
· the ability to work in a team, also with lay people, and to draw up projects and identify procedures;

· a sound knowledge of the cultural context and of the youth situation for the inculturation of evangelical values and of the salesian charism” (GC25 57).

Some means for personal formation are also suggested.

· The confrere should give priority to times of prayer, personal reflection, and retreat, to the weekly community day and to meetings for planning and evaluation.

· He should give due weight to spiritual direction both personal and community.

· Also with the help of the humans sciences he should develop the ability and the attitudes for self awareness and self esteem.

· The personal project of life
 can be a subject for the personal talk with the Rector.

There is insistent reference to the use of the Personal Project of life taken from the “Ratio”.

6.3. Animation of the community and role of the Rector

In this situation of the renewal of the salesian community the  role of the Rector is central; he, “father, teacher, brother and friend – is recognized and supported by the confreres as the principal point of reference in everyday life, and animator of their fidelity and vocational growth. He unites, guides and encourages  the whole community to live to the full their own vocation to holiness in the spirit of Don Bosco” (GC25 52). 

He carries out a threefold charismatic role: spiritual, fraternal and  pastoral; in the community he exercises his priestly ministry: “Deeply marked by the priestly character, he expresses it daily in the ministry of the word, of sanctification and of animation.” (GC25 64):

His first duty is the animation of the community, in this involving and sharing responsibility with the confreres; it is difficult to harmonize his tasks; he is a central figure in the unity of the community and in the salesian presence. He should not consider his an impossible task . but should try to establish what is possible. “The first task of the Rector is to animate the community in love (“study how to make yourself loved”), giving attention to the confreres especially the more frail ones and  those in initial formation. The exercise of his ministry, in the situation of today, requires that he take into account the relative importance of his different tasks: at the service of salesian unity and identity; teacher and pastoral guide,  organizer of educative commitments, manager of the work” (GC25 64).

Often paying attention to the individual confreres is emphasised, encouraging the revival of the “friendly chat”: “Sensitive to the needs of the confreres and in dialogue with them, the Rector does all he can to foster and promote the best way of having the “friendly chat”, and is himself willing to make the first approach.” (GC25 65).

7. FORMATION CONDITIONS TO BE ENSURED FOR THE COMMUNITY

So that the community can learn its new lessons and be the setting for vocational growth and for formation, some conditions need to be ensured.

7.1. Quantitative and qualitative consistency of the  community

“The qualitative and quantitative consistency of the salesian community is a fundamental condition for making possible in each community the experience of fraternal life, of evangelical witness, of animating presence among the young, of ongoing formation, and for achieving in a significant manner its animating role in the EPC as described by the GC24 itself.” (GC25 75).

In numbers 76 and 77 the GC25 provides some suggestions for dealing with the problem in practice; in particular it requires the Provincial to:

· foster a balance between new salesian missionary frontiers and the consolidation or reshaping of present ones;

· promoting the awareness of a common mission, through ongoing formation and the functioning of the community organisms;

· having a provincial plan that within a reasonable time will lead to meaningful community life being, in the light of articles 20 and 150 of our Regulations;

· ensuring an adequate number and quality of confreres in beginning new communities.

The Rector Major in his closing address mentioned this as one of five strategic points: “The quality of the life of communion and of educational and pastoral action require that the salesian community be made up of the right number of confreres and those of the necessary quality. 

All the proposals to make every-day experience formative, and to improve the quality of the method, the contents and the activities come up against what is actually possible for the community. For us fraternal life in community is an aspect of our apostolic consecration and  therefore of our religious profession (cf. C 3 and 24), together with the following of Christ, obedient, poor and chaste, and the mission.  It is also the context in which we are called to live the spiritual experience, the mission and the evangelical counsels. We cannot therefore continue with the pretext that  we want to solve all the problems at the cost of the charism and of community life” (GC25 192).

As I see it, it is better not to speak of “presence” to indicate a group of confreres that is not canonically erected in a community; it would be better to use the expression “missionary residence” (Reg. 20), because “presence” in the GC25 has another significance. In addition it is best to think at once of setting up a new group of confreres as a community, even if it is not regular; however, it would be good to have the concrete possibility of soon arriving at “regularity”.

7.2. Choice, preparation and guidance of the Rector

In a Province  that does not have a wide spread of confreres in small communities, but has consistent communities, it is easier to have prospective Rectors and therefore make choices. Sometimes one finds oneself in the situation of not having the possibility of finding good Rectors and there are makeshift solutions.

The GC25 insists above all on the selection, the preparation, the help provided and on the  guidance of the Rector:

· “Given the complexity and the sensitivity of his duties, it is of fundamental importance that the Rector receives good initial and ongoing preparation in the content and skills necessary for his ministry” (GC25 64).

· “The Provincial should ensure that there are regular meetings of the Rectors for their formation, exchange of information and an understanding about the activities and the animation of the province .” (GC25 65).

· “At  inter-provincial or regional  level courses of preparation and updating for the Rectors are to be organized.” (GC25 65).

· “With the help of the Provincial the Rector tries to ensure his own suitable preparation, making use also of the human sciences.” (GC25 65).

· “The Rector, as well as having the support of the Provincial,  should be helped and assisted by a well chosen Vice-Rector and the constant cooperation of his council.” (GC25 65).

7.3. Plan of the salesian community

A practical way of helping the community to come together is the drawing up of its Community Plan. “The community, at the beginning of the year, under the leadership of the Rector, draws up its annual plan for community action in which Rector and confreres express their own aims, identify and set out their objectives and criteria for activity, and programme their meetings together.” (GC25 65). One of the four parts of the salesian community Plan concerns formation in the community.

7.4. Relationship between the community and the work

Every community, on the basis of its  quantitative and qualitative consistency, ought to determine its relationship with the work, in such a way that it is enabled “to live and work together and be a point of charismatic reference in the animating nucleus of the EPC” (GC25 78). Further implementation of GC24 helps the community to maintain its charismatic identity, to live as a religious community, and to make its witness visible. In particular the salesian community

· grows in the conviction that it does not animate the EPC on its own but together with lay people; it therefore continues to further develop the practical forms of their involvement in positions of responsibility and their place in decision making bodies (GC25 79);

· develops its role as a point of reference for the growth of its charismatic identity in the animation of the EPC (CG 25 80);

· fosters formal and informal contacts with those belonging to the EPC (GC25 81)

7.5. Provincial Delegate for Formation.

The Provincial Delegate for Formation together with the Provincial Formation Commission has the important task of helping the Provincial with his Council and the communities.

A first task of the Provincial Delegate for Formation regards the salesian community Plan and the personal plan of life.: “The Provincial and his Council, through the provincial formation commission (PFC), will suggest methods and  provide helps to draw up the Personal plan of salesian life and the Plan of salesian community life.”(GC25 16).

Number 60 in the GC25 in addition states:

· “The provincial commission for formation draws up an annual program for ongoing formation, giving special attention to the affective area and to the ability to form interpersonal  relationships;

· The delegate for formation coordinates the specific programs to respond to the needs of the different groups of confreres, not neglecting the sick and the elderly, to help them to live their condition with serenity and a spirit of faith;
· The Provincial with his council draws up the provincial plan for the qualification of personnel, in harmony with the formation commission and in dialogue with the confreres. The necessary weight should be given to studies of philosophy, pedagogy, theology, salesianity, and to professional and academic studies”.

If we then think of the help that the Provincial Delegate for Formation needs to give to the Province for the implementation of the “Ratio” his tasks increase. His becomes a figure that needs to be strongly upgraded and necessarily forms part of the Provincial Council. Precisely for this reason in some provinces the Vice Provincial is chosen as Provincial Delegate for Formation. 

7.6. Organic Provincial Plan

If the Province has a better capacity for planning, the work of the individual communities will be better focused, directed and thought through.. If the vision and the planning of the Provincial community is clearly defined, then the local community will also be in the position to undertake its tasks and face its challenges calmly since it will be of  sufficient consistency, with tasks proportionate to the forces available, with responsibility shared with lay people, qualified salesian personnel, a significant identity, and adequate resources. The specific relationship of formation to the OPP concerns the fundamental options as regards “the quantitative and qualitative consistency of each salesian community,” “the redefining of the relationship between the community and the work” and “ the general lines for the preparation of personnel, both SDB and lay collaborators.” (ACG 381 38-39)

Fr Francesco Cereda

Rome, 29 October 2003

Memorial of Blessed Michael Rua

CONCLUSION:

THE CREDO OF THE COMMUNITY – WE BELIEVE IN THE COMMUNITY

“We believe that our community


is brought to birth by the gratuitous initiative of the Father 


sinks its roots in the Lord’s Passover

is a gift ever new of the Holy Spirit.

We believe that we are called to live in community

following Christ, obedient chaste and poor

according to the charism of Don Bosco,

in the service of the young, especially the poorest 

to walk together towards the full maturity of Christ.
We believe that the Salesian community,

guided and sustained by the motherly presence  of Mary Help of Christians,

is built up around the Word, the Bread and Forgiveness,

and that, through the practice of charity and of fraternal correction

becomes the place of mercy and reconciliation.

We believe that the practice of the preventive system, 

as an inspiration and a way of living and of working together,

deepens our relationship with God, helps our fraternal relationships to mature  

and unites Salesians, the young and lay people in a single experience, 

in an atmosphere of family, trust and dialogue.

We believe that the Salesian mission is entrusted to the community,

in which we all share and are co-responsible,

with the richness of personal gifts  

in the complementary nature of the lay and priestly vocations, 

in the appreciation of talents, roles and services.

We believe that each of our communities,

living the family spirit,

and attentive to the needs of the locality,

in union with the whole Salesian Family,

becomes for the young people and our brothers

an example of life rich in humanity and grace,

a luminous sign of love,

a school of spirituality, 

a vocational call

and a prophecy of communion.” (GC25 85)

� Cf. ASC 305, p. 9.


� cf. Acts 2, 42. 46-47


� cf. Acts 4, 32-33


� cf. Acts 13, 52


� John Paul II, Address to the members of the General Chapter… in “L’Osservatore Romano” 13.04.2002, p.5


� NMI 43


� FSDB, 277
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