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DIREZIONE GENERALE OPERE DON BOSCO

Via della Pisana 1111 - 00163 Roma

The General Councillor for Formation

VOCATIONAL ANIMATION 

What changes to vocational animation are required by the third key issue of the GC26 regarding: “Witness as the first vocational invitation” and “Vocations to apostolic commitment”?

In the third key issue entitled “need for vocation ministry” the GC26 intended to focus on the care of vocations to Salesian consecrated life. It did not make an exhaustive presentation of our commitment to this, but only chose four priorities in order to help the whole Congregation to take a step forward in a common direction. In my opinion, vocational animation is one dimension on which it is necessary to carry out a rethink regarding our pastoral practice.

There are two approaches regarding our youth ministry which de facto have put a brake on our cultivation of vocations, and in particular of vocations to Salesian consecrated life
* It has always been rightly said that “all youth ministry is vocational” and that “vocational animation is the crowning of youth ministry.” The cultivation of vocations is therefore a service addressed to all young people of all ages. Unfortunately in  pastoral practice, often this has been understood in the sense that there is no need for a special commitment  to vocational animation, because, if youth ministry is well cared for, it will then spontaneously give rise to vocations. The vocational dimension therefore was implicit and hidden and vocational commitment was not intentional and planned; at best there was an  occasional effort made.

* In addition, quite rightly it has always been held that “everyone has a vocation”, that “there exists a variety of vocations” and that “youth ministry ought to cultivate all vocations;” therefore youth ministry should not be restricted in its efforts to just one kind of vocation. In this way it was intended to avoid a vocational animation which was reduced to the recruitment of Salesian consecrated vocations. Often, however, this meant not doing anything for the different apostolic vocations of Christian life; vocational animation became generic and did not involve making the various Christian vocations grow; at best there was a concentration on lay vocations.

Now GC26 is asking us to take two new steps: to give explicit attention to vocational animation in youth ministry and to make a special effort in caring for candidates  to Salesian consecrated life. In this, as I have said, the GC26 proposals do not exhaust the forms of commitment of the Provinces to vocational animation, but indicate some essential points to be developed and the priorities to be taken up. Now I shall concentrate on vocational animation.

1. Witness as the first vocational invitation
Each Province and Region of the Congregation could trace the history of how vocational animation has developed during the last forty years, in other words starting from the XX Special General Chapter. Before the SGC the  model was more or less the same throughout the Congregation: each Province had its communities of aspirantates and its vocation promoters who sought out candidates to send to such communities. This model has almost entirely disappeared everywhere, and in spite of some uncertainties and difficulties the Provinces have sought new paths.

Today “the lack of vocations experienced by some Provinces … obliges us to duly assess  the situation” (GC26 52). It is  important to ask ourselves the questions. What has changed nowadays with regard to the model which existed until the seventies? What experiences have there been in the Provinces? Which experiences have succeeded and which failed? Have these been exclusively entrusted to the vocation promoters? Has a planning process been lacking and have things progressed by improvisation or by occasional initiatives? With examining one’s own history it will be difficult to plan vocational animation.

In these years people have become aware of the need for a necessary double level of commitment  in vocational animation Provincial and local. While ordinarily speaking the Province has tried to take on its own responsibility with regard to vocational animation, the local community has found it difficult to identify its own role and to carry its own task. There have been programmes to involve all the local communities in the  care of vocations, but these have found themselves unprepared and incapable. Questo perciò continua ad essere un compito ambizioso.

1.1. General Chapter 26

The GC26 asks us as a first priority, to extend our commitment to vocational animation involving in a systematic way the local community. This is found in numbers 52, 56 and 61-64. In fact it is becoming ever more clear that “the generosity of confrères and the example of communities who live the primacy of God, the family spirit and dedication to the mission, are the first and most beautiful vocational invitation we can offer the young” (GC26 52).

* Confreres and communities who are living their own vocations to the full are the first vocational invitations. A new awareness of this is growing in the Congregation. We are therefore hearing the call to give young people a joyful witness of consecrated life. “We know that a young person discovers the call to consecrated Salesian life when he encounters a community that is significant to him, or a model with which to identify, an experience of spiritual life and apostolic commitment, the help of a guide who accompanies him in his choice of Christ and gift of himself.” (GC26 52).

* The GC26 also assesses the current situation regarding the commitment of local communities to vocational animation. “The lack of vocations has sensitised communities and confrères to reflect on the ways of carrying out vocation ministry today. Many communities pray for vocations, invite in the young, lay people, families, using various forms of prayer and celebration. The example of our lives, on the other hand, does not always manifest the centrality of God and a life style inspired by the Beatitudes. We are not ready, sometimes, to welcome young people into our communities. We also find difficulty in guaranteeing an educative and  spiritual accompaniment. Pastoral individualism weakens the value of living and working together and renders less credible  the invitation to be a part of our fraternal life. Ways of behaving which are not consistent with consecrated life, particularly with the vow of chastity, and those who leave the Congregation, impact negatively on the choices young people make” (GC26 56).

* Then the GC26 offers some courses of action which regard the confrere and the community. “Let the Salesian  keep alive an awareness of the gift of his own vocation, assuming an attitude of thanksgiving to God; be committed to witnessing to a joyful life and sharing the story of his own vocation when opportunity presents itself; strengthen fidelity to his vocation by constant recourse to spiritual guidance; let him also, in difficult moments, value the help that can be given by the human sciences; pray daily for vocations; transform  the patience demanded by discomfort and suffering at the time of old age or illness, into a trusting offering of himself on behalf of vocations” (GC26 62). “Let the community open its house to the young, especially those who are discerning their vocation, inviting them to share in key moments of community life; support confrères in their affective maturing, helping them especially in moments of difficulty; carry out a scrutinium each year on its witness of life; involve young people in occasions of prayer for vocations” (GC26 63).

1.2. Contribution of formation

Now we ask ourselves what procedures and interventions to undertake in order to implement what  the GC26 proposes. It is a matter of finding the ways to develop the awareness and commitment of each confrere and each local community in the care of vocations, that is we need to increase local vocational animation. In this regard I offer some proposals from the point of view of formation.

Each confrere should take on board what the GC26 is asking him to do to grow in vocational sensitivity and capacity. The fundamental task of the Provincial vocational animator, together with the Provincial delegate for youth ministry is not that of  organizing vocational initiatives, but that of animating the confreres and keeping alive this sensitivity and the acquisition of this capacity.
Each community should be open to the young and find opportunities for them to participate in its life and involve them in its mission. It should pray for vocations, involving the young, the  laity and families. It should take on responsibility for the spiritual accompaniment of the young; without this work there will be no maturing of Christian vocations. Every year it should include in its community plan of life what it intends to do in the area of local  vocational animation and to collaborate with Provincial vocational animation. The fundamental task of the Provincial vocational animator together with the Provincial Delegate for youth ministry is to  accompany the communities and determine their decisions in the community plan of life, assess their implementation and ensure collaboration in Provincial animation.
In particular, formation communities - prenovitiate, novitiate, postnovitiate, specific formation - should involve themselves in cultivating local vocational animation and in collaborating with the Province animation. They should be open towards young people in the local area. Nowadays there are always more formation communities which are taking on this task of vocational animation, through weekly or monthly adoration of the Blessed Sacrament open to young people, monthly vocational days of recollection, by inviting young people to join them in the important occasions in the life; one is also seeing the vocational fruits of this commitment. Each formation  community is and should be a privileged community of vocational animation. This helps to better focus the pastoral activities of the formation communities; it helps those in formation to acquire a vocational sensitivity and capacity; it is a good example for the other communities.

Each Province should undertake an assessment of the history of the models of vocational animation it has adopted in these years; identifying models of local vocational animation which it intends to foster; through the Province animators and the choices made by the Province it should help to change the thinking of the confreres and of the communities so that they become involved in vocational animation; initially it should choose some communities with which to experiment regarding the Province model of vocational animation and its effectiveness. In particular, the Provincial delegate for formation should encourage this change of mentality through the ongoing formation of the confreres, the communities and the Province.

2. Vocations to an apostolic commitment
This second priority of the third key issue extends the attention of the Salesian community to the educative pastoral community; this means that vocational animation is a joint effort involving the young, lay people and families in addition to the Salesian community.

2.1. Constitutions and General Regulations 
Let us now call to mind the letter sent by Fr Domenech and myself to Provincial Delegates for Youth Ministry and Formation dated 29 April 2009, in which we invited the Provinces to a collaboration between youth ministry and formation with regard to vocational animation.
In it we presented the tasks of vocational animation according to Salesian pastoral practice. Our  Constitutions contain three articles on the fundamental tasks at three different levels of vocational animation which help to indicate the link between vocational animation and initial formation. 

* Human and Christian Vocation
Every Salesian, all the communities and each educative pastoral community, in different ways  are responsible for vocational animation through witness, invitation and personal accompaniment, and prayer so that each young person may discover his/her human and Christian vocation.

“We educate the young to develop their own human and baptismal vocation by a dally life progressively inspired and unified by the Gospel. The family atmosphere of welcome and of faith, created by the witness of a community which gives of itself with joy, is the most efficacious setting for the discovery and guidance of  vocations. This work of collaboration with God’s design, the crown of all our educational and pastoral activity, is sustained by prayer and personal contact, above all in spiritual direction” (C. 37).

* Vocation to apostolic commitment
The Christian vocation needs to mature into an apostolic vocation. Salesian youth ministry therefore ought to help the young to open themselves to, to discern and to develop their vocation in the Church. It should devote itself to cultivating lay, consecrated and priestly  vocations.
“To meet the needs of his people the Lord continually calls some to follow him, and enriches them with a variety of gifts in the service of the Kingdom. We are convinced that many young people are rich in spiritual potential and give indications of an apostolic vocation. We help them to discover, accept and develop the gift of a lay, consecrated or priestly vocation, for the benefit of the whole Church and of the Salesian Family. With equal zeal we nurture adult vocations” (C. 28).

* Salesian Consecrated Vocation
Finally those young people who show the dispositions and desire for a Salesian religious vocation deserve special attention, offering them specific proposals and  interventions  which can  prepare them for making  a clear and responsible option.

“To anyone who is thinking of becoming a Salesian, an environment and suitable conditions are offered to enable him to discern his own vocation and to mature as a man and a Christian. In this way, and with the help of a spiritual guide, he is able to make a choice with greater awareness of what he is doing, and without any external or internal pressures” (C. 109).

These levels of animation require different moments of vocational maturation; they ought to help the young to discover and to develop the human and Christian vocation, the vocation to apostolic commitment and the Salesian consecrated vocation. These moments of maturation are concerned with a vocational culture, apostolic vocational guidance,  the accompaniment of candidates to the Salesian consecrated vocation.

The Regulations speak in practical terms about the moments of maturation of vocations to an apostolic commitment and Salesian consecrated vocations, presenting the vocational guidance  centre and the aspirantate. In them  any indication about how to foster  the  “vocational culture” is absent .

“Vocational guidance centres welcome and keep in touch with  young people who feel called to some commitment in the Church and  in the Congregation. This service can also be carried out by organizing local and  regional meetings, by means of activities of special groups,  or  by inserting young people in one of our communities.” (Reg. 16).

“The aspirantate is a centre of Salesian vocational guidance.  It keeps itself open to the neighbourhood and in contact with  families, and helps older boys and young men who show an aptitude  for the religious and priestly life to know their own apostolic  vocation and to correspond with it” (Reg. 17).

2.2. General Chapter 26

* GC26 did not linger on the  first moment of vocational maturation, which regards a vocational culture. It only made a brief reference in the call, when it says: “Today we feel more strongly than ever the challenge of creating a vocational culture in every setting, such that young people may discover life as a call and that all Salesian ministry may be truly vocational. This requires that we help young people overcome an individualist mindset and the culture of self-fulfilment which urges them to plan their future without heeding God; it also requires us to involve and form families and lay people” (GC26 53). This does not mean that the effort to  create a vocational culture in the educative pastoral communities is not important; it is a question of a necessary moment, without which it is not  possible to take the successive steps.

Instead, the GC26 chose as a priority to attend to the second level of vocational animation: the vocations to apostolic commitment. This choice was determined by the realisation that in our educative pastoral communities we are not forming apostolic vocations. It is therefore a choice which puts us in line with the theme of the Chapter, asking us to produce also in the young the apostolic passion as Don Bosco had done, Finally, this choice indicates the privileged field in which vocations to Salesian consecrated life arise, which is the theme of the third key issue of the GC26.

GC26 says: “There has to be a particular effort put into engendering apostolic passion amongst the young. Like Don Bosco we are called to encourage them to be apostles among their own companions, taking on various kinds of ecclesial and social service, being involved in missionary projects. To encourage a vocational option for apostolic commitment, these young people should be offered a more intensive spiritual life and a more personal and systematic accompaniment” (GC26 53). From the apostolic passion transmitted to the young vocations to apostolic commitment arise: “This is fertile ground where families capable of authentic witness can flourish, as well as committed lay people” (GC26 53). In this way the Chapter also indicates what we mean by vocations of apostolic commitment.

* With regard to the situation the GC26 indicates above all the difficulties in creating a vocational culture: “The crisis of the family, a widespread relativist and consumerist mentality, the negative influence of media on consciences and behaviour are a strong obstacle to a vocational culture.” (GC26 57). It the presents the opportunities which the educative pastoral communities are offering on behalf of vocations to apostolic commitment, but at the same time their limitations: “We have not always sensitised our pastoral and educative communities, at the right moment, to the apostolic and vocational dimension, nor have we always shown that we appreciate shared responsibility with the laity and collaboration with groups in the Salesian Family. The presence of so many youngsters in our centres is an opportunity for cultivating an educative dialogue, entering into their confidence, helping them to discover God's plan for their life and inviting them to offer the gift of themselves. We do not always know, however, how to enthuse them to be apostles among their own companions, and offer them diversified spiritual paths and service opportunities. As a result we risk levelling out our invitations and not knowing how to engender apostolic vocations, thus undermining the natural context where vocations to special consecration can mature” (GC26 57).

* The courses of action of the GC26, which refer to the care of vocations to apostolic commitment, are concrete and demanding. They regard the Salesian community and the Province.

“Let the community draw up a proposal for vocation ministry which is appropriate for the context, working with the educative and pastoral community and the Salesian Family, bearing in mind the decisions of the local Church and ensuring adequate financial resources; see to a ministry to families which uses encounters, reflection and prayer so that parents may be open to their children's vocation; avail of the apostolic and vocational resources found in groups, voluntary work and missionary animation; make use of the opportunities the liturgical year offers for vocation ministry; present the idea of the Salesian Cooperator in a convincing way, as an invitation to the lay apostolic vocation.” (GC26 67).

“Let the province draw up a plan for vocation ministry as part of the province's pastoral and educative project; ensure the right conditions for the Rector to carry out his role as the primary animator of vocations and strengthen the role of the pastoral coordinator in each work; offer experiences of apostolic service to young people, of belonging to groups and volunteer work; work with groups in the Salesian Family and the local Church and other institutes of consecrated life in the area of vocation ministry; encourage the updating of Salesians and lay people who share responsibility with us in discernment and accompaniment; invest adequate financial resources and personnel  in vocation promotion initiatives.” (GC26 68).

2.3. Contribution of formation

We now ask ourselves what procedures and interventions are we to adopt in order to respond to  this call, the assessment of the situation and the courses of action of the  GC26? It is a question of identifying the ways in which to increase the capacity of the confreres, the communities and the Provinces to give rise to  vocations to  an apostolic commitment among the young. In this case too I offer some ways of implementing the GC26 from the point of view of formation.

* From the Salesian community, including the formation communities, what is being asked is the drawing up of a proposal for vocational animation, involving the educative pastoral community. The lay people too ought to be formed to an apostolic passion and to the urgent need to evangelise; in this way they will be able to be sensitive to and involved in vocational animation. Without the involvement of the laity an effective vocational animation of the educative pastoral community will not be possible; this requires that the Salesians and the laity have moments of shared formation on the vocational dimension.

The Salesian community is also invited to plan vocational animation with the local Salesian Family, taking advantage of and making known in this way all the  apostolic vocations of the Family itself, including that of the Salesian-Cooperator which is little known among the young. Don Bosco’s charism in fact can be seen from the vocational point of view in different ways. It will also be necessary to pay attention to the vocational proposal for girls.

Our Salesian pastoral work now has a new area of commitment – the involving and the formation of the families of the young and in rousing up  families with an apostolic passion. In this way the involvement of the families will be facilitated in vocational animation and in prayer for vocations; this involvement of families ought to be systematic and planned.

The Salesian community should be aware of what image the young have of the consecrated Salesian; this helps us to understand the starting point for initial formation. It ought to know how to assess whether and if its youth ministry is fruitful or unfruitful. It ought to have an form of explicit vocational animation, which is constituted by exposition, proposal and accompaniment.

It gives rise to vocations to apostolic commitment especially by means of experiences of group membership, of voluntary service and of missionary animation. Without groups, associations, voluntary service, missionary animation vocations to apostolic commitment do not come to maturity. Those in formation as well as the young are also involved in these significant experiences of vocational maturation. It is important that the young people consider the places in which they are living their everyday lives are the immediate places for the apostolate and that they are also helped to see their future, in whatever kind of vocation  - lay, consecrated and priestly – as a call to the apostolate.

* The Province is invited to undertake an activity which is  subsidiary to and supportive of the commitment of the  Salesian community and of the educative pastoral community. It seems to me that from a practical point of view it is important that within the Provincial Educative Pastoral Plan there are indications about how the “proposal for vocational animation” which the GC26 calls for is carried out.

It helps each local community to study the youth situation in its own setting with regard to the vocational culture. Post-modernity provides some elements which are favourable and others which are challenging which one needs to be familiar with and to face up to in order to undertake an appropriate form of vocational animation.
The figure of the pastoral coordinator of the educative pastoral community ne4eds to be strengthened in the Province, so that it/he is clearly directed towards the evangelisation of the young, to their accompaniment, to the care of vocations. Without a pastoral team, made up of lay people parents and the young  the  coordinator cannot have an impact on the journey of the educative pastoral community.

The Province should also reflect on how to set up the “centre for vocational guidance”, which helps the young to identity the vocation to apostolic commitment in the Church; it ought to be asking itself what objectives,  procedures, interventions and vocational journeys (?) to propose to the young. This occasions can be arranged with interventions  at local level and others at Province or zone level. This phase is necessary for vocational maturation;  candidates for Salesian consecrated life ought to have experience of this vocational journey before coming to the experience of the aspirantate.

Formation at Province level should also be engaged in up-dating Salesians and lay people with co-responsibilities about  vocational discernment and about accompaniment. Here in particular one sees the need to study how at Provincial or Regional level to foster collaboration in formation and youth ministry to set up schools for the spiritual accompaniment of the young and of those in formation; one can envisage common modules and specific modules for the spiritual guides of the young and for the spiritual guides of those in formation.

At Province, Regional or Central level it is opportune to prepare a guide-book which fosters among the young a process  of greater understanding about the various vocations of apostolic commitment in the Church. In this case it is also important to present the vocations to apostolic commitment  within the Salesian Family.
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