The Salesian Priest

Interview

On the occasion of the opening of the year for priests which Pope Benedict XVI has called for, we put some questions to Fr Francesco Cereda, Councillor for Formation for the Salesian Congregation.
Q: What were the reasons which led the Pope to call for this year of grace?

A: The occasion for this Year for Priests is the occurrence of the 150th anniversary of the death of Saint John Mary Vianney, the Curé of Ars, an exemplary model of the priest, patron of parish priests and who will probably be proclaimed patron of all priests. In addition to this, there is an explicit invitation addressed to each priest to live a life of deep spirituality and strive for holiness. In the Plenary Meeting of the Congregation of the Clergy on 16 March Pope Benedict said in this regard: “Precisely to encourage priests in this striving for spiritual perfection on which, above all, the effectiveness of their ministry depends, I have decided to establish a special "Year for Priests." Each priest is personally involved, so that he may learn to live an authentic spiritual experience and carry out an effective apostolate. “Christ’s fidelity, the priest’s fidelity” is the theme of the year; it will help the priest to discover his relationship with the Lord Jesus and to live his vocational response with fidelity.

Q: What is the cultural context in which today’s priest has to live and work?

A: Today’s cultural context marked by post-modernity, relativism and secularism, is a challenge to the priest. The tendency to relegate the faith to the private domain and to reduce its public relevance has an influence on the mission of the priest, who is being called nowadays to carry out his ministry in this  new situation. But today’s culture is also waiting for the proclamation of the Gospel and the invitation to meet the Lord Jesus. These are the times in which priests are called to live and to work with joy and hope. The Year for Priests can help the priest to recognise the opportunities and to face up to the challenges presented to his mission of evangelisation at this particular time. Then in some cultural contexts neglecting the figure of the priest runs the risk of being seen in an unfavourable light, on account of the scandals and abuses affecting a small minority; this year can be a help in recognising and appreciating the humanising role of the priest also in today’s society.

Q: What fruits can we expect in the Church from the Year for Priests?

A: This year will provide an opportunity to reflect on the person of the priest called to live his spirituality and carry out his ministry in a context which has changed profoundly and is in a state of rapid evolution. It could lead to a deeper appreciation in theological and practical terms of the life of  communion within the Church in the relationship between the various vocations: the relationship between the priest and the bishop, the brotherhood of priests, working on the apostolate together, overcoming clericalism while being aware of the priest being irreplaceable. Given the shortage of priests due importance should be given to prayer for vocations,  to the prayer of the community “waiting for a priest.” One would also hope that more attention would be given to the formation of priests, initial and ongoing, and to the care of vocations to ministry.

Q: How can the Salesian Congregation celebrate this year?

A: We will be keeping this Year for Priests while we are celebrating the 150th anniversary of the founding of our Congregation by Don Bosco, and while we are preparing to celebrate the centenary of the death of Don Rua, his first Successor. All of this reminds us of our fundamental identity as a Congregation: Don Bosco founded a Society of men consecrated to God for the young  and Don Rua was his faithful disciple along the same path. Our common vocation is that of Salesian consecrated life. Prior to the difference in vocation between  the Salesian priest and the Salesian brother, there is our being “sent to the young, in fraternal communities following Christ obedient, poor and chaste”. We are therefore consecrated men, and also for the Salesian priest it is important to make clear his identity as a consecrated person  which precedes and unifies his spiritual and apostolic life as a priest.

Q: What is the identity of the Salesian priest?

A: Fr Egidio Vigano, the seventh Successor of Don Bosco, in his letter “The priest of the year 2000: a theme we have very much at heart” observed with regard to the identity of the Salesian priest: “We want to debunk that cutting statement that we have “many priests but little priesthood”: this is evidently absurd, but even the suspicion that it might contain a grain of truth is depressing and prompts us to take a serious look at the matter.” (AGC 335, Rome, 8 December 1990). The identity of the Salesian priest, that is his spirituality and his ministry, needs to be understood better. It is crucial, especially for the Salesian priest,  to examine more deeply the best way to understand the relationship between evangelisation and education, since it is here that the exercise of his priestly ministry comes into play. Without this new understanding, the identity of the Salesian Brother is also obscured  and there is the danger of a creeping laicisation of the Salesian priest. We then have to ask ourselves what are the tasks of the Salesian priest within the educative pastoral community considering the large number of lay people involved in the spirit and the mission of Don Bosco; we have to ask what is his specific and irreplaceable role. Personally I ask myself whether in the area of vocational training, given the lack of Salesian Brothers, whether we ought to continue to prepare Salesian priests too with technical qualifications; it seems to me that this is a sign of our commitment to the prophecy of education that we cannot escape. In my opinion, in peoples’ thinking generally in the Congregation the identity of the Salesian Brother is probably clearer than that of the Salesian priest.

Q: How do you cultivate the identity of the Salesian priest?

A: The spiritual experience of the Salesian priest prepares the foundation for the exercise of his ministry. We cannot be servants of the Word and of the Eucharist, inspired by the example of Don Bosco, if we do not practise the prayerful reading of Sacred Scripture and a Eucharistic life. “Lectio divina” each day is an essential practice  for an effective preaching ministry; likewise, the daily lived experience of the Eucharist is the necessary condition in order to feel the passion to lead the young and the faithful to the Eucharist. May Mary, the woman of the Word and of the Eucharist help us to be genuine and credible Salesian priests.

Q: What are the priority requirements for the specific formation of the Salesian priest?

A: The communities for the specific formation of Salesian priests ought to aim to identify the profile of this vocation, marked by apostolic consecration,  by a deep spirituality and with a well-prepared pastoral formation. These communities are a work-shop in which to form today’s Salesian priests. Saint Francis of Sales and Don Bosco are the models to inspire us but their relevance for today needs to be highlighted. In the period of initial formation the best continuous pastoral  formation is during practical training which in fact is a neglected period, with little accompaniment and often not planned. Ongoing formation takes place especially during the quinquennium, which is a period not sufficiently cultivated. This is not to deny that initial formation has a specific relationship with pastoral formation on account both of the experiences of ministry it offers and of the theological and pastoral reflection that can flow from it. One thing missing from the specific formation of the Salesian priest is precisely the study of pastoral theology, so that the GC 26 says: “Let the Rector Major with his Council encourage through the Formation Department, a more consist theological and pastoral preparation in curricula for specific formation” (GC26 n.40); we therefore need to look again at that formation. Formation personnel will find in the Servant of God Fr Quadrio an example of how to form Salesian priests in the Congregation.
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