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HUMAN GROWTH OF SALESIAN BROTHERS

BASED ON THE LIFE OF BL. ARTEMIDES ZATTI

The history of psychology has been very heavily populated by learned people who have worked mainly with the sick, trying to discover what made them sick and warning the rest of us about the things that can go wrong.  They have been well intentioned, and their good efforts have no doubt benefited all of us.  However, an honored place in this history of psychology must certainly be awarded to the “father of humanistic psychology,” the late Abraham Maslow.  He did not concern himself primarily with the sick and the causes of sickness. He devoted most of his life and energies to a study of the healthy (“self-actualizing” people) and asked about the causes of health. 

In studying the causes of health, Maslow, Jung, Erickson and other psychologists realized that human beings in general are capable of living lives that are actualized, individuated and transcendent.  We can be integrated and whole. We can become compassionate and sensitive to the needs of others.  We can realize our true potential, get into deep and personal relationships with others and live happy, contented and meaningful lives.  There have been men and women such as these in every age in history demonstrating to us that living integrated and meaningful lives is indeed possible.  In fact, this was Jesus’ promise to all: “I have come that you may have life and have it in abundance.” (Jn.10: 10)

The life of Artemide Zatti is one such life that is rich and lived to the full.  Here was an ordinary man, from poor and humble beginnings, not highly educated or exceptionally talented.  He had the normal support of family and friends.  He had more than his share of hardships and difficulties at various stages in his life.  And yet, because of his firm faith in God, his strong sense of identity, his ability to make use of the opportunities that came his way, his hard work and ‘never say die’ spirit, his determination to make something worthwhile of his life, this ordinary, unsophisticated man, left behind a rich legacy for us that we too may live lives that are rich, meaningful and free!

Artemides Zatti was a fully alive person. Just running through his daily schedule would be enough to see how much he packed into a single day. Again, he was not one of those run-of-the-mill workers who would get lost in the daily routine. He planned his day carefully and made sure there was time for prayer, community meals, work and recreation. Fully alive people are those who use all of their human faculties, powers, and talents. They use them to the full. They are vibrantly alive in mind, heart, and will. There is an instinctive fear in most of us to travel with our engines at full throttle.  We prefer, for the sake of safety, to take life cautiously. The fully alive person travels with the confidence that if one is alive and fully functioning in all parts and powers, the result will be harmony, not chaos. And so he moves full steam ahead with gusto and energy.

Zatti, precisely because he was fully alive, obviously experienced both failures as well as success. He was open to both pain and pleasure. He had many questions and some answers. He cried and he laughed. He dreamed and he hoped.  The only things that remained alien to his experience were passivity and apathy.  He said a strong “yes” to life and a resounding “amen” to God.  He felt the strong stings of growing – of growing from the old into the new – but his sleeves were always rolled up, his mind whirring and his heart ablaze.  He was always moving, growing, a being-in-process, a creature of continual evolution.

In my work as a psychologist and counselor I have had the opportunity of interacting with quite a few Salesian Brothers (mainly in my province but also elsewhere). I have come across some stalwarts in the field of human growth and development. Among our coadjutor confreres there has never been a doubt that God’s providence has raised up exemplary Salesians. We have all seen them; we have lived with them in our ordinary working communities and in our missions.  We have experienced the valuable contribution they have made and keep making with competence and fidelity. They appear as “men of Don Bosco”, attracted by him and identified with his spirit and mission. They would have said with Don Cagliero: “Monk or no monk, it is all the same to me.  I am determined, as I have always been, never to leave Don Bosco!” That is what Zatti himself once said to a confrere: “You can serve God as a priest or as a brother: before God one is as good as the other, provided you live it as a vocation and with love.” (Summarium, p. 310, n. 1224).

But there are a good number of Brothers who are unfortunately struggling to make a sense out of their lives and their vocation. They don’t seem to have a clear sense of their identity as Salesian Brothers. Being smaller in number, they feel dominated and threatened by a Society that is largely clerical. Because of the dwindling number of vocations, there is great anxiety and insecurity about the future: “Will the Society continue having Brothers?” some of them ask. “Has my commitment and living out this way of life for so many years been wasted and meaningless?” Quite a few of them feel victimized. Many lack a sense of confidence in themselves and recede into the background thus hiding the many gifts and qualities they have. There are Brothers that need to be more assertive, take more initiative, feel a greater sense of belonging, and immerse themselves into the lives of the young in newer and more challenging ways. 

All this highlights the need to focus more on our human formation. We have been focusing on the spiritual and intellectual formation and believing that emotional growth will happen on its own.  That is not so.  A person’s emotional growth does not take place automatically with age.  While growing old is a certainty, growing up is an option that each of us must make and work at it. A healthy personality is one that has the capacity to function autonomously and competently, is able to adjust to situations effectively and efficiently, experiences a general sense of contentment and satisfaction and finally is able to actualize his potential. If we do not work on these aspects and develop ourselves, we will regress and adopt childish or maladaptive ways of living and coping with life and our perceptions of self and the environment will be negative. A person can truly imbibe spiritual values if and only if he attains a certain level of emotional maturity.  Putting spiritual bandages over emotional wounds will not bring inner healing.  Grace and power of the Spirit are essential, but grace works in and through nature.

There are many requirements to further our human growth. Looking at the situation of the Salesian Brothers in the present, from my experience of Group Therapy, Live-ins and personal encounters with Brothers, I have picked up five areas for growth which I feel are essential that Salesian Brothers need to concentrate on for their own human growth and development. The life of Bl. Artemide Zatti is a beautiful exemplification of these five areas.
1. The need to accept ourselves as we are

Central to all human formation is a clear sense of identity. Every Salesian Brother needs to embrace and accept fully his unique call in the Salesian Congregation and make it his own. The fact that Holy Mother the Church has beatified Artemide Zatti, the first salesian coadjutor not a martyr to be beatified, endorses our claim that this is indeed a valid way of life and that if lived out well, can culminate in being bestowed the highest of honors. The relevance of this vocation does not come from numbers. It does not come from the work we do. Don Bosco looked at the quality of being.  He did not seem to have been too preoccupied about the proportion, for example, between clerics and laymen in the congregation. He welcomed those whom God sent him, priests or laymen, and united them in religious consecration, in the mission and in charity. 

In the present times, among our coadjutors, I feel there is a growing sense of insecurity with regard to the vocation of the Salesian Brother. We need to reflect and understand this calling at a greater depth. We need to make meaning out of it in the present context where values are changing, where commitments are frowned upon, where in a globalized world, material and commercial profits are taking precedence over the growth and development of persons. Having a definite sense of identity with regard to who we are and what is our specific role in life is crucial to all human formation. And we need to struggle with ourselves, with our commitments and with our life experiences in order to make meaning out of it. We need to be more and more convinced of our own unique identity. At a recent live-in I had for the Salesian Brothers in Mumbai, it was heartening that some Brothers did consider this vocation as unique and special, more difficult to live and therefore all the more challenging. 

Not having a clear sense of identity, we will allow others to define us. We will be hurt easily when someone passes a derogatory remark about us or we may fly into a rage. We will be too preoccupied with what others think about us and what opinion they have of us. Not having a proper sense of identity, we will also allow our work to define the person we are. In that case, we will be very guarded about our area or department. We will feel threatened if somebody seems more competent. We will play games, put on masks and cover up our lapses by giving excuses.

Zatti had a clear sense of himself. Once he had decided that he would be a Salesian Brother (and it was indeed hard for him to come to that decision), he embraced it wholeheartedly and lived it to the full. Once he had made up his mind, there was no feeling of regret, no longing for any change. He realized that he could serve God and the congregation as a Brother just as well. That was the way God was calling him. That would be the way he would live his life and live it to the full.

How can I constantly work on deepening my own sense of identity as a Salesian Brother?

2. The need to accept full responsibility for our lives

Accepting full responsibility for all our actions, including our emotional and our behavioural responses to all life situations, is the definitive step toward human maturity.  However, the tendency to blame our responses on other persons or things is as old as the human race.  Many of us grew up as blamers. We learned to explain away our failures on the grounds that we did not have the right materials to work with, or we even pleaded that “our stars were not in proper alignment.” The essential sadness is that blamers are not in contact with reality.  As a result, they do not get to know themselves.  They do not mature. They do not grow. It is a fact of life: Growth begins where blaming ends. The opposite of this blaming tendency is to accept full responsibility for our lives, to become an owner, not a blamer.  Owners know that something in them explains their emotional and behavioural responses to life.  It is clearly the definitive step toward human maturity.  Taking responsibility for our feelings and actions ensures that we will grow up.

To understand this aspect of taking full responsibility for my actions listen to this favourite well-known story of Sydney Harris. Accompanying a friend to a news-stand, Harris noted that the man selling papers was openly sullen and rude.  He also noted that his friend was kind and cordial in his dealing with this man.  As he walked away with his friend, Harris asked, “Is that fellow always so mean?” “Yes, unfortunately he is,” the friend answered.  Harris persisted, “And are you always so nice to him?” “Yes, of course,” answered the friend.  “I don’t want him or anyone else to decide how I am going to act.  I decide how I am going to act. I am an actor not a reactor.” Sydney Harris walked away mumbling to himself, “That’s one of the most important realizations in life: to be an actor, not a reactor.”

How much responsibility do I take for my life right now? Am I blaming someone for the situation I am in, for the work I am doing, for the dissatisfaction I feel?   As a Salesian Brother what do I feel about the situation in my province? What about the state of affairs in my community? Do I feel that because I am not the de facto superior, I don’t have responsibility for my province or my community? What am I doing with regard to the situation of the Brothers in my province? Do I play the role of a victim constantly feeling harassed and hassled by others? Am I a passive member of my community merely doing what I’ve been told to do by others?
Zatti took responsibility for himself and his work. The “Department of Public Health” had given him an official recognition as an infirmarian. But Zatti knew that the anti-clericals would cause trouble saying that he was practicing medicine unlawfully. He therefore studied privately and obtained qualification as a pharmacist from the La Plata University. He knew his work required it. He got the qualification that was necessary.

What responsibility do I personally take for my own growth, for the situation of the Salesian Brothers in my province, for the state of affairs with regards vocations to the Salesian Brotherhood?

3. The need to make our lives an act of love.

For those who have not loved, old age is a wintertime of loneliness.  For those who have loved, old age is a harvest time.  The seeds of love planted so carefully and so long ago will have matured with time.  The loving person is surrounded in the twilight of life with the presence and the caring of others. What was given so freely and joyfully has been returned with interest.  By and large, I feel the affective part in us is left dormant and not encouraged to develop. 

The source of most chronic unhappiness is a failure to love. The key stage in adult life is experiencing love. The fact that we are to remain single should not exclude us from the experience of love. We must be able to love others and allow others to love us. We should be able to engage in dialogue with others on a meaningful level. We should be able to share our deeper feelings and experiences with others.  Often we notice in our communities that it is easy to pray together, but more difficult to dialogue and to share with one another.  Most of us are afraid of intimacy. We are afraid if we love, our feelings may run out of control. We are afraid of the demands that love may make on our time and our privacy. We are afraid that when in love, the other person will get too close and notice that we are not the ‘perfect person’ we make ourselves appear to be.

The most effective path to human growth is through human relations.  I need to continuously improve the quality of my relationships with my confreres, my boys and the people with whom I work. The Ratio enumerates three sets of qualities we need to develop with regard to growth in human relations: 1. Qualities we need in order to relate well with one another e.g. kindness, gentleness, respect… 2. Qualities we need to dialogue well with one another e.g. listening skills, empathy, communication skills… and 3. Qualities we need to work well with one another e.g. sharing, team spirit, loyalty… As I work on developing these qualities and improve my relationships, I imbibe values that make me a better person.

And being a Salesian, I must love the youth entrusted to my care. Not just those in my immediate care, but even those who are not in my own group or class or department. Don Bosco wanted us to be demonstrative of our love. “Don’t just love the boys,” he told us, “make them know that they are loved.” Our commitment as religious is of no use if it is taken on as a burden. Too many times it appears as if we are carrying a heavy cross. Our life and our work must be an act of love. Without experiencing love we shrivel and do not have the energy and drive necessary to reach out to others with zest.

Zatti was a lover at heart. He could not have given so much of himself to his patients, many of whom were rejects from other hospitals, if he didn’t love them abundantly. The number of regular visits he made each day to the wards, the jovial atmosphere he created, his loving ‘good nights’ are ample proof that he loved the sick people he worked for. He loved his community too and rarely missed the opportunity of being together for meals. His work both at the hospital and having to go around on sick calls or collecting money would have given him enough excuse to absent himself from community practices, but he never did so.  He was not merely present with his community. He energized his community with his presence. His life was truly an act of love.

Am I growing in the affective aspects of my life? Do I share my joys and my sorrows, my doubts and my concerns with my confreres? Do the boys know that I love them?

4. The need to stretch by stepping out of our comfort zones.

Each of us lives for the most part in the safe confines of a comfort zone. As long as we stay within that area, we feel secure and we know what to do. It feels safer to follow the good old beaten path, to be a member of a flock. The “road less traveled” always seems so risky and dangerous. But we are beings in process and each of us is gifted with an enormous and unique potential. In our rendezvous with destiny, we have to take chances, run risks, get rejected and be hurt, be knocked down and get back on our feet. We must learn to survive defeats. One of the obstacles to growth is that we tend to rationalize our comfort zones. We begin to say: “That’s just not me.” “It’s not my style.” “I can’t.” The deliberate stepping out of our comfort zones is what “stretching” means. All growth involves some stretching. I have to attempt new things if I am to change.  At first, I may feel clumsy, awkward, and more than a little self-conscious.  But every time I try the same stretch, I will be a little more comfortable.  Finally what was once outside my comfort zone will now be within it.  Repeated stretching will usher me into a new and larger world and I will be much more free. The old fears and crippling inhibitions that once painted me into a small corner of life will seem insignificant and disappear.

It has been calculated by the students of human nature that the average person uses only 10 percent of his potential.  Ninety percent of what might have been dies quietly of frustration by fear and inhibitions.  Without stretching, we will forfeit 90 percent of life’s beauty, goodness, and giftedness.  We will go to our graves with 90 percent of our potential sealed into our coffins with our own mortal remains. 

Something that happened at the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps by the Allied Forces at the end of World War II is significant. After the prisoners were freed, many of them came hesitantly out of their prison barracks, blinked in the sunlight, and then slowly walked back into those barracks.  It was the only life they had known for such a long time.  They were accustomed to think of themselves as prisoners.  They couldn’t imagine themselves as free. All of us somehow share this very human tendency.  We have been imprisoned by our fears for such a long time.  We go on living in a small but safe corner. Then we are challenged to stretch – to take the first awkward steps out of our own personal prisons. We blink in the sunlight and want to go back silently to the things we have known, to our cramped but familiar comfort zones.


The fast changing world of today challenges us to find new ways of educating and reaching out to the young. We need to be creative and innovative.  We need to step out of the beaten path and think with fresh minds and with courage in our hearts.  We need to love the young so passionately that we will not allow the fear of failure to grip our souls.  Instead, we ‘stretch’ ourselves to venture boldly to find novel and ingenious ways of ministering to the young in these challenging times.

We are sons of Don Bosco, a man who refused to stay within the confines of his times. He broke through so many constricting patterns of living and forged a new vision and a new way of living. Following in the footsteps of our father and founder,  Zatti made the mission to the sick his own area for educative activity, where he lived each day the criteria of Don Bosco’s preventive system in close and loving assistance of the needy, helping them to understand and accept their condition of suffering. We can draw inspiration from Artemide Zatti to identify aspects of fraternal charity as yet unexplored, where our availability can become a sign of God’s love, responding to the urgent needs of people and especially of the young.

What are the new ways of being a Salesian Brother in the present context taking into consideration the situation in India and the condition of the young? 

5. The need to make prayer a part of our daily lives

Victor Frankl, the Viennese psychiatrist, says that modern psychology has spent the last fifty years concentrating on the mind and the body.  He complains that psychology has consistently neglected the human spirit and the world of the spiritual. But we really have no choice.  We are mind and body and spirit.  We know when bodies are sick, we bring them to our physicians.  When our minds are sick, we entrust them to our counselors and psychiatrists. But spirits can get sick, too.  Spirits can get starved, just as bodies can. They too need consistent nourishment and regular exercise.  What are the symptoms when the spirit gets sick? We nourish grudges, we resent a lot of people, we find little meaning in life or work.  We have a hard time enjoying.  We are weak when strength is needed, and we become complainers and blamers.  We are noticeably devoid of what the Scriptures call the “gifts of the Holy Spirit”: charity, happiness, peace patience friendliness, kindness, loyalty, gentleness, and self-control.

Psychology teaches us healthy behaviour, emotional wholeness, maturing growth, and how we can rise above and beyond ourselves; Christianity teaches us redemption, reconciliation, and resurrection.  The two, wholly compatible, meet in the human person, supporting and complementing each other.  Psychological and religious insights counteract the debilitating forces within and around us, helping us to cope better with life and enrich it.  But religion goes beyond this by addressing the faith dimension which rises out of and beyond the human.  Jesus always started with the human situation and St. Thomas Aquinas reminded us that grace builds on nature. The spiritual and the emotional are not independent realities in our lives. There are no real contradictions between the principles of sound religion and those of sound psychology.

In our work with the young we need to bring in the spiritual dimension in everything that we do. It is not something added, it is an essential part of everything that is human. And we will fail to bring in this spiritual dimension if we ourselves are not immersed in it. Again, spirituality should help me to face the realities of everyday life and not run away from it. God experience is of course a gift, but regular prayer opens us up and prepares us for this gift from God. What the youngsters keep asking us is whether we’ve had a God experience and what is our manner of relating to God. We need to ask ourselves if we have merely become addicted to a set of practices of piety or whether our prayers help us deepen our relationship with God.  The young must see us as men of God. And this ‘godliness’ in us should be visible in the way we deal with our confreres, our boys and the people for whom and with whom we work.

What stands out clearly in the life of Bl. Artemide Zatti is his passionate search for a greater harmony between the seeking of a more professional approach and growth in genuine spirituality.  The seeking after professional excellence which nowadays appears as an unavoidable requirement in our societies, represents a challenge to the religious life.  Such a challenge must be met with the particular “grace of unity” which transforms professional activity into a resource of the consecrated life and gives to it a higher quality. The Salesian, by virtue of his experience, will therefore be in a position to lead his charges to a new kind of professional attitude, inspired by the Gospel and able to renew the quality of life. It is the harmonious result of specific technical and cultural competence, of sound relational ability, and of deep ethical and spiritual motivation. (Letter of Rector Major, Rome, 31 May, 2001, Juan Vecchi)

As a Salesian Brother, is there a ‘grace of unity’ between the professional and the spiritual in me? Do people see me as a man of God committed to the uplift of the young?

Conclusion


I was very impressed reading the biography of Zatti by Peter Lappin and the Letter of Fr. Vecchi in preparation for Zatti’s beatification.  So many wonderful details reveal the fascinating personality of this great man.  A school drop-out and a poor immigrant turned out to be a qualified pharmacist, an able administrator of a large hospital and a giant of a saint!


Two incidents in his life particularly stand out revealing the incredible human being this man Zatti must have been: The first is the journey of his vocation.


He was a young man of 20 when he joined the aspirantate at Bernal.  Imagine him at that age sitting on the benches with boys 11 to 14 years of age and doing elementary studies. Experience his joy on being told to prepare for the novitiate within just 2 years of his stay at the aspirantate. Share his worry and concern when he was diagnosed with tuberculosis and eventually had to leave Bernal.  Journey with him through his sickness considered incurable at that time and a persistent cough that lasted several years. After much prayer and discernment, he made his first profession in 1908. The anxiety continued because he had not regained his health completely.  Only in 1911, eleven years after he had started his vocational journey, he makes his final profession as a Salesian Brother at the age of thirty-one.


What is most touching in this whole episode is his deep sense of calm, looking at the entire chain of events with optimism and a sense of inner certitude that through all this he would come to know with certainty the will of God. This kind of composure in a young man is indeed extraordinary.  It reveals the fine human qualities he developed in himself.  We read from the Positio of the Cause for his Beatification: “His state of mind can be easily imagined, but we are bound to say that he never spoke a word of complaint at what had happened, either in connection with the sickness itself, nor against the Superiors, nor against the circumstances in which he now found himself.” (Cf. Positio, p.49)


The other noteworthy incident in his life is the destruction of his labour of love – The St. Joseph Hospital in Viedma.  Here again, picture the man who laboured for 40 years and watched with genuine pride the Hospital growing from strength to strength.  He silenced the anti-clericals by qualifying himself.  In spite of doling out free medicines and charging his patients ridiculously small fees, he still managed to keep the hospital flourishing.  He made at least 4 visits to the wards every single day and there was hardly a night when he was not roused for an extra visit because of a sick call.  He truly loved his hospital and welcomed into it patients that were discarded from elsewhere.  This edifice of love, not just of brick and mortar, but a place where 1000s had experienced healing of body and soul, was being demolished in front of his very eyes. 
“I saw him cry like a baby,” said one who observed Zatti during those difficult days.  Once more, he never uttered a word against the decisions of his Superiors.


And all this did not crush the spirit of this wonderful man.  Within two years, Zatti had transformed the Agricultural School to which the hospital was shifted, into another enviable enterprise.  In his own words he writes to his sister Hildegard: “When they knocked down the hospital to make way for the bishop’s residence, we moved body and soul, to the Agricultural School.  Here we live in an earthly paradise, and when we have finished the improvements we have planned, which are soon to be completed, you will not find another hospital or sanitarium better equipped than ours!” An indomitable spirit indeed!

Times have changed. Gone are the days when people respected us because of the fact that we are religious or priests.  The aura has peeled off, the glamour is gone and now people look at us for the persons we are. Again, in the present times, with the insistence on lay collaboration, we are rubbing shoulders with the laity a lot more and at many different levels.  In many areas, especially on the technical and professional fronts, the laity seem to have greater expertise than we. The priest however, because of the particular ministerial service he renders, can still hide behind his role.  But the Salesian Brother stands undisguised among the people.  He is one of them and yet he is different. It is the consecration as religious that differentiates you. Consecration is noticed in many ways, but most particularly in your humanity.  Your humanity stands out when you are among the people.  Hence it is of utmost importance that you focus on your human formation and embody in yourself those human qualities that will make you a model among the young and among God’s people.

Mary, our Mother and Help, was the one who accompanied Jesus on his way to becoming the perfect man that he was.  She nurtured and guided him in becoming a model for all mankind.  May Mary intercede for each one of us present here that we too may grow in our humanity, live lives that are full and thus bring glory to God.

------------------------------

Questions for Group Work:

1. What do you feel about your human growth as a Salesian Brother? What are the areas that need attention? What do you suggest that needs to be done?

2. Why is it that the identity of a Salesian Brother is not clearly understood and appreciated? What can be done about it?

3. In what ways can life in community enhance the human growth of the Salesian Brother?

4. Fr. Vecchi speaks about “a new professional attitude or approach” the Salesian Brother needs to show in his life.  What is this “new professional attitude” and how can it be fostered?
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