
A window on Salesian Spirituality – Part 2

In the last issue of “Don Bosco Today” I explained how Don Bosco described his way of working with young people as building a home, a school a playground and a church. In other words, he wanted young people in Salesian settings to belong, to learn, to celebrate life and to find meaning. 

1. Home


Belonging
2. School


Learning

3. Church


Meaning

4. Playground

Celebrating

These four areas are a kind of window frame through which Don Bosco saw the world of the young. Maintaining a healthy balance between these four areas is part of Don Bosco’s wisdom in working with the young.

But, as one comedian often says “there’s more”. Those same four words can help us, as people concerned for the young, to look at our own lives. Belonging, learning, meaning, and celebration could be seen as four points on a compass that can keep us on a balanced course in our lives too. Checking our inner world against these four pointers can help us chart the way through the storms and over the quieter flat lands of our spiritual journey.

If we put too much emphasis on one of Don Bosco’s pointers we are likely to ignore the others and lose track of that Salesian spiritual path and the balanced wisdom it follows. 

· When I work so hard for others that I stop reflecting on my own experience with them, I risk going out of balance and doing them little good. I have stopped learning the lessons God presents to me each day. 

· When I begin to feel so alone, that no one really understands (or even cares), then my sense of belonging is at risk and I only have my own resources to rely upon. In that situation I can lose touch with the wisdom that comes from teamwork and community. I could lose my way and young people may suffer. 

· When activity bumps into more activity and I get so tired that I begin to ask, “why am I doing all this?” it is a sign that I have begun to lose touch with meaning in my own life. We need some kind of inner dream or vision to give shape to our lives, to drive us. In the Christian tradition this vision or sense of being drawn forward is called the Holy Spirit. Losing touch with that leaves us without a compass and we are likely to drift with currents and storms and perhaps lose our very selves and our sense of meaning. 

· When the end of the day, term or project arrives, and I have no energy to celebrate and count my blessings, then my Salesian balance has been lost. It is not a Salesian virtue to have no energy left for celebration. Celebration is recognition that something has been achieved, that it has been achieved together with others. In our togetherness God’s mystery has been made visible. Inability to celebrate is perhaps a sign that I think no else needs credit; all the work is mine. I get so concerned that others do not appreciate all the work I do. I am in danger of slipping into self-pity rather than celebrate in God’s mysterious presence.

This fourfold balance can help parents, teachers and youth workers on their own spiritual journey. This is what three of them have to say about Salesian balance in their own lives.

Julie, a working mother. As I share my children’s journey from the mysteries of infancy through their teenage anxieties, longing for the day when they will become happy young adults I realise that I need that fourfold Salesian balance in my life.
I want my children to feel sure they belong and to know I love them, and are safe. But, I also need to know that I belong, I am loved and I can be myself too. I can’t sink all of me into the children because I know I would start to look for the things I need from them rather than my adult friends and partner. I need to belong to a wider group of friends, if I am to be healthy for my children. I am very careful not to burden them with my worries and uncertainties. I also need to belong enough to my own family to have the luxury of a bad day myself and still feel I belong. As the children grow older I would expect the “give and take” of family life to happen more. The trouble is that we all seem to want to have our bad days on the same day or have so many that there doesn’t seem to be a day when everyone shares that sense of belonging. On the other hand I do know that family disagreements can also be a form of intimacy. Belonging doesn’t usually mean everything feels cosy together.

I know that learning is something that happens when you bring up a family. I have learnt so much. I don’t mean about nappy rash, measles and child psychology, I mean I have learnt so much about me. Looking at my children is like looking in a mirror, I see so much of myself reflected in them. Sometimes I look with pride, but there are things in them that worry me because I know they have come from me. Someone once said that the apple never falls far from the tree and watching the family grow up has got me reflecting deeply on my own strengths and weaknesses. For example I’ve got this thing about always making the place tidy for visitors. I get so annoyed if it’s messy. Last week my eldest said, “Stop worrying Mum about those crumbs on the carpet, its you they’ve come to see, not the house”. I stopped in my tracks because I had said more or less the same thing to my mother thirty years ago. Somehow I had lost my own wisdom and a teenager was handing it back to me. It’s almost like growing up again, but I have to let my children teach me. For me that is part of being a Salesian parent and I find the fourfold balance helps to make sense of my family and what happens to me as I struggle with it.

Peter, a teacher. I’ve been teaching now for over ten years. I can see the wisdom in this fourfold balance of belonging, learning, meaning and celebration. Teachers today face an avalanche of meetings, ticking boxes and writing policies and reports. I feel I’m bounced around classrooms like a pinball in a huge educational arcade game. That’s why I need to look at my balance as a teacher and ask myself what it all means. The question of meaning has come up a lot since I was promoted, now I teach less and do more administration. I needed promotion desperately but I’m really sorry to see my face-to-face contact with young people diminish. When I began teaching I wanted to make a difference to young people’s lives. I enjoyed teaching, it all made sense. Lately I find I am asking myself why I am doing this? I now have to dig deeper for the answers. Part of the answer to the meaning of teaching, for me, lies in the school as a community. I realised a long time ago that the deepest things young people took from the school were not actually on the curriculum. Friendship, honesty, respect and forgiveness were what mattered as much, if not more, than exam passes and league tables. I realise that the quality of my relationships with everyone in the school, with colleagues, caretakers, catering staff and the pupils all help to build a kind of mesh of meaning in the school community. That meaning has to do with the dignity of each person and the need to recognise their contribution, celebrate their lives and help them to grow. Administration and meetings won’t go away. I have to build that Salesian belonging and meaning through the way I operate in staff meetings, the way I deal with discipline issues, the way I treat parents. My responsibility extends beyond the classroom. Our school community will express that deeper meaning in terms of church and sacraments. I still recognise what’s happening when I join the school Masses. I recognise the depth of meaning, the mystery and dignity of each person; and I probably get more out of it than the pupils a lot of the time. The church ethos helps me recognise that God lives in people, in the names that appear on my lists every day for timetabling or discipline. I realise almost every day that I am touching the mystery of what life is all about: finding meaning in the mystery of God in all the people in school, not neglecting my family and staying cheerful through change. The fourfold Salesian balance makes a lot of sense but for me it helps most with the question of meaning.
Alan, a youth worker. I’m working on a project now that is helping young people to get out of the trap of illiteracy. They are all bright enough to read and write but they don’t really want to and they get better at hiding it. It’s good work but it’s exhausting. I know that some of them are so damaged it is a miracle that they even appear normal. I want to support them and I am motivated. I see it as a work of healing as much as one of education. People say I get too intense about it. But I think that is what it needs: they need to really know someone cares about them, and can be hurt by them, before they will start to learn to please me. What really hurts me is the financial strain. I have to find the funding for the project. Funding depends on targets. If I can’t hit my employment targets for this year I will not get funding for next year. With the present group I’m sure I will not make the funding agency’s target. Then the project will fold and I will be out of a job too. It’s no wonder my friends tell me I worry too much. 

That’s why the fourfold pattern of Don Bosco hit me so hard: It reminded me that I have to celebrate life and enjoy what I am doing. I know I am doing a good job, there is no other project in this area getting the results I’m getting. But what is it doing to me? I don’t laugh as much as I used to. The young people on the project have stopped trying to have a laugh with me. Looking at the four Salesian words has reminded me that I need to lighten up and not take my responsibilities as a ton-weight to carry around, and take to bed, and keep me awake. I know Don Bosco said that holiness for him meant being cheerful. I take that as a challenge to relax and enjoy what I’m doing, even when it is hard and uncertain work. The other three words seem OK to me at present but that celebration element has definitely got my name on it if I am to follow a more balanced path as a Salesian youth worker.

So this fourfold wisdom, Learning, meaning, celebrating and belonging can act as a personal balance in an individual’s life. It can be a daily compass to help maintain a balance through change and the highs and lows of every day. As you climb into bed tonight ask yourself, what have I learnt? How did I belong today? Have I celebrated? What is the meaning of what has happened? In doing that it could be that we will begin to see the whole of life through the wise vision of Don Bosco and make our own way to fullness of life surrounded by many young people on a shared and balanced Salesian journey.
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