Good Shepherding

The environment within which we grow up is a vital element in the development of each person. Much of our behaviour, our development of talent and the way we see life emerges from the complex chemistry of our environment. By creating the right environment we can assist young people to get closer to their full potential. 

Don Bosco’s crucial dream at the age of nine underlines the importance of a warm and friendly environment in nurturing young people towards the fullness of life. In the dream he encounters a group of wild, foul-mouthed and fist-throwing youths. Later in the dream they turn into a pack of wild animals. A mysterious feminine presence in the dream encourages the young Bosco to deal with the wildness by creating an atmosphere of gentle consistent kindness rather than lashing out with his own fists. She held out the hope that John could make a difference and behaviour could be changed if he could create an atmosphere of consistent and reasoned kindness. When he tried this in the dream the lads changed into normal balanced youths who could celebrate and enjoy life to the full. The rest of Don Bosco’s life was an attempt to repeat that hope-filled miracle in young lives thrown into chaos by an industrial revolution fragmenting inner city Turin.

As his work for young people developed it is interesting to note that Don Bosco kept his hopes for a nurturing environment concrete and realistic. For example, in admitting young people to one of his projects he said that he wanted to guarantee that they would not get any worse than when they entered. While he was aware  of the challenging behaviour of a young person, he was confident of the ability of his environment to manage that behaviour without others becoming worse as a result of the new admission. A practical example of such thinking occurred when Don Bosco admitted a large group of war-orphans from Ancona who were aggressive and traumatised. He allowed them all into his educational community because he judged that his well-balanced staff and young people could contain and help them through their trauma. Don Bosco saw the environment not simply as a physical space that was safe and resourced, but also as a network of relationships marked by consistent kindness. That network involved young people as well as adults, parents as well as educators, volunteers and ex-members who were now in a wider community in the city. All of those connections would have played a part in the process of welcoming those troubled youth and helping them deal with the trauma of war and loss.

Part of the genius of Don Bosco was his ability to inspire and connect people with the values that create a safe environment for the growth of young. The teams he created were highly focussed on the importance of gentleness, optimism and reasonableness from everyone. Above all he stressed the importance of a friendly rather than a policing presence in the young person’s world. This friendly presence, supported by reasonable and consistent rules was the visible background to his approach to a life-giving environment. There was also an invisible spiritual dimension holding this environment together based on an awareness of the mystery of God, present in every moment and in each person. That broad spirituality added depth and motivation to the ordinary routine of both adults and young people, helping to create a community that nurtured life at many levels.

The environment of home, school and of groups is held together by three practical threads that weave through all of our lives. By attending to relationships, boundaries and individual needs we catch the dream in practical activity every day. Looking at those threads we are challenged to know ourselves, act consistently and put ourselves in the place of another before we make judgements about them. Don Bosco said that using his approach would be easy for the young people but difficult for the adults responsible. He realised that adults would need to be mature to maintain this environment. They in turn would need support from each other in order to be present, friendly and reasonable with young people. Relationships, boundaries and individual needs, these threads lie waiting to be picked up in every meeting. Each celebration, confrontation, and conversation is an opportunity to strengthen the connections and build the environment where we can all have life and have it to the full.

This is all good common sense, but behind this visible good practice lies a deeper spirituality. Attending to the group, the individual and to boundaries was also the work of the good shepherd as described in John’s Gospel. That shepherd figure was able to notice the individual sheep, calling each by it’s name. He was able to move his focus from the individual to the whole group and set up boundaries within which they could be safe. For those who try to create the special environment, this hidden spirituality becomes available to give deeper meaning and motivation to their work and relationships with young people. The environment adults build, either as parents, teachers or youth workers, can have a spiritual dimension in so far as they imitate the Good Shepherd. This optional and spiritual interpretation is a personal choice that can change a role, from a job into a vocation. 

Don Bosco saw this shepherd-image as the dynamic presence that created the safe environment where the young could grow. He also realised it was a vocational choice. In aiming to be a good shepherd parents, teachers and youth workers are challenged to make sacrifices. In laying down their lives for the young they grow in wisdom and maturity. Creating a life-giving environment is part of the Don Bosco tradition. It may not have all the answers for a severely damaged young person, but for the average youngster the common sense kindness of its approach can make minor miracles a regular occurrence.

The following questions might help us gauge our awareness of our contribution to this environment. 

Look at the boxes in this article and see where you are the strongest and weakest link in creating that Salesian environment within your own setting.

Attending to Relationships

Are you aware of the quality of your language. 

· Is it optimistic as well as realistic? 

· Is it warm and genuine?

Do your conversations leave the other person hopeful, 

even if you need to say something negative

Do you allow others time to speak 

and really hear what they are saying?

Do you make shared decisions. 

· Do you involve others where you can. 

· Or do you always push your ideas through without finding consensus?

Do you stop and celebrate when the group has achieved something? 

Or do you just remind them of how much further they need to get?

Are you organised enough to waste time? 

Do you build in space for conversations

 that strengthens links, builds friendship and is person centred? 

Do you give time for this to both young people and adult colleagues?

Are you aware of that mysterious thing called ‘atmosphere’ between individuals and groups

Can you say you are sorry? When things go wrong 

do you give time to repairing connections 

or waste energy trying to avoid the person involved for weeks?

Attending to Boundaries

Are you realistic in setting standards 

or do you expect the impossible from young people and act surprised when they fail?

Do you gain support for basic rules through reasoned argument rather than setting arbitrary rules that suit the adults involved?

Do you put boundaries around your own feelings as an adult, 

or does anger, favouritism or sadness creep in to blur the picture?

Are you clear and consistent in dealing with breakdowns in behaviour 

and still respect the dignity of people and their responsibility for their own actions?

Are you committed to continual repetition of the basic rules and values 

in order to reinforce a safe environment?

Attending to individual needs

Do you notice changing patterns in individual behaviour 

and reflect on their significance?

Do you respond to affection or aggression in a balanced and secure way 

so that the young person can grow through those feelings safely?

Do you notice absences as well as who is present? 

Do you notice who is withdrawing and who has been pushed to the edge of groups?

Do you remember names, favourite music, stories 

and other details about young people?

Do you recognise needs that require special help 

and be ready to refer young people to others who can help

or do you want to solve problems yourself?

Do you correct and praise quietly when appropriate in order to get the message across more clearly, especially to young people who are quieter?
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