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The Preventive System as Spirituality

A way of seeing with the heart

Abstract

This paper will describe the preventive system as a spirituality for life and not simply as an educational technique. It will discuss terms such as spirit, soul and animation in the context of relational learning that exists in all walks of life. The ability of a preventive spirituality to provide deeper reasons for living and hoping will be explored. RUAH will be presented not simply as a set of attitudes but also as an inward expression of the oratory model built by Don Bosco. The notion of sacramental imagination will be explored and the analogy of a Salesian “dance” will be explored as a link to a broad-based experience of God in relating to others.

Spirituality is difficult to define but it is associated the experience of a deep sense of meaning and purpose in life together with a sense of belonging. This awareness sometimes involves a sense of a presence and a feeling that one is called into action. Spirituality searches out patterns and significance in life and creates an energy and focus in individuals and groups that moves them towards maturity and wisdom.

The image of this life-spirit as breath or “ruah” in Hebrew scripture comes from an ancient awareness that is rooted in the book of Genesis. In that account the whole of creation is initiated through the spirit of God hovering over a formless waste of darkness and chaos. It is the spirit that brings light, order, balance and energy to creation. The creation of human beings however is given a more specific and relational dimension. It is described thus:

Then God formed man from the dust of the earth and breathed into him the breath of life and the man became a living being.(Genesis 2.7)
A person is therefore a combination of matter and the breath of God. Ruah, the breath of God moves in a person to bring purpose, meaning and direction to that life and through each breath a person is also connected to everyone else. This ancient insight into the individual and communal nature of spiritual identity is preserved in the major spiritual traditions but in danger of being overlooked by some contemporary educational practice. 

Salesian spirituality has always recognised the importance of the interior life of each person and the equally important role of relationships in developing spiritually. In the triple model of education shown below Salesian spirituality begins with animation; the breathing of life into the individuals and groups that make up the educating community.
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The danger of overlooking the role of animation should not be under estimated even though it is different from the other two aspects which are more visible, measurable and testable. The spiritual dimension of education brings a more holistic and rounded approach to the person and the community as well as giving space for different ways of knowing. Education without an animating spirit begins to lose heart and also cohesion. Competitive models begin to undermine community and individual self-esteem. Then the vision of a compassionate and learning community has been lost.

Devoid of such vision, education quickly becomes utilitarian, subject to narrow pragmatism in which specific training becomes the immediate goal.

Albert Einstein once said that not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that really counts can be counted. The preventive system recognises that there is more to knowing than what can be consciously understood, tested and demonstrated in a scientific manner. Mystery is still hidden in the world of science, the relationships between people and in the hidden spirit at the heart of each individual. When this area of mystery and spirit is neglected competition, loneliness and the jungle are not far away.
The soul in the preventive system

In the Salesian tradition animation has always had a favoured place as part of the deepest motivation for the other two aspects of education. The word animation comes from the Latin word for soul. So to animate a young person is to put them in touch with their soul so that they live and breathe with a deeper and wider awareness. The soul is that part of oneself that faces into the mystery of life, is open to intuitive knowledge and connects with an inner strength for life. The soul provides focus and direction in meeting life. It leads to the creation and ownership of a personal identity as well as strengthening the bonds between individuals in the community. Being in touch with ones soul, caring for it and drawing confidence from its depth is part of the glue that that holds Salesian spirituality together.

Don Bosco had a plaque which was hung on his door for many years and became a motto for the whole Salesian congregation it simply said:

Give me souls, take away the rest.

This soul-centred motto is based loosely on Genesis 14.21 was a direct link for Don Bosco to the spirituality of St Francis de Sales which will be mentioned later. There has been a tendency in more secularised cultures to exclude this aspect of personal experience and from the learning process because it does not seem to follow the same development patterns of the more measurable areas of knowledge and skills. However, to exclude it leads to the narrow and utilitarian approaches to learning that eventually lead to the alienation of both adults and young people. Only attending to what is measurable opens the way for a more repressive system that does not recognise learners as persons but instead gives way to more consumer and competitive based models of education.

Emile Durkheim in his sociological studies into the phenomenon of religion, spoke about the encounter of a person with this inner spiritual reality and, despite his scepticism, came to admit that the person who has encountered their god does not only feel stronger they really are stronger. They are more resilient, more alive and united with the community. Subsequent studies into spirituality have confirmed this animating effect of spirituality. The search institute in the USA have identified the positive aspects of a spiritual outlook
 and recent studies of urban youth in Britain have demonstrated the dramatic impact of prayer, religious affiliation and belief on the health of young people
. Such studies seem to suggest that being spiritual or religious confers an evolutionary advantage on young people as they grow up. They also demonstrate that young people are still spiritual even if that expression is repressed by the dominant culture. These robust empirical studies reinforce the spiritual intuitions of Don Bosco and the Salesian promotion of an experiential spirituality through every aspect of working with the young.

St Francis de Sales

Don Bosco’s spirituality is founded upon a specific belief that the spirit or soul in each person is an expression of a loving presence that created that person. This love of God, hidden in each person is what energises people and groups drawing them towards each other in loving kindness and making them vulnerable to disappointment and damage. That hidden love of God lies at the heart of each young person and, despite damage and forgetfulness, can be awoken by a kindly and consistent guide. Once awakened this love or soul can direct and focus a person’s life on a journey into a community of love and fullness of life. The same love is at work in friendships between colleagues, between partners in marriage and in the dedication of all those who work with love in any caring profession.It was this focus on love and soul that attracted Don Bosco to Salesian spirituality championed by St Francis de Sales (1567 – 1622). The quotes from St Francs de Sales shown below will provide a brief sense of the spirituality that underpins Don Bosco’s preventive system:

Our words must set other people on fire, not by shouts and unrestrained gestures but by an inner warmth and affection. Our words need to come from our heart and not from our mouths. We will speak well when heart speaks to heart.

Have a great clarity and clearness of mind and conscience. Really desire the good of souls with all the prudence of a good doctor. Meet everyone with a discreet kindness. When you meet people who are overwhelmed and troubled by life lift up their spirit and assure them that the love of God within them is stronger than any problem they may have to face.

In this approach the soul, the human heart, is called to beat in harmony with the love of God. The rhythms of life, of friendships and learning somehow reveal the face of God in others and so the school and the family are built on a deeper sense of belonging. This kind of insight was caught in one of the songs of Les Miserables where Jean Valjean sings “to love another person is to see the ace of God.” That sentiment would accord well with Salesian spirituality where God’s presence is caught in people, in their growth, successes and struggles through life. Salesian spirituality therefore makes the mystery of God intimately available in the ordinary events of life, in relationships and in the deepest movements of the soul. The immediacy of this presence is so simple and all embracing that Salesian spirituality finds it difficult to catch in words. It is above all an experience that has to be lived rather than a system to be adopted. It is a relationship that transforms the interior life of the individual and the network of relationships within which they exist.

The link with RUAH

The attitudes outlined in an earlier paper as secular skills can now be recognised as expressions of a deeper motivation in Salesian spirituality. These attitudes work to promote the well being of each young person but they are particularly suited to supporting and drawing strength from the spiritual dimension of work with the young. The attitudes also open up within the adult deeper motives to engage with the heart and build the resilience necessary for working with adolescents. The love of God, mysteriously present at the heart of each person gives everyone a dignity that will always demand respect, understanding, affection and humour. 

Respect is the only appropriate response to the divine spark hidden in even the most wayward young person. Respect in Salesian spirituality is an expression of reverence for the mystery of life in each person who somehow reveals the face of God. It is linked closely with the aspect of church in Don Bosco’s description of his oratory.

Understanding is essential to Salesian spirituality because the adult needs to work at nurturing the spirit of the young person, knowing when to encourage, when to challenge and when to withdraw affection. This implies that the adult is constantly reflecting on experience. St Francis de Sales spoke of this as being a contemplative in an ecstasy of action. Part of the adult is involved in the action of the day. Another part is reviewing, assessing, anticipating and guiding where that activity is leading. The inner reflective experience allows the spirit or soul of the adult to be inspired and guided by a deeper spiritual knowledge and intuition. In that way the adult not only comes to understand young people more but they also come to a deeper awareness of their own inner spirit and progress on a journey to wholeness. The attitude that seeks understanding links with the lifelong learning. It is expressed by the word “school” in Don Bosco’s oratory model.

Affection is the engine of Salesian spirituality. It breaks down barriers between people, establishes supportive bonds, heals wounds and strengthens confidence. It is through affection that the life of the community is joined together into a network that resonates at times with a common awareness of the love of God as a felt experience. The sense of belonging and safety generated by affection means that this aspect of ruah links with the “home” dimension of Don Bosco’s oratory.

Humour and happiness are not simply the result of the three aspects of Ruah listed above they are also an expression of active faith in life, in relationships and in the spirit that binds people together. Fun, games and practical jokes not only express community and a heart-centred life style, they also help to create that respect, understanding and affection that leads to a deeper spiritual life. For Don Bosco being cheerful was a sign of holiness and so this aspect of ruah links with the playground dimension of Don Bosco’s oratory.

With these thoughts in mind it will be useful to return to the preventive techniques presented earlier and identify the motivation that Don Bosco might have attached to them. The word motivation, what moves me into action, makes a direct link between a series of techniques and an active spirituality on behalf of young people. The motivation is the energy, “the electric current” as Don Bosco described it, that establishes a confidence between adult and youth within which hearts can be opened and difficulties overcome on the way to fullness of life.
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	Preventive Technique
	Ruah expressed as
	Motivations

	1. If you want to inspire fear in the young, first inspire love
	Consistency

Self-sacrifice

Trust spiritual intuitions

Self control

Ability to ask for help

Ready to be let down

Cheerfulness

Optimism

Being present- turning up on time
Wasting time with youth

Letting go – saying goodbyes
Building networks of healthy friendships

Finding the spiritual in the ordinary

Taking time to reflect on experience
Engaging with the heart

Being fair minded

Defending the weak

Remembering own childhood

Able to celebrate others success

Creativity under pressure

	Valuing the interior life of young people

Being committed to a search for meaning

Finding spiritual patterns in ones own calling to work with the young.

A real passion to see young people grow and prosper

A strong sense of doing something worthwhile for the future.

A feeling that I am most myself when I work with the young.

A sense of being close to God’s Spirit or the mystery of life through my work with the young.

A sense of personal growth and joy through what I am doing.


	2. Never tell a young person off in public
	
	

	3. Use a quiet word in the ear to build relationships with young people.
	
	

	4. Make the first move- take the initiative
	
	

	5. Be interested in what youth are interested in.
	
	

	6. Make the rules few clear and reasonable. Repeat them often.
	
	

	7. Be reasonable
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	8. Never strike a young person

	
	

	9. Let young people run, jump and make noise
	
	

	10. Let young people know that they are loved
	
	

	11. Withdrawing attention and affection
	
	

	12. Never correct when angry

	
	

	13. When a young person refuses correction ask another adult to intervene
	
	

	14. Create a safe space

	
	

	15. Build in time for the young to reflect on experience
	
	

	16. Don’t make idle threats

	
	

	17. Sport, music, drama and outings are essential elements of the preventive system
	
	

	18.  Adult consistency makes the preventive system work
	
	

	19.  Maintain a cheerful and optimistic manner with young people
	
	

	20. Waste some of your free time with young people
	
	


The grid above traces the preventive skills through a sample set of attitudes and suggest that deeper motives will eventually come into play in order to sustain the adult in the challenge of working with the young. The techniques of the preventive system are therefore only a first step along a spiritual journey for the adult working in a Salesian style.
The result of all these techniques, attitudes and motivations is a pattern of relationships that build into a sense of a home, a playground, a school and a church. These four aspects of a Salesian relationship form another, perhaps outer aspect, of the spiritual journey through which the Salesian adult ventures into the world of the young. These four areas bring richness and a focus to a shared experience with young people. Even here the secular models of personal growth continue to support the spiritual intuitions of Don Bosco. For example, Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs approximate to this four-fold Salesian oratory model in the following way:
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Maslow’s progressive development towards wholeness reinforces the optimistic humanism of St Francis de Sales and Don Bosco. It reflects a belief in a natural spirituality that needs to be awakened and protected from manipulation through a progressive freedom to explore and discover the value of the spiritual experience that is part of being human. There is a need for a balance between experience and reflection in this search alongside an imaginative spirit in the spiritual development of young people.
The Sacramental Imagination

The preventive system as a spirituality only opens up to it’s practitioners through a sacramental imagination. Imagination transforms faith from an intellectual assent to dogmas to a persona encounter with the mystery of life on a daily basis. It is imagination that opens up an understanding of the lives of others so that compassion grows and with it community and self sacrifice. It is only through imagination that a vision of how I might be in the future is made visible with the inner eye of love and a vocation is born through imagination. 

The preventive system is a way of imagining the complex patterns of relationships in working with the young. It allows the adult to see deeper into the lives of the young, recognise their needs, engage with the heart and enter the world of the young with optimism and empathy. The imagination also opens up the inner landscape of the educator so that they can see times of darkness and desert as part of their own commitment to life and love. Each technique challenges the educator and builds bridges into the lives of the young. The imagination allows the heart to be engaged. It opens the educator to disappointment and to suffering with young people but it also deepens the joy and the resilience of the educator. 
The preventive system is a spirituality because it opens our eyes to see daily life in a new way. Instead of young people we see souls, people filled with spirit and made in love and for love. Instead of violent behaviour and betrayal a Salesian sees love abandoned and hears the cry for wholeness. Instead of a lone isolated youth a Salesian sees God waiting to be welcomed. The Salesian adult, motivated by love and supported by imagination, sees the same world and deals with the same realities as others. However, they draw on a spiritual strength that makes imagination into an act of faith. This reflection will take on much more solidity when the preventive system is considered later in the light of the Gospel and the sacraments.

The preventive system: a fourfold spiritual dance.

The description of the preventive system as RUAH is itself an act of sacramental imagination. The traditional four fold approach, as mentioned in the context of Abraham Maslow, links closely with the four spiritual attitudes involved in Ruah:
Respect

Based on a spiritual dignity leads to 
Church

Understanding 
Leads to life long learning and to 

School

Affection

Creates belonging, warm kindness and 
Home

Humour 

Generates fun and enjoys life as a 
Playground
The convergence of these approaches in the preventive system establishes a rhythm of life that nurtures the soul. The movement from playground into classroom, from engaging with affection and finding meaning are patterns that bring together a unique spirituality based on the commitment of adults who are constantly listening for the spirit in the lives of the young and searching for that spirit in their own lives too. 
This movement of the spirit around these four linked aspects of preventive spirituality is linked in theology to the Christian experience of the Trinity. A word used to describe this relationship between Father, Son and Spirit is “perichoresis.” The end of the word has its root in the word for dancing (as used in choreography). The first part of the word, peri simply means “about.” So the life of the Trinity can be seen as a kind of “dancing about” shared between the Father, the Son and the Spirit. The Salesian steps for that dance take us into building a home a church a playground and a school by engaging with respect, understanding, affection and humour in the lives of young people. Therefore the preventive system opens up spirituality and a spiritual journey for young people and for the adults who work with them. It is a journey that leads into the heart of God who meets our lives with respect, understanding, affection and humour.
The spirit and the love of God therefore appear in all four areas and the wisdom of the adult leaders is to move groups and individuals from one to the other as the needs of the young dictate. In a classroom setting this rhythm might be seen when a teacher stops the class from working because a widespread argument has developed. Moving from the regular rhythm of the school dimension they have engaged with the intense movements of belonging and must deal with that before they can return to the steady beat of formal learning. In a similar way the frenetic movement of the playground can be brought to a halt by the need for gentler movement and compassion when an accident occurs. Such commonplace events yield up their spiritual richness when the beat of God’s love and the rhythms of the trinity are recognised by the Salesian adult in the ordinary events of the day. In this image the Salesian adult is a choreographer who hears the rhythm of the spirit moving in young people and adjusts the pace, the place and the activity to defend and develop the spirit of young people as individuals and groups.
The Dance as a lifelong call

Adults working with young people often say that they have a vocational sense to their work. They feel called to it. Right from the beginning there is an inwardness involved in the educative role that requires a listening heart and an ability to reflect. In some this call might be first to the knowledge involved in educating the young, for others it is the relational care for the young that seems to come first. Both require an inner listening. Alongside this inner call there is also the need to be independent, to pay the mortgage and establish some status in life. That too needs to be heard and given its proper place in a vocation to work with the young.

Listening to the soul within oneself is therefore an important part of the spiritual journey for Salesian adults. They need to hear, feel and recognise the rhythms of their own spirit and where they are being led by them. Unfortunately western education does not have a strong emphasis on this inwardness and listening attitude.

From the first days in school we are taught to listen to everything and everyone but ourselves. We are taught to take all our cues about living from the people and the powers around us.

According to Palmer the inability to listen to the inner spirit inevitably leads to disconnection, fragmentation and abandonment of individuals. In the dance of life 

To teach is to create a space where obedience to truth is practiced

This community of truth is the space where the deeper rhythms of spirit and the patterns of knowledge are explored and celebrated. The listening has to be both inward to oneself and outward to the world of the young. For example: In a situation where activity is getting more boisterous an adult Salesian will have to choose whether to let the activity continue or to intervene. How do they make that decision? In the preventive system an adult will intervene or stand back according to how things are progressing among the young people but they will also consult within; to their own sense of the spirit, to the story of their own childhood and to the hard-won experience of working with the young perhaps over many years. Being true to ones own spirit, story and experience as an adult adds a vocational dimension to the decision to intervene or not to intervene. It also opens that decision to a wisdom and guidance that is habitually accessible within the adult Salesian. In other words in the split seconds around a specific decision a Salesian adult can touch the presence of the spirit, recognise the tug that the spirit is giving, balance that with situation they face and move into action without over-reacting. As they move into action they have also re-connected briefly with the spirit that called them to this role and the strength it has to offer.
The inwardness involved in the role of a Salesian adult lives alongside the more extrovert spirit that draws Salesian adults into accompaniment and participation in games, trips and arts. A Salesian adult is called by the spirit of truth to both extrovert and introvert behaviour in the service of young people. That is part of a personal rhythm to the preventive system as a kind of dance of the spirit. By nature a Salesian might be quiet and thoughtful but the preventive system will at times draw them into the spotlight and to spontaneity. In a similar way a strong extrovert Salesian adult may need to be challenged to stillness and reflection as part of their commitment to the preventive system. 
The Preventive system as the choreography of a career.
Over the working life of a Salesian adult the spirit will move in different ways and the challenge of living the preventive system will change as life changes. From the early sense of being called to this role there will be times of high anxiety and stress. The self sacrifice and the emotional exposure involved in work with the young will drive the adult deeper into their own spiritual resources and outward towards the support of colleagues. Later, as competence builds the rhythm of the relationships in education become more relaxed and intuitive as the spirit flows in classroom and playground. By this stage many adults are beginning their own families and the experience of parenthood weaves in deeper patterns to the experience of the preventive system and at times will pause their progress in their career structure. But always the spirit is at work, nudging, enticing and teaching new patterns and rhythms of living the inner and the outer aspects of preventive education. Taking responsibility for colleagues in teams and departments opens up a new phase in the preventive system. The skills of working to the deeper rhythms of the spirit practised in so many setting s with young people are now transferred to managing adult partnerships. The word in the ear, the quiet correction, the invitation to celebrate and so on all take on an adult and collaborative aspect. 
The same preventive pattern is at work when adults are called into whole school leadership. The need to listen to the spirit of the whole school becomes a challenge. How do you offer a quiet word in the ear to a whole school? How do you let people know that they are loved? In the preventive system leadership is not just management it is choreography, attending to the moods and rhythms of the community and being obedient to the deeper truths of the spirit. For leadership the preventive system is a way of hearing the spirit of the whole school and a way of balancing the tensions between groups, the absence of life in some areas and the hyperactivity that leads to burnout in other areas. That is why the leaders of a community should above all else be listeners. They should be the first to recognise the beat of a different drum emerging. They should have the time to reflect on that change both within themselves and around them. In this role they become partners in the building of patterns that will last into eternity.
Conclusion

The flow of the spirit moving through each person, listened to attentively and acted upon appropriately will draw the Salesian adult into fullness of life and into the heart of the eternal dance of the trinity to which the preventive system leads. That call is unique, personal and repeated through each day. The preventive system is a way of tuning into the rhythm of the spirit and the pulse of God’s love at the heart of creation. The whole experience becomes more focussed and shared through the Gospel pattern and particularly the paschal mystery that leads from community through cross and resurrection back to the spirit that inspires the preventive system.
That Gospel pattern is the focus of the next presentation.
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Never be in a hurry; do everything quietly and in a calm spirit. Do not lose your inner peace for anything whatsoever, even if your whole world seems upset.


St Francis de Sales
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