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Chapter  6 
 

“Pastoral charity” is a love which continually urges and inspires “pastoral 
intelligence” to mature into a concrete praxis. Inspired by this charity, 
Salesian Youth Ministry (SYM) becomes intelligent, practical and effective 
when it proposes educative projects and itineraries. SYM is a means of 
mediation and a working tool that guides our Salesian mission to the young 
throughout history; in short, SYM is the “blueprint” or “navigational chart” that 
guides Salesian educative passion and service. In this chapter, the 
presentation of SYM is informed by Ep 4:24, the only Pauline passage cited 
in this book. More than reflecting on the fundamental option for Christ, the 
choice of this passage accentuates the dimensions or the methodology to 
follow in order to reach the project’s goal: “putting on the mind and heart of 
Christ, listening to him and being formed in him”. Above all, it makes an 
implicit but focused confession: the goal of SYM is to “put on the new self”, 
which is of divine, not human, origins, a duty to fulfill because it is a gift to 
cherish.  
 

 
 

 “Clothe yourselves with the new self,  
created according to the likeness of God”  

(Ep 4:24) 
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The central theme of the Letter to the Ephesians is the mystery, that is, God’s plan from all eternity 
for salvation, which was hidden throughout the centuries, fulfilled in Christ, revealed to the 
apostles, proclaimed by them, entrusted by Jesus to the Church and celebrated by her. The 
Church, whose head is Christ, is no longer understood as just a local community of the baptised, 
but as a universal reality which fulfills God’s purpose in history. Written some years after the 
community’s establishment, the author’s goal is to assist Christians to come into the full awareness 
of all that has changed in the world in which they live because of the salvation wrought by the 
Risen Christ.  
As is common to the Pauline letters, Ephesians is written in two easily distinguished sections. The 
first section (Ep 1:3-3, 21) is essentially doctrinal and presents the Church as the actualization of 
the ‘mystery of God’ in the fullness of time, His plan, that is “to bring everything together under 
Christ as head” (Ep 1:9,10). The second section (Ep 4:1-6,20) is an exhortation to live a life 
coherent with one’s baptismal identity. It contains practical advice and reminders: exercise the faith 
in such a way as to edify others and fosters unity; practice charity which builds up the body of 
Christ,  the Church; avoid sin by living according to the Spirit. Ep 4:24, the passage chosen, 
belongs to this second section; its context is a heartfelt warning to increase and mature in the 
Christian lifestyle (Ep 4:14, 24). It reformulates the well-known OT model of the “two ways” as a 
fundamental choice between two competing lifestyles: remaining under the power of sin or 
choosing the Christian alternative of life according to the Spirit.  
 

 

17 Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the 
Gentiles live, in the futility of their minds. 18 They are darkened in their 
understanding, alienated from the life of God because of their ignorance and 
hardness of heart. 19 They have lost all sensitivity and have abandoned 
themselves to licentiousness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 20 That 
is not the way you learned Christ! 21 For surely you have heard about him and 
were taught in him, as truth is in Jesus. 22 You were taught to put away your 
former way of life, your old self, corrupt and deluded by its lusts, 23 and to be 
renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24 and to clothe yourselves with the new 
self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and 
holiness. 

25 So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our 
neighbors, for we are members of one another. 26 Be angry but do not sin; do 
not let the sun go down on your anger, 27 and do not make room for the 
devil. 28 Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly 
with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy. 29 Let 
no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building 
up,[b] as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who 
hear. 30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked 
with a seal for the day of redemption. 
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I. REREADING THE TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING  
 
Paul, a “prisoner for the Lord”, begins the second part of his Letter with an urgent and pointed appeal: 
“I beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (Ep 4:1). Prohibited from 
exercising his ministry, Paul invites his readers to become aware of the greatness of the divine call 
they have received and to respond accordingly. After exhorting them to build up the unity of the body 
of Christ (Ep 4:4-6; 12-16) without, however, neglecting the diversity of gifts and ministries bestowed 
by the Spirit on each individual (Ep 4:7-11), the Apostle now reminds them of some basic elements of 
the Christian lifestyle by contrasting them with the way they lived prior to their conversion. Themes 
common to other Pauline exhortations appear here (cf Rm 1:18-32; Col 1:21; 3:5,9) 
 
Speaking with obvious authority (Ep 4:17: “I say to you and I attest to you”), Paul hints at one of his 
major pastoral concerns: the pagan past of baptized Christians can still have a powerful influence 
in their lives. Their following of Christ, therefore, is at risk; ingrained habits of unbridled and 
dissolute living pose a real and actual threat to their faithfulness. A recurring theme in Paul’s 
writing is his negative view of paganism (cf Rm 1:18-21): he insists that those who are “estranged 
from God” have closed minds and hardened hearts. The Christians of Ephesus see that their fellow 
citizens are in the dark about God and resist the style of life that God would have them live (Ep 
4:18). Furthermore, because they are far from God and their senses are dull to right and wrong, 
they chase after every excess and uncleanness, never finding satisfaction of course because such 
behaviour can never satisfy (Ep 4:19). Whoever has not found God, according to Paul, will never 
find satisfaction or peace in their heart. 
 
Christians, by contrast, have “learnt Christ” (Ep 4:20). Paul uses an unusual but inspired 
formulation to allude to their conversion: they adhered to the Lord once they understood him and 
were captivated by him. Assuming that this is an allusion to a pre-baptismal catechesis, it is 
noteworthy that Paul does not speak about understanding a doctrine. He speaks about being 
captivated by a person: Christians are defined as those who study Christ, allowing themselves – 
according to the Apostle – to listen to him genuinely and to be instructed in him. The “learning of 
Christ”, which is the mark of a Christian, is realised in the desire to listen to him and to allow 
oneself to be taught by him: in the school of listening, Christ makes himself understand (Ep 4:21). 
The unexpected addition that “the truth is in Jesus”,  as unusual as it is, might indicate, in a 
provocative way, that Christ allowed himself to be known in Jesus, dead and resurrected; in the 
words and deeds of the historical Jesus is revealed the truth of Christ.  

After “learning Christ” comes living life as a Christian. The sequence of sentences is not arbitrary: 
Paul identifies consequences, negative ones first (Ep 4:22-23) then positive ones (Ep 4:24). Nor is 
it by chance that Paul speaks in the imperative: put aside, be renewed, put on. The image of a 
garment that is taken off (Ep 4:22, old self) and put on (Ep 4:24, New Man) is a typical baptismal 
exhortation (1Pt2:1; Col 3:8; Rom 13:12) and might in fact be taken from the rite of baptism (Ga 
3:27; Col 3:10-11). It alludes to one’s way of life, to whether one builds one’s social identity as a 
believer or a non-believer. It emphasises that no new life is possible without first abandoning the 
old one.  A Christian identity cannot coexist with a pagan one. The old man is corrupted and 
dominated by the passions which seduce him, while the new man is the man intended and created 
by God, free of sin (cf Gn 1:26-27); In every Christian, man and woman re-emerge as they were in 
the beginning, as they were planned by God, restored through baptism to a state of justice and true 
holiness.  
 
In the comparison of the “old man’ with the ‘new man”, the contrast is not “symmetrical”: the 
shedding of the old man does not automatically produce the donning of the new; this requires first 
that one’s “mind be renewed in spirit”, which confirms that “learning Christ” consists not simply in 
rejecting previous pagan habits but requires intentionally accepting a profound change of mentality: 
the new man can no longer carry on “living as pagans do with their futile notions” (Ep 4:17). To 
further clarify the difference between the old and new man, the Apostle offers several lists of things 
from which a baptised person, “sealed against the day of redemption”, must abstain: lying, anger, 
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stealing, malice… so as “not to grieve the Holy Spirit of God” (Ep 4:25-31). Two details are worth 
noting. First, this catalogue of vices does not follow any logical order, but is organized around 
one’s relationships with others. Secondly, a Christian’s failure to renew their way of life would 
cause the Spirit to be saddened.    
 
 
II. MEDITATING THE MESSAGE & APPLYING IT TO LIFE  
 
The passage to which Ep 4:24 belongs is an exhortation which draws practical consequences from 
one’s personal commitment to a life of faith, lived in community. In order to make these 
consequences more obvious, the Apostle expresses them in counterpoint: there is one style of life 
which converts know well but which they have left or need to leave behind, and another which they 
have already or need to assume. The first, symbolised by the old man, is characterized by 
blindness, ignorance, hardness of heart; relying excessively on one’s own thoughts, he becomes 
estranged from God. This ignorance is not a lack of knowledge but rather the refusal to seek the 
truth and to acknowledge God. The hardness of heart is not malice against others but rather an 
incremental defiance against God’s plan of salvation. For the Apostle – and maybe also for us? – 
life without God leads only to hardness of heart and confusion in the mind. Does this not express 
with uncanny precision the current state of so many of today’s youth, “strangers” to a God they 
believe is absent and from whom they expect nothing?  
 
The new man, by contrast, is described not primarily by a style of life but rather by his foundation: 
Christ. A telling fact: if being estranged from God causes the old man’s mind to be clouded, it is the 
personal knowledge of Christ which brings about newness of life for the Christian. The source and 
object of Christian apprenticeship (in the sense of learning Christ, listening to him, being instructed 
by him), is not an abstract doctrine or even a moral code, but a concrete person, whose truth 
shines brilliantly in the historical person of Jesus. This bold affirmation must never be whispered or 
diminished in any Christian project of life worthy of its name: just as a Jew “learns” the law, the 
Christian “learns” Christ, in whom “all the jewels of wisdom and knowledge are hidden” (Col 2:3).  
Far from indoctrination or superficial catechesis, “to learn Christ” is synonymous with converting 
oneself to him and living according to his will. Why then, when we are planning a journey of faith 
for ourselves or for others, do we spend much more time working out the point of departure or the 
path to be taken than the goal for which to strive, namely, Jesus Christ? Why do we prefer to learn 
theories about Christ  rather than to have an encounter with Him? 
 
To change radically is the fundamental commitment of the baptised person who belongs to Christ. 
This new plan of life is described as an interior renewal which surpasses every human effort and 
effects a change in one’s way of understanding reality and being in the world. The new man is 
transformed by the encounter with Christ in a faith inspired by gospel truth, as is manifest in the 
very life of Jesus. Is it obvious to us that every itinerary of faith must lead to an encounter with the 
Jesus of the Gospels? Are we convinced that that encounter alone can bring about a newness of 
life in us and a desire to witness to it?  
 
This newness of life, precisely because it is new, “always makes us a bit fearful, because we feel 
more secure if we have everything under control, if we are the ones who set the agenda, plan and 
build our lives according to our own ideas, our own comfort, our own preferences. This is also the 
case when it comes to God. Often we follow him, we accept him, but only up to a certain point. We 
resist abandoning ourselves to him with complete trust, allowing the Holy Spirit to be the soul and 
guide of every decision in our lives. We fear that God may force us to strike out on new paths and 
leave behind our all too narrow, closed and selfish horizons in order to become open to his own. … 
But whenever God reveals himself, He always brings newness and transformation, and demands 
our complete trust … Let us ask ourselves today: Are we open to “God’s surprises”? Or are we 
closed and fearful before the newness offered by the Holy Spirit? Do we have the courage to strike 
out along the new paths which God’s newness sets before us, or do we resist, barricaded in 
fleeting structures which have lost their receptivity to what is new?  (Pope Francis, Pentecost 
Homily, May 19, 2013). 
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The newness of life that comes from having encountered and “learned” Christ is not a sporadic or 
temporary obligation, but an ongoing one. It requires, first of all, a taking off, a renouncing of all 
that is connected with our past without God, and all the negative consequences that flow from it; 
then, it requires a putting on, undergoing a profound interior transformation, from a person who is 
simply a creature of God, to one who becomes more obviously in “his likeness and image” (Gn 
1:16). This means that, notwithstanding all the genuine efforts made by believers to organize their 
lives around intentionally chosen strategies for growth and concrete itineraries of faith, the goal of 
the journey will always lie beyond our human efforts and ingenuity: it is a creation of God, his 
original gift to us which is deeply rooted in our being. Rather than creating something new, a 
pastoral project must – without exception – call forth the compelling and complete project with 
which God has loved humanity into being from the beginning: to be made “in his image”. Any 
pastoral plan that does not give the encounter with Christ serious and central importance is unlikely 
to produce any newness at all. Whoever puts on the new self in Christ is “renewed in the image of 
his Creator” (cf Col 3:10).  Is this “mission impossible”? Only for those who have not encountered 
Christ: “so for anyone who is in Christ, there is a new creation: the old order is gone and a new 
being is there” (2 Cor 5:17). 


