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Introduction
The purpose of this text is to delineate the identity of the Salesian Cooperator.
But to achieve this objective, it is not enough to refer to any of the numerous texts - even
official ones - which speak, and speak well, about this topic. At the start, it is probably more
important to have recourse to history so as to take into account the important place that the
Cooperators occupied in the thought, the labors, and the work of our Founder himself, Don
Bosco.
When we read Don Bosco’s writings, we are struck by the frequent use he makes of the
concept of “cooperation.” He expresses it with different words – cooperators, co-adjutors, to
co-work, to collabarate, to work with... and in different contexts – the cooperation of the
members of the Salesian Family among themselves and also with God.
From among his most significant texts, I noted the following two for in these the concept of
“cooperation” is elevated to the highest degree of activity offered to man: “There is nothing
holier in the world than to cooperate for the common good of souls, for whose salvation Jesus
Christ shed even the last drop of His Most Precious Blood.” 1. And, further: “We ought to help
our brothers so as to cooperate in the spreading of Truth... of things Divine, and that which is
most divine is cooperating with God in saving souls”2.
Through the privileged use of this concept, Don Bosco reveals something of his own profound
soul and of the ideal which he proposes to whoever wishes to be his disciple. A man of action,
he wants to work and to succeed, but not alone: he wishes to work with God, the Great
Worker, as a humble servant and instrument: “Da mihi animas! Let me work with You!”, and he
seeks collaborators in this work, people who accept to “work with Don Bosco”.
It is not for nothing that he chose the name of “Cooperator” to identify those Priests and lay
men and women who helped him. It seems to me that this name is rich in doctrinal and
spiritual value, and capable of laying the foundation for the choice of life and the mysticism
which every Salesian Cooperator needs in order to realize his or her Salesian vocation with
perseverance and joy.

1
2

Vita di Domenico Savio, ch. XI: in Opere edite XI, p. 203
Frontispiece of the Bollettino Salesiano, beginning in February 1878
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ONE HISTORY

“Things are always better at the start,” said French philosopher Pascal. To understand the
identity of the Cooperator and to be able to situate it with certainty in the Salesian Family and
the Church today, it is necessary to return to its historical birth. Identity is not a static reality.
Inside of it is an ever-evolving dynamism. It is born from the knowledge of its roots, bringing it
to read and to live the present in an active way and always to look to the future with a creative
eye and heart. This was Don Bosco. In essence, the Salesian Cooperators have the great
fortune of having been founded directly by a saint – and a saint of great stature.
1. Don Bosco, Founder (SPVA – Project of Apostolic Life, Statutes 1)
The story of the Salesian Family begins not with the founding of the Salesian Religious, but with
that of the Cooperators, even if the juridical form dates only to 1876.
Don Bosco himself affirms this in various writings3 about the history of the Cooperators: “The
history of the Cooperators goes back to 1841 when we began gathering poor boys...” [Memorie
Biografiche (MB) XI, p. 84]. During his years of pastoral work in the three Oratories, of
Valdocco, Porta Nuova, and Vangchiglia – 18 years before the founding of the Salesians – Don
Bosco seeks and finds collaborators: Diocesan Priests, the nobility, or simple people who will
teach catechism and night classes, will provide for the material needs and seek work for the
boys in the city, and women who will do the sewing, mending, and cleaning.

3

Three are of particular importance: 1, the historical introduction to the first SDB Constitutions; 2, an autograph by
Don Bosco from 1876, sent to Bishop Gastaldi; 3, a manuscript of Don Berto, corrected by Don Bosco, entitled The
History of the Salesian Cooperators
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Juridical Existence of this “Congregation”
From very early on, “from the year 1844, in order to preserve the unity of spirit and of
discipline,” Don Bosco gives thought to gathering these collaborators together into a structured
association, giving them the significant name of “promoters or Salesian Cooperators,
established as in a true Congregation (as a lay group) under the title of St. Francis de Sales” (MB
XI, p. 85) Around 1850, he has the group officially recognized by Archbishop Fransoni, and asks
for spiritual favors for them from the Pope himself (MB IV, p. 93). In 1852 he obtains its
canonical establishment (decree of March 31, 1852), which names him the “Spiritual DirectorHead” of the three Oratories with “all the faculties necessary and opportune” for his pastoral
work (MB IV, p. 378; XI, p. 85). These collaborators follow the Regulations of the Oratory (MB
III, pp. 90-108).
The Enrichment and Splitting of this “Congregation”
Beginning around 1852, Don Bosco formulates two convictions, the fruit of his dreams: 1. for
his work to continue, he needs people who will be totally available to him and 2. he will find
them from among his own boys. And so, the “Congregation of Promoters” was enriched little
by little with young members: from among the older boys, whether externs from the Oratory or
student boarders, and in particular, from the members of the Immaculate Conception Sodality
(founded in 1856). From this group the Pious Society of St. Francis de Sales (Salesian Society)
will be born on December 18, 1859. Nevertheless, the “ordinary” members never leave Don
Bosco’s mind for a minute. Don Bosco himself, in one famous text, presented the Salesian
Society as the fruit of a break-up of the first group – that of the Cooperators. The two groups,
existing contemporaneously, were working under different conditions; some as Religious, the
others as laity, but both “united in working for poor youth” (MB XI, pp. 85-86).
The plans for one, elaborate Society
Don Bosco had understood that his Congregation would have a new character: completely
apostolic, adapted to the service of the young, and in no way monastic4 so much so that its
“founding members” were not men of particular religious experience, but the young who had
grown up in the lively atmosphere of Valdocco.
For this reason Don Bosco conceives of the idea that his Society could officially aggregate to
itself the lay members from whom it arose: they, too, would dedicate themselves in a Salesian
4

Cf. The typical excerpt of a letter from Don Bosco to Canon Guiol of Marsiglia, cited by F. Desramaut in Costruire
insieme la F.S, 85: “Noi non siamo religiosi…In faccia alla Chiesa ed al governo noi non siamo considerati. se non Pia
Società di beneficienza”. (“We are not Religious... we are not considered as anything other than a Pious Society of
charity by the Church and by the government.”)
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way to the young and could do so not only in the Salesian Oratories, but also in their parishes
and neighborhoods (here appears a new, amplified, type of Cooperator). This revoluntionary
plan is presented in the text of the Constitutions sent to Archbishop Fransoni in 1860, and in
the text sent to Rome in 1864: chapter 16 “The Externs” (MB VII, p. 885) 5:
1. Anyone, even someone living in his own home, in his own family, can belong to our Society.
2. He does not make any vow; but will seek to put into practice that part of the present
Regulations which is compatible with his age, state of life, and condition... works of charity,
especially those directed towards the spiritual good of youth and the people.
3. ...Let him at least make a promise to the Rector to use both his material goods and abilities
in such a way that he deems will be for the greater glory of God.
The Significant Struggle Between Rome and Don Bosco over this Plan (1864-1874)
On June 23, 1864, the Sacred Congregation for Bishops and Religious puts out the Decree of
Praise that recognizes the “ecclesial” existence of this new Society, and on March 1, 1869, they
put out the Decree of Approval. Don Bosco interprets this as an official recognition of the two
groups and of their joint unity. But the Roman examiners do not intend it in this manner. For
10 years – up until the penultimate version of the Constitutions, in January of 1874, Don Bosco
will try to make them understand and accept his idea, but without success. He immediately
thinks of how to adapt this new situation to their still valid juridical existence. After two years
of reflection and three successive rough drafts of the Regulations, he definitively establishes
them in a “pious association” under the name: “Union of Salesian Cooperators.” This, after they
had been recognized by Pius IX in a pontifical brief of May 5, 1876. Don Bosco writes their
definitive Regulations and publishes it in Torino, with the date of July 12, 1876, under the title:
“Salesian Cooperators, or a Practical Way to Be Useful for Good Mores and a Civil Society.”
Considerations
1. An attentive reading of these Regulations (one of the fundamental texts written by Don
Bosco) with its 8 little chapters and its preface “to the Reader” leaves no doubt about the
exact nature of this Union, for they present a picture of the Cooperator and leave them
open, even beyond Salesian works, to ample Salesian action in their parishes and in “civil
society”.
2. Its members are brothers and descendants, without interruption, of the 1850 “Salesian
Promoters” (cf. MB XI, p. 86);
5

Cf. the different drafts of this famous chapter in G.BOSCO, Costituzioni della Società di S. Fr. di Sales. Critical text
by F.MOTTO, LAS-Roma 1982,210-211
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3. They count among their number women Cooperators (Reg. IV, 4) and Cooperators who
have not been officially “aggregated” to the Salesian Society (cf. MB XI, pp. 73-74);
4. They are “in association” with the Congregation of St. Francis de Sales, whose members
serve as their “sure and stable link”. To them are proposed “the same harvest,” they have
the same Major Superior, and “the members of the Congregation consider them all as other
brothers in Jesus Christ” or “confreres” (Pref.; ch. II; ch. IV intro; ch. V 3; ch. VI 1-2; ch. VII 45);
5. The Regulations, also called “Rules”, are closely inspired by the Salesian Constitutions and
put forth the “lay” Salesian vocation: “the tenor of life” is the same as that of the Salesian
Religious (III); “the principal aim is an active life in the exercise of charity towards one’s
neighbor, especially to youth at risk” (III), whether in Salesian works or in their parishes (V,
2), with the same spirit and method, “the spirit” of chastity, poverty, and obedience (VIII, 1);
the same fundamental practices of piety (VIII, 2 and 4), and even the same indulgences as
the Salesians themselves (VII, 1-3).
This group of facts let us see that Don Bosco, our Founder, never had in mind that either the
pastoral work of the Salesians or the pastoral Salesian work in the world would ever be without
the active presence of the Cooperators, who would always be seen as brothers in spirit and in
work.
When a Founder “ruminates” over his plan for 14 years and defends it for 10 before a Roman
Congregation, it means it is something significant and important. Don Bosco views the
Cooperators through an “apostolic” lens: they are “lay” Salesians, “brothers” of the Salesian
Religious. They follow, in substance, the same Rule based on a promise, and dedicated, in their
own way, to the good of youth. This ought to make us understand how closely bound the
relationship between Salesian Religious and Salesian externs was in Don Bosco’s mind. At the
first General Chapter (1877), Don Bosco thus explains why he refused to “decentralize” the
organization of the Cooperators, as the Franciscans do with their Third Order: “The greatest
effort that I have made for these Cooperators, something which I studied for many years... was
exactly this: to find the way in which to make all united to the same head and that this head
might be able to have his thoughts reach everyone” (MB XIII, p. 263). Don Bosco’s concern is for
unity of spirit and of action.
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2. In communion with the Salesian Family and the Church
a. The Salesian Family (SPVA, 5)
Don Bosco consciously, purposely founds one single Family, the Salesian Family, so that his
work will continue.
At the conclusion of one of his studies, Fr. Desramaut summarizes the “identity of the
Association” in 1876 (in Costruire insieme, 1983, pp. 94-100) and concludes: “There was the
fraternal association of three societies, two Religious, and one non-Religious, whose members:
-

were strictly united to the Superior of the male Congregation, who was the center of the
entire structural system,
pursued the same moral (sanctification) and social (particular apostolic service) goals,
lived in common according to the values and to a program, in the degree in which the
Statutes, Religious or not, permitted to each one” (p. 100).

Aware of being, by the dispositions of Divine Providence, the Father of a vast movement of
united and joined spiritual-apostolic forces, Don Bosco lived his call profoundly. Although
helped by his temperament and the socio-ecclesial mentality of his time, he also held the firm
conviction that the charism which he was passing on to his sons was original. Thus writes Don
Stella: “He appears dominated by the aspiration for unity, the “vis unita fortior” (a united force
is stronger), in which we see reflected his rather firm idea about his religious patrimony: that of
“one single Family” in the image and likeness of the human family which has God as its Father,
and also that of the Church which has the Pope as its common Father” (Don Bosco... I, p. 225).
In 1877 he expressed his concept in a stupendous text for the first General Chapter in which he
puts the three groups he founded on the same plain and in association with each other, using
his typical stylistic form of a triple “We have...” (cited by P. Stella, I, p. 225, and by the Acts of
the General Chapter, SDB, no. 153).
One can declare that for Don Bosco no one group was ever conceived or existed in isolation,
outside of a unitary vision, stronger and richer than the distinction among the three groups
required by Canon Law and by a legitimate process of personalization, but, unfortunately,
exaggerated over the passage of time and history.
The fact that the first three groups - the Salesian Cooperators (SC – formerly CC), the Salesians
of Don Bosco (SDB), and the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians (FMA) - were the object of
the direct charismatic founding action on the part of the Founder is to be considered
fundamental. The first mode of existence for the Salesian Family was that of intimate
communion among the SDB, FMA, and Cooperators, all “held in the reins” by Don Bosco
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himself. This is the first form, and probably the most typical and profound one. Precisely this
historic fact makes us understand something further: the yet more special place held by the
SDB. For them, Don Bosco was “Founder” in a totally special way: “the sure and stable bond of
union” (Reg. CC II). Logically, according to tradition, the Rector Major, inasmuch as he is Don
Bosco’s successor, has taken this place of Father and Center of Unity for the entire Salesian
Family. And, as Father of the Salesian Family, we listen to what he has to say to us today:
I make a pressing invitation to this Family to acquire a new mentality – to think
of ourselves and to act always as one Movement, with an intense spirit of
communion (unity of heart), with a firm will to act in synergy (unity of intent),
with a mature capacity to network (unity of plans). In the Regulations of the
Salesian Cooperators, Don Bosco wrote: “In every era, unity among good
people was deemed necessary so they could help each other in doing good and
in keeping far from evil... Weak forces, when united, become strong; if one
little cord taken by itself is easily broken, it becomes rather difficult to break
three united together. Weak forces, united, become strong: Vis unita fortior,
funiculus triplex difficile rumpitur.” We need never forget that we were
founded by a Saint of social charity, Don Bosco (cf. Deus Caritas Est, no. 40),
who was conscious of the fact, however, that educative pastoral work needs
cooperative charity and that, to this end, the Holy Spirit raises up charisms”
(Don Pascual Chavez, Strenna 2009).
b. The Church (SPVA, 4)
The venture of God, Who inserts Himself into the vicissitudes lived by man through His
Presence, His Word, and His Love – whether to one person or to a people – is a Mystery which
surpasses us. The Church is thus the “Body of Christ” and the “Spouse of the Spirit”; an unusual
reality, which cannot be comprehended or lived deeply except through the categories and
capacities of intuition and of analysis proper and exclusive to faith. Vatican Council II pointed
out that the Church is the bearer of a very high vocation and indispensable mission, defining
Her more historically as the “People of God”.
This is a vision of the Church in which there is the fullness of co-responsibility and of equal
dignity for all, without any individualism at any level, where it is “communitarily” faithful in one
entity differentiated by multiple ministries and charisms.
Within the Church, all, both ordained and lay, are cooperators with God and each other.
Built on the foundation of the Apostles and with Mary, who is its image and prefiguration, the
entire Church is a great Co-operator with the Father and with Christ in the work of the patient
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construction of their Kingdom. There is no true and complete cooperation with God outside of
the Church: Don Bosco was also convinced of this. In the Church, all the members, without
exception, are called to cooperate actively in the Divine task of salvation. Today, therefore,
Christ, in the name of the Father, and Mary and the Church in the name of Christ, call to
themselves and send to others every baptized person who is consciously aware of his faith. To
lazy, unengaged, sleeping Christians, the Master of the Vineyard says: “Wake up! Why are you
here all day long doing nothing? – Their dramatic response: Because no one has hired us! –
Therefore, go, you, too, into my vineyard!” (Mt. 9:37). The Council has reaffirmed this with
great clarity, and in a very impressive way, using the term “cooperation”. There are to be no
parasites in the Church: everyone baptized is personally called to collaborate, as a good son, in
the paternal undertaking of God, and precisely for this reason, everyone, whether ordained or
lay, receives from the Holy Spirit – in different capacities, and with different gifts (“charisms”, I
Cor. 7:7 and 12:7) – the possibility to give his contribution, little but indispensable.
The ordained ministers - Bishops, Priests, Deacons - are obviously eminent cooperators with
God. The Council applies this title explicitly to missionaries because they cooperate “in the
mystery of salvation” (Ad Gentes, AG, 15b and 25b). Priests, especially parish priests, are often
defined as “prudent cooperators with the Episcopal order” (Lumen Gentium, LG, 28b and 41c).
The laity, in their turn, are all, in full title, co-responsible in the work of God. Lumen Gentium
says: “Through their Baptism and Confirmation all are commissioned to that apostolate by the
Lord Himself. ... every layman, in virtue of the very gifts bestowed upon him, is at the same time
a witness and a living instrument of the mission of the Church itself (LG 33b). Apostolicam
Actuositatem (AA) says: “the Christian vocation by its very nature is also a vocation to the
apostolate... The laity derive the right and duty [emphases my own] to the apostolate from
their union with Christ the head;... by the precept of charity, which is the Lord's greatest
commandment, all the faithful are impelled to promote the glory of God through the coming of
His kingdom (AA 2a; 3 b). And they specify: “it remains for each one of them to cooperate in
the external spread and the dynamic growth of the Kingdom of Christ in the world.” (LG 35 d).
“They are fellow workers for the truth... they cooperate in presenting the word of God
especially by means of catechetical instruction” (AA 6 a and 10). And, magnificently: “they
should be aware of the fact that they are cooperating with God the Creator, Redeemer, and
Sanctifier (AA 16 a)... “co-workers [of Christ] in the various forms and modes of the one
apostolate of the Church” (AA 33). Obviously, they also work with the Bishops, Diocesan and
Religious Priests, among themselves, in their parishes, in the diocese, and beyond (cf. LG 27c).
The catechists in the Missions are called “reliable coworkers of the priestly order” (AG 17b),
“cooperators in grace and witnesses of faith for each other, their children” (AA 11 b),
“witnesses and cooperators in the fruitfulness of Holy Mother Church” (LG 41 e).
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Christian spouses and parents receive the sublime titles of “cooperators with the love of God”
(Gaudium et Spes, GS, 50 b), “cooperators in grace and witnesses of faith for each other, their
children” (AA 11 b), “witnesses and cooperators in the fruitfulness of Holy Mother Church” (LG
41 e).
All these things manifest the mystical greatness, the ecclesial value, and the doctrinal and
spiritual qualities of the name “Cooperator”. What is it, then, to be a Salesian Cooperator? For
a Christian, it is a manner of expressing and making real one’s cooperation with the plan of God
which is included, as a sine qua non, in one’s very vocation as a Christian.
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ONE APOSTOLIC VOCATION

The layman is a convinced Catholic: he propels man’s history towards the demands of the
Kingdom; he constructs harmony between the sacred and the profane; he witnesses to his
spirituality in intimate harmony with that of the Priest; he knows the Christian secret which
transforms time and love; he rejoices in knowing he is called by the Father to holiness. These,
then, are the captivating assertions upon which we are called to reflect. It is in view of such a
magnificent vocation that Don Bosco, in his life and work, gave special place to the role of the
layman and sought out his collaboration.

1. Among those who cooperate with God: the “Salesian Cooperator” (PVA
Statutes, 2)
At this point we have understood that, among the most eminent of God’s co-workers all
along the history of the Church, there are, raised up by God Himself, great Saints, who carry out
the task of specialized workers, in an appointed section of God’s “work site”: Benedict, Francis
of Assisi, Ignatius of Loyola,... and also Don Bosco.
Don Bosco’s specialty was that of being, with extraordinary intensity, precisely “the saint of
the young.” He perceived, with a unique sensitivity, that the young are not only the “most
delicate and precious part of human society” (as he was wont to say), but also that they are an
important part of God’s field: “In the mystic field of the human race,” said St. Philip Neri in one
of his panegyrics, “there is a great hidden treasure, that is to say, the souls of so many young
people, who are, for the most part, innocent, and often corrupted without their knowing it.”
(Memorie Biografiche – MB – IX, p. 217) Their fragility, vulnerability, and insecurity
recommends them in a very special way to the fatherly love of God, to the saving love of Christ
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the Good Shepherd, and to the maternal love of Mary and of the Church. The educative
emergency of the problem of youth in society and in the contemporary Church is certainly one
of the “signs of the times,” in which a special saving will of God is manifest.
Now Don Bosco felt he was sent by God and by Mary for two things: first, to dedicate his
entire life to the salvation and integral development of adolescents and the young, above all
the poor, by means of a typical method of education and typical educational institutions;
second, to raise up numerous apostolic forces and to found a Salesian Family which would also
be dedicated to the young in time and in space: a Family which included not only Religious men
and women, but also a group of laity who were co-responsible in the mission and in spirit: the
Salesian Cooperators, co-workers of God, of Don Bosco, of their brothers and sisters in the
entire Family.
This, therefore, is the vocation of the Salesian Cooperator: to be a “co-worker of God” in
the style of Don Bosco, in a lay and secular form, in the Salesian Family and in the Church.

2. The “Salesian” Vocation (PVA Statutes, 3)
The vocation of man is to become ever more man; the Christian vocation is to become ever
more true children of God, another Christ, i.e., to attain the fullness of Christian life. But since
the Church is “in intimate solidarity” with the human race and its history (Gaudium et Spes, 1),
God’s Spirit does not cease raising up in it people and movements to respond to new needs.
We all know that the 19th century was an epoch of decisive transformation: the first wave of
industrialization invaded Europe accompanied by social and political upheavals, in particular in
the phenomenon called urbanization.
It was at that time that the Holy Spirit raised up Don Bosco and made him a “giant of
charity”: his vocation would be to dedicate his life to poor, abandoned, and at-risk youth to
save them from material and spiritual misery and assure their integral development; it would
also be to invent an appropriate educational method and to create a vast movement of
apostolic forces, capable of guaranteeing the continuity and spread of his work and his original
spirit – the spirit with which he wants his work to be animated.
Therefore, he founded a group of immediate collaborators, Religious apostles, and a group
of more agile collaborators: Diocesan Priests and lay apostles inserted into all locales. He gave
this immense and united apostolic Family St. Francis de Sales as patron and inspiration. All its
members are Salesians, therefore, committed to the same fundamental task, following the
same spirit - some as vowed Religious (FMA and SDB) and others not: the Cooperators.
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3. The vocation of the “Salesian Cooperator” (PVA Statutes, 3)
The Cooperator vocation is none other than the Salesian vocation lived in the world,
without any particular form of consecration. Don Bosco never stopped saying it. We will give
two official definitions which meet and complete each other along essential lines:
1. “Cooperators are the Faithful who, with particular diligence, tend towards Christian
perfection in the state of life proper to them and place themselves at the service of the
Church: above all in the apostolate to the young; with the Salesian educational spirit and
method; in union with the whole Salesian Family; and in their own personal
responsibilities.”6
2. And the one given by the Salesian Special General Chapter, in its Declaration to the
Cooperators (no. 730): “The Cooperator, as first envisioned by Don Bosco, is a true Salesian
in the world; i.e., a Christian, lay or Priest, who, without religious vows, responds to his
personal vocation to sanctity, committing himself to a mission among the young and the
common people, according the spirit of Don Bosco, in the service of the local Church, and in
communion with the Salesian Congregation” (and, it is understood, with all the other groups
of the Salesian Family).
4. Elements common to both ways of being Salesian (PVA Statutes, 3)
Salesian Religious and Salesian Cooperators
There’s no doubt that one of the most precious aspects of such a vocation is founded on the
fact that it is lived in the heart of an immense family whose complexity and world-wide
diffusion multiply its richness and dynamism.
The common elements for all its members are numerous:
-

The same Founder, Don Bosco, today represented by the same Superior, the Rector Major,
and the same participation in its providential charism:
the search for Gospel holiness (according to each one’s own state of life),
through one mission (chiefly educational),
each according to the same spirit,
and according to a special kind of fraternity and collaboration.

It is on the basis of this one, same fundamental Salesian vocation that concrete vocations to
the Salesian Religious and the Salesian Cooperators spring up: “The Salesian vocation is
“salesian” first before being “religious”... the Salesian charism goes beyond the confines of our
Congregation.” (Atti CGS, n. 739) (Acts of the Salesian General Council – CGS – no. 739)
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5. What, then, distinguishes a Cooperator?
Above all, one needs to be convinced that “the Spirit of the Lord fills the universe”: one
does content himself with inspiring others to follow his/her vocation to be a Priest or a
Religious: he calls every baptized person to find his original place in the Church and to fulfill his
particular role within the common mission. Therefore, we need to pray: “Come, Spirit of Light,
and show me my path!”
Then, too, he needs to have a certain taste for authentic Christian life, confronted with
every baptized person who seems to ignore completely the commitments made at their
Baptism. He needs to want to flee from mediocrity and formal piety in order to take up the
Gospel in a serious way and to take on the formidable challenge of a life lived in faith and of a
life given in service.
Further, he must be sensitized to the problems of the young and of poverty, and be
aware that these are the most decisive problems of our world and its near future; and,
therefore, sympathize with the young and the poor, and desire to help them to assure their
Christian and human development.
He also needs to know Don Bosco, and realize that he and and his work, his realistic
spirit and dynamism, and his educational method correspond to certain traits of our own
character. In following him and working with him, we will then develop our natural and
supernatural gifts for the good of the Church.
And, finally, it takes having a sense of fraternity, loving the encounters with others,
loving working with others, accepting the values of co-responsibility and collaboration, and,
therefore, of a certain discipline of action.
The young and the adults who say “YES” to the invitation of the Holy Spirit to commit
their entire life to an integral Christianity in the spirit of Don Bosco and to educate the young,
become Salesian Cooperators. “We need to have a clear awareness that binding oneself to be a
Salesian Cooperator is to respond to a true call: it is, therefore, to accept an authentic Salesian
apostolic vocation.” (GCS, no. 730)
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ONE MISSION

“To the Salesian Cooperators is proposed the same harvest as that of the Congregation of
St. Francis de Sales, with whom they are meant to be associated.” (Don Bosco, Regulations of
the Salesian Cooperators, 1876, ch. IV)
“All the members of the Salesian Family, facing the concrete needs of poor and abandoned
youth, receive a special grace of illumination and of determination from the Holy Spirit” (CGS,
doc. I, no. 163).
1. “The same Harvest, the same Goal, the same Means”: the same Mission
(PVA, 8)
The Salesian Family is a union of apostolic forces which tend to the same goal, as is
expressed in a very explicit way in the Regulations of the Cooperators formulated by Don Bosco
himself: “To the Salesian Cooperators is proposed the same harvest as that of the Congregation
of St. Francis de Sales, with whom they are meant to be associated.” (Don Bosco, Regulations
of the Salesian Cooperators, 1876, ch. IV) In the Salesian Bulletin of January 1878, Don Bosco
further said of the Cooperators: “We must unite among ourselves and with the Congregation…
Let us unite in looking to the same goal and in using the same means to accomplish it.” (cited in
Acts, no. 153)
An example in this regard is the comparison of two keys texts. According to Don Bosco, the
first defines the Salesian Congregation and the second the “active Third Order” of the
Cooperators. This is how it is expressed in Article 1 of the Constitutions as presented and then
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definitively approved in 1874: “The Salesian Congregation seeks this as its goal: that its
members, while tending towards Christian perfection, carry out every sort of work of charity,
whether spiritual or corporal, towards adolescents, above all, the poorest, and that they be
occupied also with the education of young clerics” (Memorie Biografiche vol. X, p. 956). And in
Chapter III of the Regulations of the Salesian Cooperators of 1876, where the purpose of the
Cooperators is defined, we read: “This Association is considered by the Holy Father as a ‘Third
Order’ in which ‘Christian perfection’ is sought, not first and foremost in the exercise of piety,
but by pursuing as its ‘principal goal’ the active life in the exercise of charity towards one’s
neighbor, especially the young who are at-risk.”
In a more biblical and ecclesial language, we would say that, from within and at the service
of the “global mission of the Church,” the Salesian Religious and Cooperators have a “specific
mission.” The word “mission” is very rich in meaning; it implies, first of all, the idea that
apostolic work is not a task which someone assigns to himself, according to his own autonomy
and his own tastes: he receives it from God, who “sends” him to work in His vineyard (cf. Mt.
20:4). Therefore, it includes the following elements:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Someone who sends: God, or the Spirit of God. The Source of every charism.
Someone who is sent: the “missionary,” always a servant, an instrument.
The one to whom the servant is sent: the people served in the mission
Finally, a service is fulfilled in the Name of God, by the missionary, in favor of the ones to
whom we are sent.

There’s a dialectic bond between the two realities of “vocation” and of “mission”: God “calls” to
Himself His disciple in order to purify and instruct him. Then He “sends” him to others in His
Name, as we read so often in the Bible, especially in the case of the Apostles: “He called to
Himself the ones He wanted. They went to Him and He chose the Twelve so that they would
stay with Him and that He might send them to preach.” (Mk. 3:13+14). The Cooperator, in faith,
feels called and sent by the Lord to continue Don Bosco’s work, according to his concrete
situation and possibilities, in communion with all his Salesian brothers, coordinating themselves
with the other missionary forces of the Church.
2. The three priorities of the Salesian mission (PVA, 8)
All of Don Bosco’s life and all of his actions indicate that he clearly felt that he was sent directly
by God to three categories of people: the young, common folk, and pagans.
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a) Mission to the young
To speak of educating youth means confronting a very vast field and urgent task. It was
precisely the urgency and the breadth of this task that provoked Don Bosco’s insistent appeals
to the Cooperators: “We must unite in these difficult times… to remove, or at least mitigate,
those evils which put at risk the good manners of the young, in whose hands are the future of
civil society.” (Regulations, 1876, Ch. I) The Salesian Congregation… the bond for the
Cooperators… has as its primary end to work for the good of youth, upon whom the good or
the sad future of society is founded… It is for the sake of coming to their aid in such great
necessity that the Cooperators are sought.” (ibid., Ch. III) “The principal aim of the Cooperators:
the exercise of charity towards their neighbor and especially towards youth at-risk.” (ibid., Ch.
III)
If Don Bosco considered his times difficult, how would he react today and what appeals would
he make to his Cooperators! Above all, how would Don Bosco respond to this question: “Is
education still possible?” This is not a rhetorical question. Every day the news recounts new
unsettling events which reveal ever more disquieting aspects of the world of the young. We
speak of an educative emergency.
Above all today, the educational emergency must be perceived and lived as a problem of
the adults, before being considered one of the young.
In the second place, this educational emergency can be adequately faced only by
cooperating, in a network – each one from his own particular angle and with his own specific
resources. Family, school, Church – to list only those institutions which are traditionally
assigned the task of education – all have something to give to the new generations.
The third basic idea is that the educational emergency represents a challenge to our
innovative creativity. It cannot be faced, therefore, by having recourse to formulae and plans
which were, perhaps, valid up until yesterday, but have been superseded for the most part. We
need to know how to take up these problems in the light of a profoundly changed situation,
even in respect to a recent past. We need an educational workshop. This means that no one
can pretend to supply that ONE perspective which will permit us to understand what is
happening to our young people, and, much less, the winning strategies or recipe for immediate
efficacy. The meaning of “workshop/laboratory” consists exactly in a monitoring and in a
continual reflection on the topic. The task of education today requires a great effort to identify
that which is truly essential so as to distinguish it from that which it is not.
The point of departure and the climate of every educational intervention can be none
other than that of listening and dialogue, not only as the young are concerned, but also among
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all those who have the role of “educator.” Too often, indeed, we provide pat answers when
what they are really asking us for are paths on the journey.
The Salesian Cooperator must be able to recount a beautiful story in order to begin an
uninterrupted dialogue between the generations. It is true, the times of protest, with their
excesses, are just a memory of long ago. But at times, one gets the impression that in place of
the “frontal attack” between the generations, a yet more radical kind of incapacity to
communicate and to understand each other has entered in to take its place - to the point of
even making conflict impossible. We have passed from an “anti-father” generation (1968) to a
generation without fathers: we now have orphan children. From generational conflict we have
passed to a generally-diffused generational egoism. Many studies of the condition of youth
highlight the insignificance of adults for a majority of the young. Adults are neither models for
them to imitate nor to reject. They are neither an occasion for encounter nor for
confrontation: they are only, simply, insignificant. This insignificance of the adult to the young
is a product, in great part, of this generational egoism; i.e., of the incapacity of the adult to see
the young as their future.
This makes it such that the adults, considering the young only as “contemporaries, limit
themselves to protecting them, to offering them the conditions which create a sufficiently easy
life, but without any true action tending to render these very same young people active
subjects and active players in social, economic, and political life. But the “warm nest” does not
form robust personalities. Many of the youth of this age, in this complex world, are found to be
fragile, disoriented, and incapable of facing difficulties and those trials which, as we well know,
life spares no one. They are part of that generation in history which, for the first time, has
grown up so protected, so helped and supported, that they have not developed the necessary
“antibodies” to survive when faced with menacing things in life. Perhaps we adults,
understanding, and with reason, that the modern world is more menacing than in our day, have
sought to construct around our children the most protective nets possible, smoothing out
bumps, difficulties, and obstacles of every kind. Their fragility is also the fruit of our fears. In
this context, fathers – even many who believe in conscience that they are correctly fulfilling
their duty – limit themselves normally to being the “provider” of their family. Dialogue with
him is minimal.
Psychological Consequences of the family crisis (PVA, 8 §3)
Family atmosphere determines much for the young. The experiences, the voids, the
wounds, and the limits profoundly mark the life of the children. As a rule, a healthy knowledge
of “being of worth” is formed from the experience of being valued by others. This is the first
task of the parents: to demonstrate to the child, through their love and dedication, that he has
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worth. Appreciation on the part of the mother is more or less expressed in affection: it lets a
child feel that he is understood and encouraged, spurred on to try again once pardoned.
Appreciation on the part of the father communicates greater security (he is the symbol of the
external, unknown world) and pushes the child to risk and to what is new. Only he who feels
valued and secure in himself, i.e., with the dignity and the capacity to be free, can be fraternal
and in solidarity; he accepts that others have worth, too, because he is loved by his parents.
From the educational emergency to a new Christian presence in education: the school
(PVA, 8 §5)
School ought to be the place in which education happens through the handing on of a
cultural patrimony, elaborated by tradition, through study and the formation of a critical
conscience. In our society, however, the very idea of education has been placed in crisis for it
presupposes a shared set of values – something which no longer exists. Freedom of the
individual to determine his own path, in full autonomy, and to rework his own identity, is
exalted. This difficulty is accentuated by a certain prevailing ideology of professionalization.
According to this ideology, the education which the school imparts would only make
sense in how useful it is to the processes of the economy and productivity: the efficacy of the
school. The efficacy of a school, pushed to excess, says: It is useless and off the mark to spend
time educating an interiority that is capable of asking questions about the meaning of life. The
first responsibility of education seems to have become that of giving instructions on “how to do
things.” Consequently, the teacher is no longer a “master” capable of helping his students
understand all the many facets of reality, but is only a “coach,” a “trainer.” The problem
becomes even more serious when the teachers don’t know why they ought to teach and the
students don’t know why they ought to study, especially those subjects which are not
considered immediately “useful.”
Fortunately, there are still many teachers in the schools who give their service as an authentic
vocation and who constitute a human, relational-educational asset for the school and for
society, precisely because they know how to remain firm in that which truly counts: the good of
the children and of their growth as persons. For the Salesian Cooperators who work in the
world of the school, there is opening up a demanding field and an educational challenge to be
faced with the very courage that Don Bosco had.
Educating to the truth (PVA, 9)
What characterize our society are the enormous changes which have developed at a
dizzying pace. We no longer live in an epoch of changes, but in a change of epoch. This is what
characterizes post-modernity.
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Post-modernity is the result of a general disenchantment, of a frustration at the lack of success
of the postulates of modernity. Modernity, in fact, was the time of the great social utopiae: it
was a time of faith – unlimited faith in freedom, in science, in progress, in the human being; we
used to think that human reason, science, and progress would be the solution to all of our
problems; we presumed that this would be the end to ignorance, slavery, and religious
superstitions, and that man would be completely happy. This, however, did not happen (but
two world wars did).
And so, post-modernity later arose as a turning point against and beyond modernity. It
is the exhaustion of reason, the renunciation of systems and of ideologies, but also of ideas and
the truth. Today we have an avalanche of information, but we are orphaned of wisdom. We
live in a “Kleenex culture” (throw-away). There is a diversity of ideas, of values, and of “cosmovisions” and styles of life. But every normative orientation is missing because of the lack of and
negation of every kind of absolute. In the post-modern culture, people change opinion more
often than they change shirts. Besides this, people can hold contradictory ideas and not feel
the least tension. Post-modern ideas flow nihilism and create an environment of relativism and
polytheism of values. Everything is seen as a function of what is useful.
The first problem of the educative relationship is, then, that of the truth. We are not
speaking of diminishing the social and economic value of education. Nor are we ignoring the
centrality of the relationship between school and work; but to see the school exclusively as a
function of work risks making us lose sight of the richness of the educational relationship.
To educate is to help to be born (educere = to lead out); a metaphor from obstetrics
according to the model of the Socratic maieutic (Socrates’ way of teaching by eliciting new
ideas from another). And to be born brings with it an opening to reality which goes far beyond
the category of utility. To educate is to form a person’s conscience to make it capable of
making choices in the light of that which matters. One of the tasks of the school is precisely
this: to teach how to discern between what is useful and what is important per se. This requires
freeing the children from the influence of a subtly invasive publicity, which conditions both
mentality and behaviors, killing these same questions that they carry within. The tragedy is not
that they do not find answers; it is that they do not ask questions. In this context, the recovery
of the concept of truth is decisive. Often truth is identified as an abstract and unattainable
entity. To renounce helping the young understand what is meant by truth, not to educate them
to the meaning of truth equals handing them over without any defenses to the pressure of
illusions and of falsifications with which, from every side, the media circus of a consumer
society assails them.
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Education is a matter of the heart (PVA, 10)
The truth is not only an intellectual question. There is a truth about persons, about life,
about human relationships, at the center of our being that is called heart. Here is where all of a
person’s faculties are rooted. Consequently, an educator cannot limit himself to handing down
“knowledge.” He must put into motion the secret energies of the hearts of his students lest
they allow themselves to be confused and worn out by or to shrink before the tricks of the
enticements that come from the outside.
It’s the teacher’s job, and even before him, the parents’, to set in motion the personal
and communal dynamics which can develop this process. Only a teacher who is able to witness
and to communicate this profound dynamism is able to merit the name of “master,” and to
enjoy that authority which belongs to a docent.
The re-unification of the subject (PVA, 10)
Too often among school, family, and parish there exists a schizophrenia which impedes
the young person from gaining a realistic image. This schizophrenia ends up favoring that
sickness to which many young people today (and not just the young) are subject; i.e., the
shattering of one’s identity. There is an excess of opportunities, of stimuli, and of messages
(often contradictory). The young person is unable to give a critical evaluation to them and to
construct a hierarchy for them. Their vision of reality, but also of their identity, crumbles,
breaks apart. This creates a profound sense of insecurity, a strong identity crisis. They lack an
inner center, a hinge, which permits them to reassemble and join together their experiences in
a coherent way and to plan their own life with wisdom.
Family, school, and parish have the tool needed to respond to this personal crisis:
Reason – Religion – Loving-kindness. These three words compose the one educative key which
illumines the mind, touches the heart, and puts hands in motion; the one key which gathers
and unifies the diverse aspects of life, making its meaning gush forth. This must happen
gradually, along the various seasons of life, otherwise we risk having children-adults who will
become adult-children. Like Don Bosco, the Salesian Cooperator is committed to forming
mature and responsible persons both in society and in the Church.
Educators, and parents like educators, are the formators of the young who, in their turn,
are builders. These formators insert the young into the dynamic practices of both the Christian
community and of society. No longer can an educator only “propose” religious or social values
so as to give meaning to life, but he must be a “master,” immersed in the dynamic nature of his
historical reality. A Christian can never skip over history. The Salesian Cooperator not only does
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not skip over history, but he effectively takes on the task to orient it to Christ. At this point, we
are permitted to ask: “What must we do as individual Cooperators and as an Association?”
- Profoundly re-think our civilization. This is no small task, but we are convinced that only a new
education can do this. The tragedy of our educational system is that it no longer gives
reference points to our youth which are able to help them orient their own lives and that of
society. Therefore, it is necessary and urgent to get a true “cultural revolution” under way, one
which fosters the passage from the static-sacral world to the historical-dynamic world, on which
the fate of humanity rests.
- Individual commitment alone is insufficient. The new education is a symphony which must be
executed by an orchestra. And the orchestra is, in this case, the men and women who, like the
Cooperators, are asked to find inside themselves educative passion, all difficulties
notwithstanding. This is what their vocation and their mission are. God has created man not
only so that he might be good, but so that he might cooperate with Him and be a leading actor
of history.
To educate means to help the new generations become leading actors of their history. The
primary goal of education – as Pope Benedict XVI reminded us – is “the formation of the person
so as to enable him to live in fullness and to make his own contribution to the good of the
community.”
Fidelity to Don Bosco requires that the social and apostolic action of the Salesian Cooperators
be directed in a preferential way to the poor youth of the big cities (especially those of the
outskirts of the city where they are most abandoned), to the young workers, to the young who
are non-believers in countries that are Christian by tradition, and to under-developed areas
where poverty and abandonment are most evident.
b) Mission to adults in poor areas (PVA, 11)
The action of the Holy Spirit brought Don Bosco to interest himself directly with adults
also. This mission of his appears, above all, as an integration and development of his apostolate
to the young. Society as a whole needs to become an educating one. Even in this field of work,
Don Bosco’s preference is decidedly for those adults of the poor and humble classes, the
mainstream and the oppressed, the proletariat and the under-proletariat, the immigrants, and
the marginalized because they are the most defenseless from both an ideological and social
viewpoint, and are the neediest when it comes to being in need of help for their religious and
human advancement.
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This educational task for the good of common folk necessitates that the Salesian Cooperators
know and put into action the Social Doctrine of the Church. Today, the common good, in fact,
seems to be ignored, irrelevant. This derives from a wide-spread feeling of disgust at political
scenarios, tempting some to become uninvolved and given over to a “whatever” attitude while causing others to go to the lengths of a revolt. The most subtle temptation that can
overtake a society is that of thinking that living rightly is useless. To find the meaning and the
passion for “living rightly,” we must return to the inspiring and critical force of the common
good. Vatican Council II defined the common good as: “ the sum of those conditions of social life
which allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough and ready access to their
own fulfillment” (Gaudium et spes, 26).

Service to the common good implies, therefore,
responsibility and commitment for the full realization of everyone and of each one as the
fundamental condition for political acts; having at heart the advancement and the defense of
every person’s life; serving the growth of the whole man in every man, putting each person’s
human dignity at the center, no matter what his condition, his history, his origin, or his culture;
obeying the truth always – this is what it means to commit oneself to the common good.
c) Mission to peoples not yet evangelized (PVA, 9 §5)
Don Bosco cultivated the missionary ideal and participated in the missionary work of the
Church of his time in a concrete way. By his explicit will, the missionary apostolate is an
essential element of the nature and purpose of the entire Salesian Family. In fact, the
Cooperators have given decisive aid to Salesian missionary work. Even in the missions, the
actions of humanization, evangelization, and foundation of the Church are directed, with
criteria of preference and urgency, to poor youth and to lower classes. Today, missionary
action assumes an increasing importance due to its direct ties with the most serious problems
of our time: peace, development, solidarity, and the positive interactions between nations,
races, and religions.
Elsewhere, the decisive orientations given by Vatican II as regards the missions, open up a
vast horizon for action for the entire Salesian Family and urge it on to a profound renewal; in
particular, for an increase in the different forms of missionary solidarity and in the growth of
volunteerism and the cooperation of the young and the laity.
3. The service the Salesian mission seeks to give (PVA, 22)
a) Integral development
The nature of the three categories of people we serve helps us understand easily the type
of “service” which the Salesian mission seeks to give as a response to the call of the Lord and
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the call of the people themselves. Everything turns on this axis: the human and Christian
education of the young and the pastoral care of common folk.
Its goal is the construction of a truly “human” world and the building of the local and universal
Church, especially through the introduction of the young into both. “We work for everyone’s
integral development; especially of the young, and adults, helping them become honest citizens
and good Christians.” (SDB Constitutions, art. 17) Therefore, Salesian action is not only
evangelization and worship, nor is it pure social service, but it is both the one and the other. It
is a work of liberation of the young and the poor from every form of oppression and a work of
advancing their economic, social, and cultural condition, in view of their constructive presence
in this field.
It is a commitment to complete this work of humanization with Christian animation, inserting
into these human spheres the essential Gospel values of truth, justice, liberty, brotherhood,
peace, and assent to God. It is educating youth and the people to the faith, by means of the
witness of a profound Christian friendship, the announcement of the Gospel, and catechesis.
All of this cannot be considered as distinct or parallel activities, but, rather, as different
dimensions of the same action when seen globally. In short, we are speaking of being, like Don
Bosco, for the young and for the poor, a living sign of Christ, the Liberator from every form of
slavery, the Evangelizer of the poor.
b. What do we mean by honest citizen and good Christian? (PVA, 9 §1)
The idea that the common good is defined in its concrete forms once and for all, without
discerning the meaning that it assumes in the complexity of historical situations, is mistaken.
The construction of a just societal order, through which each person is given that which is due
him, is a fundamental task which every generation must confront anew. The commitment of
the “honest citizen” for the common good is, thus, more a lifestyle, a way of acting
characterized by certain fundamental choices, to be sought by the one who is in public office or
who wishes to assume political office. I sum up here these choices in five points which seem to
me to be indispensible to anyone wishing to serve the common good.
In the first place, the commitment to public ethics and social morality must be
indissolubly linked to an ethical commitment on the personal level: any fictitious mask is to be
rejected for it unites “private vices with public virtues.” This carries with it not only the
recognition of the primacy of the conscience when carrying out a social or political act and the
right of each representative of the people to a conscientious objection on questions of ethical
importance, but it also means that the credibility of the politician is measured by the sobriety of
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his lifestyle, on his generosity and constancy in his commitment, and on his effective fidelity to
stated values.
In the second place, in his rapport with the citizens, the politician must follow this
maxim formulated by Don Lorenzo Milani and by the boys at his school in Barbiana: “To belong
to the people and to possess the word.” This means that to be close to the people, one needs
to listen to their problems, make himself the voice in matters of justice for those who do not
have a voice and to support them. We are not at the service of the one presently in charge but,
rather, of the people. Within this commitment, in view of the common good, the poor, the
voiceless, the socially weak are to be considered as reference points to whom we must listen
and whom we must respect: the social status, the instruction, and the protection of everyone’s
health are not a conquest open to opinion, but are irrevocable values, to safeguard and
improve by freeing them from waste and graft which do not serve the poor.
In the third place, the political dialectic will always be subordinated to the search for
possible convergences so as to work together in the service of the common good: coresponsibility, dialogue, and participation are placed before preconceived oppositions or logic
inspired by personal or group interests. Common good is always preferred to personal gain or
to that of one’s political party.
In the fourth place, when serving the common good one needs to know how to accept
the gradual steps necessary to achieve the goal: the popular logic of “everything now” has
often motivated promises which could not be fulfilled, and even violence, and the failure of
even just causes. It is necessary to keep one’s eye on the goal with perseverance and firmness,
without yielding to a compromising of one’s morals or to unjustified delays, and never having
recourse to sinful means. Every choice made in view of the common good is not measured only
by its immediate efficacy, but, above all, by its value and the educative role of service to all.
Thus, of particular importance is the commitment to the fundamental values of the protection
of human life in all of its phases, of the promotion of the family, of justice for all, of the
rejection of war and violence in every form and of the commitment to peace.
Last, the citizen who intends to work for the common good must consider the good of
all as the goal of his service, even of that of his political adversaries, who, thus, are never
regarded as enemies or competitors to be eliminated, but are seen, rather, as a guarantee of
critical confrontation in view of the discernment of the best ways to reach the realization
everyone’s personal dignity.
This group of minimal rules for the common good will be meaningless if there is no
moral leap which gives to all, especially to the young, reasons for life and for hope! What is at
risk is not gain just for some, but the future which we will construct together.
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c. The need for ethics in order to grow together (PVA, 8)
How shall we orient ourselves in social and political action in this epoch of profound
tensions in which we are living? In an epoch which is characterized by the processes of
globalization and of economic crisis? How shall we point to choices which are free from party
conditioning and geared towards the common good, in a context which is marked by
litigiousness and corruption of such a high degree, and by the generalizing of instrumental
readings applied to all the behaviors and the choices of a person in the public eye? These seem
to me to be the questions that every person, and in particular, the Salesian Cooperator as a
disciple of Christ, must put to himself given the needs which calls to each of us and given the
longings especially of those who are the weakest and the most threatened by the present
economic-political insecurity.
No instrumental answer, coated with kind reassurances, can be given to these
questions. We need to answer in a serious, motivated, and responsible manner. To do so, we
need to identify a high standard to which to refer. It must be an inspiring standard which is
both credible and applicable at the same time, so that we can have recourse to it with interior
conviction and operative determination, ready to pay in person for the choices made.
This standard might bring us back to the one elaborated by St. Augustine in a historical
time which was no less dramatic and complex than ours – the epoch of the decline of the
Roman Empire. To those who were blaming the Christians for that disturbing degradation, the
Bishop of Hippo did not fear to point out the true reasons for the crisis. The profound cause of
the crisis of the greatness of Rome, was, for St. Augustine, moral in character: it was the widespread tendency – sustained by those at the top, but become the common mentality – to
prefer vanitas to veritas. The two concepts are the expression of opposing logic: vanity is
connected with the primacy of appearance, to the triumph of the mask which covers
exclusively egoistic interests and proposals of short range behind proclamations of highsounding intentions. Vanitas indulges in accustoming itself in the face of evil, gives in to
compromises that bring temporary tranquility, makes one value a façade of respectability,
capable of hiding one’s true purposes. Truth, instead, is what weighs choices against
permanent ethical values and, therefore, on the inalienable dignity of the human person when
considering his temporal and eternal destiny. To a world “which is in dissolution and is sinking”
he sees God’s work opposed to it, which gathers to Himself a family to make of it his eternal
and glorious city “not for the praise of vanity, but thanks to the judgment of truth” (De Civitate
Dei, II, 18, 3).
His intuition is surprisingly fitting for today: faced with a “civilization of the mask,” which
chases after the myths of an exasperated consumerism and rampant hedonism, he defines an
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alternative vision, one built on the truth of things and on the primacy of those values of which
no one is exempt. What is this truth? What are these values? Let us compare vanitas and
veritas in four great areas of questions which require the responsibility of every man and
woman who has society at heart, no matter what might be the role that he or she plays.
First, in the area of politics and institutions: the dehumanization of civil life we often
encounter is also the fruit of a way of governing that has separated authority from effective
authoritative behaviors, and democratic representation from the true representation of the
needs and interests of its citizens. The ideal of the so-called good governance is inseparable
from a strong ethical tension which respects the participation of all in decision-making and is
directed to serving the people and not using individuals or societal groups for the purposes of
production of the concensus.
On the cultural and spiritual resources level, vanitas triumphs there where the search
for the ephemeral is privileged, uprooting the realization of the common good from collective
memory, of which art masterpieces, marvels of ingenuity, and the spiritual and religious
traditions are precious traces. A community stripped of its memory is, at the same time,
deprived of its identity and risks being exposed to being used in a perverse manner. The
triumph of veritas consists here in respect for and promotion of the collective cultural, artistic,
and religious patrimony as the basis for the recognition of the true needs and priorities to
which to tend. Priority attention to education, to school, and university, is a consequence of
being inspired by truth in this area.
The area of the economy is no less subject to the contrast between vanitas and veritas:
if one takes inspiration for all economic choices from the former, then they are geared only to
making profit and to private interests; if from the latter, there will be an integrated economy,
attentive not only to the maximizing of utility, but also to everyone’s sharing in the goods, to
the involvement of the weakest, to the advancement of the young, of women, of the aged, and
of minorities. An economy of communion, which seeks to put all resources in common, with a
respect for nature, for the collective participation in what is useful, for the reinvestment which
has social goals as its end, and for the responsibility towards future generations, can be a
significant model of the necessary turning point in this field. The principal of gratuitousness, of
which the Holy Father Emeritus, Pope Benedict, speaks in Caritas in veritate, is an irrevocable
factor of the development of all people. The future city cannot be programmed and run
according to exclusively utilitarian logic: it will either be the fruit of an integrated economy,
which unites to public and private interest, compatible with it, the role of a civil economy
capable of valuing all the pieces in play and of promoting collective growth, or it will risk
increasing the processes of fragmentation which produce the dehumanization of the city. Here
the centrality of the human person, as a term of reference and of measure in its every
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expression, appears as the truly decisive criterion, in which vanitas and veritas are distinguished
one from the other.
In short, the field of ethics is, in general, the most profound one for the application of
the dialectic proposed by St. Augustine. To an individualistic and utilitarian moral, focused
exclusively on the interests of the single and the few, often hidden behind masks of
respectability or propaganda, we need to counterpropose an ethic of truth, open to the
foundational values of common humanity and on the transcendent dignity of the human
person. This ethic is characterized by the primacy of one’s responsibility towards others,
towards oneself, and towards the environment, through the consequent urgency of solidarity
and of participation, which give first place to the rights of the weakest, individuals, groups,
peoples, or entire countries. It is further characterized by openness to spiritual values (which
go together with cultural and artistic goods) to freedom of religion and conscience, to the
respect for and advancement of research experiences, and of the worship and to giving witness
of God.
b) In the light of the Social Doctrine of the Church: some principal fundamentals (PVA, 8
§4)
The horizons in which the Social Doctrine of the Church develops are constituted by
Christian anthropology, with its vision of the dignity of man and of his being in relation to the
other members which compose society.
The human person
The human person constitutes the cardinal point around which all reflection on social
teaching turns. It is considered in its centrality in respect to society, on account of its eminent
and inalienable dignity. This dignity of man is founded on the fact of having been created in the
image and likeness of God (cf. Gen. 1:26+27). We can say, at this point, that the facts of biblical
revelation cross into the reflections of human reason, which comes to confirm the value and
the dignity of the person.
The human person “is always a value in and of itself” and can never be used or treated
as a thing, not in the name of any State or any Institution, or party, etc. In fact, “the person, in
his individuality is not a number, is not a link in a chain, nor is he a cog on a wheel.” The human
person has priority over the State and society. This is the “subsistent human right” and,
therefore, also the foundation of the right. Moreover, it is not the State which, in a
paternalistic and benevolent manner pours out his rights on the person, or decides to deny
them; rather, it has the task to defend, promote, and foster the development of the natural
rights of all persons, without any discrimination - for whenever such discrimination should be
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verified, it would constitute “a completely intolerable injustice for the dishonor borne upon the
dignity of the person.”
The principle of subsidiarity
This constitutes another weighty element of the Social Doctrine of the Church. The term
derives from the Latin subsidium afferre (to bring help). Pronounced by Pius XI, in
Quadragesimo anno, the principal is illustrated in these terms: “Just as it is gravely wrong to
take from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and industry and give it
to the community, so also it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and disturbance of
right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and subordinate
organizations can do. For every social activity ought of its very nature to furnish help to the
members of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them.” This principle is connected
with the dignity and the autonomy of the human person and with the organic conception of the
State. Even though this was pronounced in the historical context marked by the totalitarianism
of the 1900s, it still retains, nonetheless, a universal pillar for all time.
The lack of respect for this principle is typical of totalitarian States, which absorb and
destroy every private initiative (everything is from the State and within the State, nothing
outside of itself), as is also typical of the so-called “Welfare State”, which “intervening directly”
and always in every area and every situation, in fact “takes away social responsibility” and,
moreover, “provokes the loss of human energies and the exaggerated increase of public
apparatus, dominated by bureaucratic logic.” This principle is further denied b by the flip side
of the preceding - by the liberal-bourgeois ideologies, which do not admit any intervention of
the State, which ought to remain neutral as regards social life, following the famous principals
of “laissez-faire.” According to this ideology, it is considered just that the socio-economic life of
the stronger and more powerful be strengthened, as if by a sort of natural selection
(reproducing in the social sphere the Darwinian theory of natural selection of the species): it
doesn’t matter if the weakest and the least gifted are left by the wayside, abandoned to their
fate. By means of this “natural” mechanism, the greater good of the Country, as a whole, is
produced. As a consequence, the stronger will crush the weak; the richer will always be richer
and the poorer will always be poorer.
The principle of solidarity (PVA, 7, 8)
According to this principle, “every person, as a member of society, is indissolubly tied to the
fate of society itself, and, in the power of the Gospel, to the fate of the salvation of all men.
Solidarity, moreover, is seen as “a human and Christian virtue.” Moreover, we need to add that
the “ethical demands of solidarity require that all men, groups and local communities,
associations and organizations, nations and continents participate in the running of all the
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activities of economic, political, and cultural life, overcoming every purely individualistic
concept.” We can note that this principal, also like that of subsidiarity, clearly contrasts with
the Liberal concept of the economy and of society, which is based on the exaltation of the
individual.
c) The honest citizen and good Christian, today (PVA, 9 §1)
The honest citizen
From what has been said, it becomes evident that the honest citizen of the Third
Millennium is not the one understood by Don Bosco, the son of a time in which no such thing as
“political action” was conceived, if not for the work of a rich and privileged minority. Neither is
the honest citizen only that rather passive person who obeys the laws, doesn’t give problems
regarding justice, and who only “minds his own business.”
If the Bible speaks of the poor and the oppressed, it does so in the name of a certain
concept of God: a God who cares for the poor and who takes the defense of the oppressed. To
oppress the weak is to offend his Creator, says the Book of Proverbs, because the Lord
espouses the care of the poor (Pr 14:31).
Maintaining justice and caring for those whom
society tends to marginalize are not based only on the desire of harmony and concord or on
just relations. It is founded on the will and the very being itself of God who is presented as a
defender of the oppressed.
Thus is understood the framework in which one needs to read the invectives of the
prophets against “exterior piety.” Often, the contrast between the cult and prophecy, between
the priests and the prophets, is underlined. In reality, the prophets do not cry out against the
cult as such, but highlight their deficiencies and their caricatures; they deplore the formalism
and ritualism of the cult practices.
In a still more incisive way, they insist on the intrinsic bond uniting religion and justice.
Sacrifices, feasts, pilgrimages, assemblies, fasts, and all these institutions and practices serve
precisely nothing if justice is not exercised and if rights are trampled upon. The celebrations
and the practices of piety are only hypocrisy if they are not accompanied by justice and right.
Amos, in the name of God, gives the tone to this criticism: “I detest, I refuse your festivals and I
take no delight in your gatherings; even if you offer Me holocausts, your gifts do not please me
and I do not look upon the victims fattened as peace-offerings. Rather, let right and justice run
like a perennial torrent.” (Amos 5:21-24)
From these words emerge strongly the task to re-visit our Salesian tradition to identify what
are the values which we need to underline in our society and those which are, instead, to be
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newly proposed; a renewed reflection which must specify the relationship between faith and
politics. Analysis and reflection which ought to put together education and politics, education
and social commitment, politics and civil society:
Good Christian: imagining the Church as a community of people
Faith is never a fact to be taken for granted. One becomes a Christian. Every generation has
the task to re-elaborate and pass on the faith.
Let us begin again from faith
“Someone from the crowd said to Jesus: ‘If you can, have mercy on us and help us.’ Jesus
said to Him: “If you can?” Everything is possible for those who believe.’ The man responded
aloud: ‘I believe, help me in my unbelief.’” (Mk. 9:22-24.)
Today people speak of “reasons for believing.” Often, rationalizations constructed afterthe-fact appear. This is a risk. The opposite risk: “Personal testimony” - much valued today.
The risk is always wanting to call the shots and narcissism.
It is “immodest” to speak too easily about oneself, just like speaking too quickly about
God. It is the triumph of egocentricity and idolatry; i.e., of that which is opposed in a radical
way to faith and what faith seeks to combat and uproot.
Faith always brings with it, as inseparably connected, both an objective and a subjective
dimension, one that theological tradition calls fides quae and fides qua (from: fides quae
creditur et fides qua creditur: the faith which is believed and the faith by which it is believed).
Besides this is the personal relationship with the person “believed”, i.e., Christ Jesus.
Speaking about faith does not mean speaking of God
Faith is a human, a very human, act which presumes a decided understanding of God, of
the images of the God to whom one entrusts himself. Faith is one thing, faith in God is another.
There’s a truth about God that must be honored before all else and that is the one
which St. Augustine expresses with the words: “Si comprehendis non est Deus” (“If you
understand it, it is not God.”) That is, God is not circumscribable by our concepts, by our
thoughts, and by our words.
Even the dogmatic definitions, the “truths of faith,” cannot be made absolute and
confused with God. The linguistic definitions of truth are not that truth itself, but remain in the
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sphere of the search for the truth and cannot be considered anything but approximations, a
“drawing near” to the truth, and, therefore, exhaust neither truth nor God.
This dimension of the Christian faith is called humility, too often forgotten in the history
of the Church. To me it seems a sine qua non of faith in God who was revealed Himself in the
incarnation, in His humbling Himself, even unto death, and, as St. Paul pointed out, not any kind
of death, but the infamous “death on the Cross.” (Phil. 2:8)
This humility translates the paradox which is at the center of Christianity, the paradox of
which the believer must always be aware. In a famous passage from Isaiah, the Servant of the
Lord asks himself: “Who will believe in this pronouncement?” Here it appears that the believer
is the first to be aware of the incredulity, or, at least, of the absolutely scandalous character of
his message: and the message of the Servant of the Lord is the pronouncement of a God who
manifests His power through weakness, the bloody death, the injustice suffered by His Servant.
It is the pronouncement of the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of the Messiah. The paradox
which is translated into the concrete life of the disciple, for the Christian faith asks him to love
the un-lovable (the enemy), to hope against all hope (death does not have the final word), to
believe the incredible (God made Man, the Man Jesus, and what is more, the “Crucified One).”
(I Cor. 2:2) Paul remains so essentially disconcerted by it that that which was a “scandal or
blasphemy” becomes for him the heart of the revelation.
This dimension of humility, the sine qua non for faith, regards not only its contents, but also
its expression and form, and, therefore, also regards the believer and the style of his presence
in the world.
Christian faith is a risk
It is here opportune to recall another aspect of Christian faith, which is not always
captured and brought to light: Christian faith is a risk.
At times faith is presented as something reassuring, an inexhaustible reserve of
certainties, a total assurance against every evil (arrogance, violence...). But faith is not
identifiable with a “magic wand.” It is not the security which removes all doubt and exempts
from searching. Even Jesus, on His Cross, didn’t have a dimension of “enigma”, of
“incomprehensibility” taken away from Him. A dramatic “why?” cut through His relationship
with God: “My God, My God, why have You abandoned Me?” (Mk. 15:34; Mt. 27:46) Faith, in
this case, cannot be played against reason (whose limits and shortcomings post-modernity
would have demonstrated). Even faith, in reality, does not remove the enigma and does not
make everything crystal clear.
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It is without doubt that faith gives birth to a security, a certainty, but this is not of the
same order as rational or philosophical security: but we are never speaking of a conviction
acquired by each person, by beginning from himself, or at the end of his own reasonings, but,
rather, of a trust that is placed in another by oneself, and even more, in his promise.
The expression “I know in whom I have placed my trust” (II Tim. 1:12) shows that the certainty
of faith is right in the middle of the risk of faith, in its “ecstatic” movement: in its being a going
out of oneself to place oneself trustingly in God’s care. The believer finds his stability in this
movement, which is a deadly risk: “If you do not believe, you will not have stability.” (Is. 7:9)
The beauty of this risk finds an attestation worthy of trust in the peril in which Jesus
Himself lived, according to the Gospels, putting His entire existence on the line in the giving of
Himself to God and to man. It is the beauty of the deadly risk of faith which echoes the words
of the Gospel: “He who seeks to save his life will lose it; he who, instead, loses it, will save it.”
(Lk. 17:33) Jesus’ life moves from action to passion: in Gethsemane, “He hands himself over” –
these are the key words. Without this dimension, faith is suffocated in a sort of “insurance
system” and loses its vitality, its character of adventure and newness, because it is too
plastered in its own certainties which need to be defended and imposed at every cost. Without
a true dimension of risk, of precariousness (a word which, significantly, derives its meaning
from the word “prayer”), of entrusting oneself to God, becomes only a game of words.
Christian faith is faith in the Resurrection, not in immortality.
It cuts across the entire tragedy of death. In the Creed we say: “Christ suffered death
and was buried.” We are immersed in the heart of faith, without any embellishment or any
mystification.
Dostoyevsky, in his novel The Idiot, puts into the mouth of his main character, Myskin,
these words: “That painting could even make one who looks at it for a long time lose his faith.”
(Myskin pronounced these words after having seen the painting Christ in the Tomb by Hans
Hiblein). Here it is, in the heart of this darkness, that faith manifests its light and descends as
infinite compassion, as unlimited mercy, as charity to the point of giving one’s life for another;
and, it is here that a word and a prospect of hope are born – a hope understood as an active
struggle against the desperation of the very heart itself in the midst of hopeless situations –
born as trust in the God who is close to the man who has descended to the depths of existence.
Faith in the Christian God, in the God narrated by Christ dead on the Cross and
descended into the depths (eastern tradition), certainly does not constitute a solution to the
problem of evil, and, perhaps, not even only a possible consolation, but, rather, becomes a
womb which generates an attitude of limitless compassion, which approaches foolishness (how
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can we forget that prayer, which we find, above all, in Syrian Christianity, for the salvation of
the devils?)
Faith as an act of liberty
The confrontation with the “non-believer” shows that faith is a free act. “Nonbeliever?” The dimension of faith, of entrustment, is an anthropological dimension, of man as
such. We all, in some way or other, believe something and place our trust in someone.
One can certainly live without religious faith, but not without some form of
entrustment, of faith. “Fides” is a root which has produced other words and expressions:
“engagement,” “confidence,” “trust”… In personal relationships, trust is essential: “I trust you;”
“I trust your discretion”; “I entrust myself to your goodwill.”
Faith and belief, express an existential given of a human being. It, therefore, is not only
comprehensible even to one who does not share our Christian faith, but is a movement of the
soul that can reveal to man something about man. The life of a baby is a natural act of
entrustment to its mother. The humanity of faith makes it a movement which can be known
even to those who do not reach to religious faith. Human, lay “alterity,” “otherness”.
But faith in God is more. There is a faith which has a more radical Otherness (alterity).
God is not simply “another”: He is the Other who removes me from the possibility of
considering myself or even anyone else as God; no, more – He is the one who puts rules on my
relationship with others, preventing both voracity and aggression towards another or fusion
and absorption by him.
In this capacity of faith to disarm me, there is something humanizing: it brings me back
to my Personal Truth, which coincides with my oneness, uniqueness, with my radical and
ontological poverty.
To recognize that one is “Creature” – as does the believer – means to understand that
what God forbids man (Gen. 2:16+17) indicates what man becomes if he does not desire it all:
he accepts as being part and parcel of his liberty those limits which can take on a variety and
number of forms in our personal lives. Limits are inherent in faith itself, which has a unique and
specific competence, one not extendable to just any sphere of being human; the language and
the capacity proper to faith are different, for example, than those of science.
The encounter with a non-believer underlines faith as an act of liberty. The very fact
that there are non-believers is a grace which reminds us that the Christian faith is not
totalitarianism, it is not imposing. The Christian God does not want to be borne with, but
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sought, loved freely, believed in, desired. The Creator God has subjected His own liberty to the
constructive limitation of the freedom of His creature, of Man.
If man is capax Dei (capable of “being” God), then he is also capable of saying no to God.
Taking seriously the “no” to God of the non-believer, and also the impossibility on the part of
many men to accede to faith, means to highlight that the Biblical God does not wish to impose
Himself as necessary on man. Faith is situated in the Book of Liberty, not of necessity. Our
freedom always comes from within the limits and the inheritance which have been left to us by
those who preceded us. “No one is born without baggage.” (Paul Ricoeur) We assume our
liberty in taking on and working on that which we have been given.
Like the Samaritan at the well.
Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman (cf. Jn. 4:5-42) is illuminating. “There is no
man or woman who, in his own life, does not find himself, like the Samaritan woman, next to a
well with an empty amphora, in the hope of filling the most profound desire of his heart, that
which alone can give full meaning to his existence (the amphora of wine at the wedding of
Cana). Many are the wells that are offered to quench the thirst of man, but one needs to
discern well so as to avoid dirty waters. It urges us to direct our search so as not to fall prey to
delusions which could be ruinous. In Christianity, so rooted in history and in human flesh itself,
there is the total valuing of the human being through which that which is authentically human
is also truly spiritual, and the criterion of spiritual authenticity is the respect for the truth of
man.
Faith as a journey of meaning: that is, as a grafting on man, as able to orient and to bring to full
development that which there is most authentic in man. Humanity fully realized and lived in
Christ is the truest foundation of man. Christ who dies on the Cross; who resides in that place
of hopelessness; of human and Divine abandonment; of annihilation of the dignity of man; who
lives all this with Love.
Many are more disposed to recognize the presence of God in the sacred, in the wondrous, in
the miraculous, rather than in history, in human flesh, the only dwelling truly worthy of God.
Witness
The Church of tomorrow will bear the face of witness. It will need to point out paths and
instruments to “imagine the Church” of the Third Millennium. “To imagine” means the ability
to draw together a future dream and present reality, between a long-range vision and the
patience to transform the deeds of the Church of today into a missionary perspective. The
Church’s first steps at the start of 2000 will move in this direction.
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A parish’s priority choice to be missionary, with the accent placed on the first
pronouncement of the Gospel, on Christian initiation, is to be united within the great desire to
give an evangelizing face to ecclesial witness. In order to do this, the Church of these years has
decided to privilege and to cultivate in a new and creative way its characteristic, “popularity”
(being of the people). All of this is encapsulated in one indicative reality: the Church is caring
for the person’s conscience, for his growth and witness in the world. Christianity’s focus on
people does not mean choosing a “low profile” of a minimal Christianity, but, rather, the
challenge of a faith which is present within a person’s territory, and which is capable of reanimating people’s daily life, of having significance in the fields of work and of free time, of
molding cultural forms of civil conscience and in pointing out the ideal direction for a country. It
is the “high standard of ordinary Christian living” (Novo millennio eneunte, 31) to acquire a
greater Gospel wisdom of what is at stake in the day-to-day modes of Chrisitian experience.
Witness as an “exercise” means that Christian life is a life of doing which knows how to
assume the forms of human life like an alphabet in which it can speak and be realized. It would
be an interpretation which misses the mark to imagine that the “world” is only the passive
scene of a salvific action which the believer works in favor of others. The “world,” when it
refers to the ways with which the man of today desires, suffers, struggles, dreams, loves, and
hopes is the alphabet of the proclamation of the Gospel. In the same way in which the parables
offered similitudes of the Kingdom of God, taken from forms of the human experience. Jesus
lived the reality of Nazareth and of Galilee for 30 very long years, immersing himself in human
languages, so that in only three years those experiences and those languages could increase
and expand, and could explode so as to speak the Gospel of God. In the end, we are speaking
of recuperating in a correct way the rapport between human existence and divine wisdom.
The Salesian Cooperators can carry out two principle types of activities, both necessary
since they respond to two needs and they complete each other, as the “Rule of life of the
Companions of Emmaus of the Abbé Pierre” marvelously expresses: “Before every human
suffering, for as much as you can, work not only to alleviate it promptly, but also to destroy its
causes. Work not only to destroy its causes, but still to alleviate it promptly. No one is, truly
good, just, or true as long as he is not resolved to consecrate himself as far as his means allow,
with equal heart, with all his being, to both the one and the other of these tasks. They cannot
be separated without being denied.”
Still, in concrete terms, each one’s personal situation permits him to commit himself
above all in one of these tasks rather than in the other. Some Cooperators will be able to
dedicate themselves to direct action, which regards people themselves and answers their
immediate needs. Other Cooperators, in virtue of their situation or their responsibilities, will do
well to take on an indirect action, eminently Salesian, which is exercised on the causes of the
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painful situations and which causes the economic, social, political, and cultural conditions of the
classes in which the young and the poor live to evolve positively.

Who can be a Salesian Cooperator «missionary»? (PVA, 11)
Don Bosco, evidently, excluded no one of good will from carrying out this action of great
stature. But how much has been said to make it understood that the Cooperators enlist
themselves more easily in certain social categories and among those persons whom their very
life, profession, and usual concerns put them into direct contact with the young, with the more
humbles and poorer classes, with those not yet evangelized, or who have problems of social,
political, cultural, or ecclesial order which concerns them.
a. The young
The young are more able to understand their brothers and sisters of their same age and
to be in solidarity with them, more available often to render a dynamic, bold, generous action.
The Council has recognized them and has drawn this conclusion: “They should become the first
to carry on the apostolate directly to other young persons, concentrating their apostolic efforts
within their own circle, according to the needs of the social environment in which they live.”
(Apostolicam Actuositatem, 12 b) “The most holy council, then, earnestly entreats all the laity
in the Lord to answer gladly, nobly, and promptly the more urgent invitation of Christ… in a
particular way younger persons should feel that this call has been directed to them especially
and they should respond to it eagerly and generously.” (AA, 33)
b. Parents
Parents are all naturally invited to Salesian cooperation, above all if their educational
cares and their influence extend around them, among their relatives, in their neighborhood,
and in family movements to which they belong. What a grace for their love, what a pledge of
educational success, if both, father and mother, should feel called to Salesian action.
c. Schoolteachers (PVA, 9)
We have no choice: school will either become a giant supermarket or an educating
community. In the school-supermarket everyone goes to get whatever serves him in function
of his own plan of self-realization. It is a make-it-yourself school, like the make-it-yourself
family and religion. Teachers, then, become simple clerks, whose role is reduced to showing
the clientele the characteristics of the various products.
In a “supermarket” school, it is natural that the communal dimension is placed in second
place. In a store, customers find themselves side-by-side, but they do not form a community.
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An educating community is completely centered on the realization of an educational Project
which puts the integral formation of the young at the center, according to the Christian vision
of man, of history, and of the world.
The passage from the formation of the “good” man to the “builder man” is the true
interpretive key of the educational question. The family, like the school, is no longer an ethicalreligious educational subject, as if a prolongation of the educational function of the Church,
but, rather, subjects at the service of the construction of a Christian community and of society.
In the family, the new generations must be educated to construct the Christian community and
society. Constructing itself, for the family is, itself, a reality of the Christian community and of
society. Thus, it, too, just as the school, is called to form the builders of society which is selfbuilt. In other words, the family and the school are historical-dynamic structures and not
simply educational agencies. Their educative task is much more demanding than in the past.
Educators and parents, just like the teachers, are formators of the builders, inserting the
young into the dynamic practices of the Christian community and of society. No longer are they
educators who only “propose” religious or social values so as to give meaning to life, but they
are now “master teachers” immersed in the dynamicity of historical reality. No Christian can
skip over history.
d. Social Communications workers (PVA, 11)
The instruments of social communication are managed by a growing number of persons
and of professional categories. With particular insistence, Don Bosco calls them to serve:
writers, journalists, editors, the press and the media, artists, or managers of the world of song,
music, theater, the radio, the movies, television. Knowledgeable of the enormous influence
that these means have today, especially on the young, the Salesian Cooperators, following Don
Bosco’s example, who was always in the avant-garde in this field, must take on this task with
intelligence and creativity.
e. Leaders in Public Life (PVA, 11)
At the local, regional, national, and international levels, a good number of persons
participate in this “indirect action” for the young and the poor, of whom we have spoken
above: members of municipal councils, those designated to different services, members of
various commissions, delegates, and senators. Salesian action can enormously benefit from
their labor, and it is our task to encourage them to promote political rights in favor of the
young.
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Once again, these indications do not tend to exclude anyone. In truth, everyone, no matter
what his condition, can do his part. These words from Don Bosco are consoling: “The Salesian
Cooperators are destined to do great good in the Church and in civil society. Their work… will
be so appreciated within time that I already seem to see that not only families, but cities, and
entire countries will become Salesian Cooperators.” (Don Bosco in the Bollettino Salesiano of
March 1878)
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ONE SPIRIT

“It is necessary for us to have friends, benefactors, and people in the world who, while
practicing the spirit of the Salesians in its totality, live in the midst of their own families, just as
do the Salesian Cooperators.” (Don Bosco. Plan to be deliberated by the General Chapter,
1877.)
The Salesian Family has one spirit, received from the Founder of the charism, Don Bosco. The
Salesian Cooperators, because of their own vocation, not only accomplish the Salesian mission,
but they must also live the Salesian spirit and let it shine forth from their entire self, in their
entire daily life: in their social and apostolic activities, in their relationships with others and with
the members of the Salesian Family, in their most intimate spiritual life. This does not mean
that they are cut off from the Church or the Gospel. On the contrary: in fidelity to the Holy
Spirit, the profound inspirer of this spirit, the Church is enriched by putting certain aspects of its
mystery and its life into high relief, and the Gospel is lived through some of its values being
more particularly expressed. The Salesian spirit, included in our concrete Christian vocation, is
none other than our way of living the Gospel spirit, the Christian spirit of our baptism, and the
spirit of the Church.
The Witness of the Beatitudes (PVA 7)
Describing in essential terms how one can be a Salesian apostle today in one’s own family, at
work, and in the social and political reality, the PVA centers its attention on the “personal
lifestyle of the Salesian Cooperator” as it is imbued with the spirit of the Beatitudes. We are
speaking of some attitudes and behaviors which invest Christian life, and therefore, the Salesian
Cooperator. In current language, the spirit of the Beatitudes indicates a quality of life, both of
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the individual and of the group, denoted by the Gospel as “blessed,” because it is the creator
and source of profound serenity and genuine joy.
Lumen Gentium solemnly declared that all the faithful in the Church are called to sanctity and
to perfect charity, even if through diverse paths and in different forms in life (LG 40s), and that
all of Christ’s disciples have the “evangelical counsels” (as they have come to be called)
proposed to them, even if different ways of expressing them, corresponding to the specific
vocation of each individual, are employed when practicing them. When speaking of the
“evangelical counsels,” the PVA takes into account the distinct vocations and the different
conditions of life as regards the possibility of their being lived by all the lay faithful. In short, it
focuses on how the Gospel values, expressed in the Beatitudes, can be lived in a concrete way
by “secular” apostles.

1. The core element: dynamic apostolic charity (PVA, 7)
“The center of the Salesian spirit is pastoral charity, characterized by that youthful dynamism
which is revealed so strongly in our Founder and in the origins of our Society. It is an apostolic
thrust that makes us seek souls and serve God alone.” (SDB Constitutions, art. 40)
“God is love; he who lives in love, lives in God and God lives in Him.” (I Jn. 4:16) These words
express with singular clarity the center of Christian faith: the Christian image of God and also
the consequent image of man and of his path. Moreover, in this same verse, John offers us, so
to say, a concise formula for Christian existence: “We have recognized the love which God has
for us and we have believed.”
We have believed in the love of God – thus can the Christian express the fundamental choice of
his life. There is no ethical decision or grand “idea” at the beginning of being Christian; rather,
it happens in the encounter with an event, with a Person, who gives a new horizon to life and,
with it, a decisive direction. (Deus caritas est, 1) At the center of the entire Christian life is
charity; i.e., the love which exists in God, as is explained and lived by Jesus, and in which,
through grace, all the baptized participate. At the center of every Christian group devoted to
the service of their neighbor, there is apostolic charity; in other words, that aspect of Christian
charity which is participation in the soul and mission of Christ and of the Apostles for the sake
of the salvation of all men and of making the Kingdom of God the Father present. At the
center of Salesian life, there is that apostolic charity marked by a youthful and youth-centered
dynamism, with a joyous and generous thrust. In summary, the Salesian Cooperator is
essentially someone who truly accepts loving and giving his whole life – joyously, as is pleasing
to the Lord, according to the marvelous words of St. Paul: “He who sows sparingly will reap
sparingly; he who sows abundantly will reap abundantly. Let each one give according to what
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he has decided in his heart, not in a gloomy or constrained way, for God loves the one who
gives with joy.” (II Cor. 9:6+7)
Don Bosco lived this way. All his life was a testimony to the strength with which he was
possessed by this most noble passion: apostolic passion. He expressed it in his motto: “Lord,
give me souls!” and in this oft-repeated phrase: “Let us work for the greater glory of God.” If he
was able to live such dynamic charity, it is because, through experience and grace, he made
three very great realizations, he had made three fundamental discoveries.
First of all, he had understood vividly the incomparable greatness of each person’s human and
Christian vocation, even in the smallest one: every man is a freedom capable of loving, a
“brother for whom Christ died.” (I Cor. 8:11)
With the same strength, he also realized the immense misery of so many men, for whom the
realization of this so very great vocation is rendered very difficult or even impossible: all “the
poor.” Taken over by compassion, he pledged to give his entire life to three categories of
people: the young, above all the most abandoned; the common folk, ignorant and
unappreciated; and the pagans, deprived of the Gospel.
Finally, he perceived the enormous responsibility that God leaves to the apostle, to his free
choice, to his generosity. God takes our collaboration seriously: “If we do not burn with love,
many around us will die of cold.” (F. Mauriac)
And so, let us love and let us work with our whole heart, with our whole soul, with all our
strength, and with all our spirit, to come to the aid of and to save the greatest possible number
of our brothers. This is the core of the Salesian spirit.

2. Apostolic charity inspires different aspects of Salesian life
a) Our style of apostolic work
Actions carried out by each member of the Salesian Family have these three characteristics:
-

-

Untiring zeal and asceticism. Salesian Cooperators give themselves to their mission with
untiring effort. Apostolic work is their mysticism because they understand the Divine
greatness and the pressing need; it is their asceticism because they accept its great
demands.
Initiative and flexibility when faced with pressing needs. Salesian Cooperators must be
attentive to the signs of the times and know concrete reality, convinced that the Lord calls
them through the most pressing needs of their time and place. These call forth their spirit

The Identity of the Salesian Cooperator 2014

Page 44

-

of initiative, courage, and apostolic creativity; “in those things which are of advantage to
youth at risk or which serve to win souls to God, I forge ahead even to the point of
temerity.” (Don Bosco) The timely answer to these needs brings the Salesian Cooperators
to a periodic verification of their action, by checking out the direction in which life is moving
and by re-adapting continually, without falling, however, into a mania of constant change.
Sense of Church in its growth and unity. As Salesian Cooperators, we see in the Church, the
People of God, the center of unity and of animation and the communion of all of the forces
which work for salvation. In particular, we must have special veneration for and bond of
fidelity and love for the Successor of Peter; and to the Bishops, a “sincere charity and
obedience;” and for the other Religious Families, profound esteem. We always collaborate
with a concern that the Body of Christ might grow. “No labor is too great when it concerns
the Church and the Holy Father.” (Don Bosco)
b) The Educational emergency (PVA 9)

We can say what the educational emergency in which we find ourselves consists of. It
stems from two factors. On the one hand, the generation of children demands – and it cannot
not happen – to enter into a true, good, and beautiful universe; on the other hand, the
generation of parents has become a stranger to the universe of meaning: it no longer has
answers. The educational emergency is this: the interruption of the story that one generation
passes on to the next. It is the aphasia (the loss of the ability to speak) of a generation of
parents and the inability of the generation of children to articulate even the question which
tugs at their hearts. Parents make do not pass on traditions to their children because they have
lost their memory of them, and they become witnesses to nothing and transmitters of rules.
The children find themselves wandering in a roadless desert, not knowing any more from
whence they come or where they are headed.
This educational emergency is a call to responsibility in certain areas of life which require a
greater vigilant attentiveness and a more decisive commitment on the part of the entire
Salesian Family.
What is the way out of this educational emergency?
At the root of crushed hopes stands the attempt to make prevail an anthropology without
God and without Christ. This type of thinking has brought us to consider man as the “absolute
center of reality,” thus artificially making him occupy God’s place while forgetting that it is not
Man who makes God but God who makes Man.
Uprooted from the great traditions which have generated them, the young have found this
most upsetting guest in their home: nihilism. Let us not fool ourselves: this is the condition of
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many young people today. And so? On one side it confirms an interpretation and an
evaluation of the present situation of the young; and, on the other, we educators are called to
read this same reality not only from the perspective of social psychology but also from a
pedagogical one, having behind us the entire treasure of Don Bosco’s experience, of his
Preventive System, and of its inculturation in the entire world.
Education and Culture (PVA 7)
The primary and essential task of culture in general and of every specific culture is
education. This consists in the fact that Man becomes ever more human, that he can “be”
more and not only “have more,” and, that, consequently, by means of all that which he “has,”
all that which the “possesses,” he knows that he is always more fully ‘a human being.’
Education is a specific journey in humanization; that is, of the development of the person. It
seeks to construct man from the inside, freeing him from conditioning which might impede him
from living his personal vocation fully and equipping him to expand his creative abilities. Man’s
development as a person necessarily passes through culture, understood, above all, as a way of
relating with the world, with others, with himself, and with God, but also understood as a
personal encounter with the objective patrimony of all knowledge, goods, and values, and,
finally, as a personal process of assimilation, re-elaboration, and enrichment.
Therefore, “culture” is not a static, universal patrimony, serenely accepted by all. Today we
need to deal with an ever more complex society: one that is post-ideologological and uncertain,
but, above all, multicultural, with all the weight of ambiguity that this last term evokes as
concerns openness to or refusal of diversity. Then, too, we must keep before our eyes the
reality of globalization, which mangles all identities and locals projects. And so, the next
challenge coming to education will be exactly that of facing globalization and interculturality,
wherein the recognition of differences and the breaking-down of stereotypes will be a necessity
and an educational resource.
Education is precisely the cultural mediation which is capable of making us confront the
aspirations of and the situations which our young people live today, with the human experience
which is expressed in the cultural patrimony and in the changes produced by globalization.
Salesian education is founded on a hierarchy of values which express a particular concept of
man:


the maturation of conscience through the search for truth and the interior adherence to it;



the development of a responsible and creative freedom through the knowledge and choice
of the good;
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the capacity for relationship, solidarity, and sharing with others, based on the recognition of
the dignity of the human person;



The enabling of historical responsibilities, founded on a sense of justice and of peace.

Salesian works and associations are places of education and culture, in which are offered a
knowledge which makes the young aware of the problems of today’s world, sensitive to values,
and capable of constructive criticism. Here the young acquire attitudes which permit them to
act as free men and women, with an ability that makes them competent and efficacious in their
actions.
The situation of unbelief in which the greater part of our young people grow up today is well
known. Further, this unbelief has extraordinary cultural relevance. It is enough for us to look at
the world of literature or cinema to see this. It is very difficult to find, in these last decades and
in the more successful or more representative works, any production in which the main
characters receive the inspiration for their life or for the dignity of their existence from
Christianity. The religious experience is presented, with pejorative and ridiculing tones, as an
infantile phenomenon or as a sense of guilt. Notwithstanding this, for us, Christ is the best
news possible and the most precious gift that we can give to the world; in Him Man reaches his
greatest dignity, in as much as he is recognized as a child of God and the frontiers of his
existence open wide unto eternity.
It’s not simply a matter of supplying an ethical animation to society; that is, of making the
Church an agency of values in a society which knows the dramatic absence of solid, ethical
moorings, and, therefore, of reducing the function of Christianity to that of “civil religion;” but,
rather, of touching again our “roots”: our faith in Jesus Christ, rediscovering the demands of the
Christian vocation, and, therefore, succeeding in retelling the Gospel and giving credible
witness to the Gospel.
Therefore, the final objective of education is evangelization, as the marrying faith and culture,
of faith and life. Salesian educational environments seek to begin a vital dialogue and an
integration of knowledge, education, and the Gospel. In the disparity between concept and
planning, education takes its reference from Christ, as its criterion for evaluating, so as to
discern which are those values which build up man and which are the counter-values which
degrade him. In fact, it is, above all, the irrelevance of faith to culture and in life that makes the
young indifferent and strangers to the world of religion; it makes the question about God
insignificant; it empties religious language of its meaning; and it tends to make every
commitment to holistic education and evangelization an effort expended in vain.
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For many centuries, Christian faith has inspired thinkers’ reflections, authors’ works, artists’
creations, and musicians’ compositions. With great temerity (or, rather, cynicism, given that
we are speaking not of ignorance) today some attempt to deny the Christian roots of European
culture.
Unfortunately, it has been for a long time now that we have felt the absence of a witnessing
and efficacious presence of Catholics in the distinct areas of the creation and the diffusion of
culture. Politicians, authors, educators, doctors, poets, lawyers, journalists, and other
professional Catholics are lacking. If the present state of disbelief has an extremely strong
impact on culture in the western world, it is evident that the Catholic person, and, in particular,
the Salesian Cooperator, must make himself present in his culture with commitment and
witness. We need soldiers of Christ, Catholic leaven in the world of art, of thought, and of
social communication; soldiers who are able to give new prestige, distinction to Christianity.
“The Church – said John Paul II – calls upon the lay faithful to be present in the teaching of
courage and intellectual creativity, in the privileged places of the culture - which are the world
of the school and of the university, the areas of scientific and technical research, the places of
artistic creation and of humanistic reflection.”
The educator “according to the heart of Don Bosco” is aware that the educational process is the
privileged place in which the promotion of the whole person happens and in which faith is
proposed to the young. Teaching illumines human knowledge with the truths of the Faith,
without detaching it from the objective which is proper to it and re-thinks, in view of education
to the faith, both the complex meaning of culture, as well as the teaching of the individual
disciplines and personal relationships, both in themselves and within the context of the group.
Therefore, in the educational process, one seeks to develop the culture of the individual person
in such a way as to give him the capacity of communion and of a “reading” of men and of
events, as a duty of service and responsibility towards others and not as a means of personal
affirmation and enrichment. The Salesian educator helps others discover the profound
coherence between Faith and the values which their culture seeks: it puts back the function of
the Gospel in the culture: it elevates it in its authentic expressions, and regenerates and
transforms its less-human aspects; it enables attitudes which predispose the young to a vital
understanding of and favorable response to the Gospel.
Maybe now more than ever we realize that the handing on of Christianity from one generation
to the next is not something we can take for granted and that it, in fact, implies today, just as
yesterday, the need for Christianity to be taken on anew by each generation. This speaks to the
freedom of each person’s conscience. And these, then, are the persons who help to form
culture in their generation, creating a human environment which is inspired by lived faith.
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There is, therefore, an originality and a specificity to strong fidelity to Christianity in each
generation. There is a sort of “re-inventing” of Christianity in each generation, still with the
bond of fidelity and the search for coherency with its origins. Tertullian had already affirmed
this in the 3rd century: one is not born a Christian, but a person becomes one.

3. Apostolic charity inspires the Salesian educational method (PVA 10)
The Salesian style of relationships concerns the way in which the Cooperator strives to deal
with all those whom he encounters, whether on a regular basis or occasionally, and, above all,
with the members of the whole Salesian Family. And so it is most important to add some
precise guidelines on how to deal with those to whom we are sent in the Salesian mission: the
young.
a. Education: interpersonal rapport founded on reason, religion, and loving-kindness
Education, or, better, the educational process, is presented thus as a dynamic, intentional
rapport between persons, within the context of a place, of society, and of culture between an
adult and a non-adult, oriented in such a way so that the young, while acquiring the capacity to
act freely according to the dictates of reason (and of faith) receive a human ordering of their
conduct, worthy of the human condition and proportional to their actual state of immaturity
and the demands of the mature state to which they are tending.
And therefore, the young person is expected to be neither self-didactic nor merely the receiver
of instruction from others. In the educational process there is the aspect of interior educational
growth: there is a true passage from the lesser to the greater in the search for what is true,
beautiful, and good - truth, beauty, and goodness.
On the affective plane, virtuous qualities are born, therefore, from the progressive and gradual
exercise of concrete actions, in some way permeated by rationality, adapted to create the
habitual capacity of living a moral life, where the pedagogy of virtue becomes the pedagogy of
freedom or of liberation. Education develops, therefore, in the inseparable and classic
trinomial of reason, religion, and loving-kindness.
b. “I care”: caring for the growth of the adolescent with loving-kindness (PVA 10)
Education, in the first place amounts to “caring for” man, humanly and with loving-kindness.
Any aloof, bureaucratic, or functional education creates loneliness, while an education full of
love and concern allows one to breathe and to open up to interpersonal dialogue. This evokes
from the educator the self-realization of his fatherhood/motherhood towards the younger
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generations, the realization of his identity as a man, and of feeling himself alive because he has
aided the right of every adolescent in his growth as a human being.
Indeed, at the center of one’s attention as an educator stands the person of the adolescent as
the ideal point of reference. He is the one who is to be taken care of with love, and from whom
to “e-ducere” (lead out of, literally) all that which is positive, in its embryonic state, in him so it
might blossom fully.
c. Concerted collaboration in solidarity and networking: the educating community
Today, no one educates alone.
Our present society, due to its complexity, demands that we produce a multiple and
differentiated kind of education. It urges us to rethink education as a communal undertaking,
and the educational system as one of “networking,” in which diverse educational subjects are
involved and interact (the family, the school, the ecclesial community, the different societal
groups, the mass media, and the place where they live) all cooperating and co-responsible,
each in its own originality and uniqueness.
There opens up along this road a space in which to recognize that education is a relational good
to be promoted and realized making use of every means possible because it constitutes a true
and veritable social wealth, whose beneficiary and administrator indeed is not the State, as an
institutional apparatus, but rather civil society understood as a community of persons.
Education is the most precious resource which a society can have as regards its future. When
this comes to be stripped of its qualification or denatured, the sad effects are immediately and
tragically felt, especially by the new generations; therefore, it will be necessary for education to
take priority over all the other various types of formation: both sector-based and scholastic.
To achieve this, while considering the truly legitimate request for didactic innovation,
instruction, and professional competence, it is imperative that we leave the prison of planning,
still prevalent today, which exacerbates the problem of education as regards the methods,
techniques, and curriculum, so that we might look together with others in the network – and,
above all, with the parents and families – to the centrality of the person and to form the mature
man, more that being concerned about specializing in varied competencies.
The Salesian Cooperator teacher thus becomes the true master, the one who, by combining
both cultural and professional competency with human sensitivity and educative passion,
becomes the wise guide in life, a credible and imitable reference point, a plausible orientation
in the uncertainties of various choices. In this way, he can make up for the lack of societal
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models to the point of bringing and supporting the adolescent in his processes of growth
towards that maturity of moral conscience which is expressed in his capacity to discern that
which is true and good.
d. Integration between instruction and education (PVA 9)
With such a procedure, an integration of education and instruction becomes necessary,
one which can be expressed in the following passages concerning pedagogy:
- educating by instructing means educating through culture. It is a passage which
fundamentally signifies two things:
- first of all, it means helping the person to go out of his individualistic self to face the
universality of thought, which is expressed in the patrimony of the culture (included herein is
the educational force and value of instruction). School has its own originality because it
contributes to education by means of cultural mediation and the mastery of competencies and
knowledge. Instruction, therefore, constitutes part of the educational process and is one
specific part of it;
- favoring a structured (formalized) vision of the understanding of reality, which rises
above the disordered stock-piling of facts and ideas so as to offer a unified vision of the human
condition and to avoid establishing the dominion of “it’s a given” or provoking the atrophy of
critical and evaluative judgment, besides not making the “need to be” disappear from the
person’s vision. This would produce devastating effects on the formation of man, left to the
mercy of the chaotic disorder of information, deprived of the possibility of ordering it according
to the necessary criteria of values and priorities;
- but also instructing by educating
The post-modern fragmentation into micro-knowledge specialists causes us to lose the
connection with the great truths and reduces the capacity to see things as a whole and to unify,
which bring the various parts to unity. To continue to furnish information without succeeding
in building a compass which will give the young direction reveals a foundational problem: the
absence of critical parameters of reference and of assessment, and where to situate the
information that is received.
From these challenges is derived the necessity to abandon the false myth of the “neutrality of
education.” Moreover, we know very well that today neutrality does not exist: neither in the
society, nor in education. The idea of “neutrality” is a false myth which carries with it a serious
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risk: that of simply training the young in practical techniques and to a sterile and indifferent
pragmatism, which does not educate personal choices or to responsible commitment.
The Salesian spirit it capable of inspiring in the Cooperator the attitude which is appropriate in
every situation. A precious article from our Constitutions can sum it up: “A loving presence in
solidarity.” (SDB Constitutions, art. 16.
May every Cooperator meditate on these words: presence, knowledge, and solidarity.
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ONE LAY SPIRITUALITY

Another characteristic of the specific vocation of the Cooperator is that it is a secular,
not clerical or religious, vocation. The Cooperator is a true Salesian, but living in the world, not
in a Salesian house or Community. He/she must prepare him/herself for a Salesian life lived
fully in the world. In order to understand the profound meaning of a “lay spirituality,” we will
ask those who are truly lovers of the living God, the prophets; but also, in a particular way, we
will ask the One who more than anyone else was the witness to the living God: Jesus of
Nazareth. We will welcome and take the light which they give as the profound motivation
behind our education of the young today.

1. Communicating God’s passion for the life of Man (SPVA 17)
The God of Israel is a “suffering” God (pathos). In direct contrast with the pagan
divinities which remain distant, inaccessible, and indifferent, the God of the Bible is a God Who
is near to men. The divine pathos is the attention that God has for the world, the interest that
He has for the life of Man. All men of God, particularly the prophets, participate in this
movement. They know God’s pathos. They live in “sym-pathy” – suffering – with the Lord.
We are in sympathy with someone when the same event, whether happy or painful,
touches us, wounds us. Parents know the joy and the pain of their children. It is the same thing
for the prophets and the martyrs, witnesses. They feel in their flesh that which vibrates in the
God’s invisible heart. Prophets do not distribute theories or ideas about God. They speak of an
encounter, a covenant. In the prophetic experience, God is never an object but a subject. The
life of a prophet or of a witness, martyr, becomes a parable of God’s passion lived out in
concrete deeds.

The Identity of the Salesian Cooperator 2014

Page 53

The Living God
A profound sense of life in all its forms cuts across the Bible. The Israelites perceived God as
an active force rather than, according to Greek thought, some eternal principle. God is never a
problem to be resolved, nor an answer to our questions. On the contrary, He is the one Who
asks and the One from Whom all initiatives take their origin. Just as life is a mysterious reality
which one cannot grasp, God is Someone who imposes Himself on Man and Who comes to
meet him whether or not he is ready. Typical of this is the apparition to the prophet Elijah in
which He justifies His “intrusion” with these few words: “As the Lord lives...” (I Kings 17:1)
The expression “the living God” states well the impression that biblical man had of the Lord:
that of an active presence, of an intensity of life which cannot be understood except as a
person; i.e., as a living being. It evokes the power and the vitality of one Who “neither
slumbers nor sleeps” (Ps. 121:4), “He shall not faint or labor” (Is. 40:28). It is to Him that the
Israelite runs when he feels that his life is threatened. And when God Himself wishes to
confirm by oath the strength of His threats or His promises, He introduces the statement with
an affirmation of His Life: “As I live, says the Lord God,… in the midst of Babylon he shall die”
(Ezech. 17:16), but equally: “As I live, says the Lord God, I desire not the death of the wicked,
but that the wicked turn from his way, and live.” (Ezech. 33:11)
God is living and calls to life. He is the source of life. (Ps. 36:10) The notion of a living God
implies, in fact, that God is the One who gives life (Jer. 38:16), and because they see in the
Living One the source of life, the faithful consider living in His presence to be the supreme good
and they prefer the happiness of living in His temple to any other good. (Ps. 42:3 and 84:3). It
is understood, then, that for the prophets, life is a search for the Lord: “Seek the Lord and live.”
(Amos 5:6)
God manifests this overflowing life, this incomparable vitality, by exercising His power in
Creation and in the great events of our world. God’s design dominates history. It is in the
events of history that God is seen at work. Everything is willed by Him: “Who is he who
commands something to be done, when the Lord does not command it?” asks the author of
Lamentations (3:37). God is the Lord of history and manifests His sovereignty therein. While
the people are in tumult and are agitated, while the very believers lose the thread and the
meaning of the events, the prophet Isaiah, in a moment of crisis, recalls this sovereignty of God
over the course of events (cf. Is. 18). God’s action is always timely. It never comes too early or
too late despite how it seems to men (cf. Is. 5:19) because, as the Parable of the Vine testifies,
only the Lord knows the right moment. (Is. 28: 23-29)
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2. Love for life passes through justice (SPVA 7)
Knowledge of God is never defined as an intellectual or even a mystical search. Before all
else, we are speaking of a relationship, a personal encounter, an attitude of life. Knowledge of
God takes place through concrete situations.
Knowing God is not only a matter of remembering the freeing actions of Yahweh (the
Exodus from Egypt) and respecting the laws promulgated on Sinai (the Ten Commandments),
but it is equally a matter of recognizing these facts as normative for the here and now and
undertakes to follow the path with they propose. Justice is not the only component in knowing
God but it is certainly an essential element of it. The God Who reveals Himself to Israel is the
One Who “exercises goodness, right, and justice on the Earth.” (Jer. 9:23) Where corruption
and injustice reign, there can be no knowledge of God. (Hos. 4:1-3 and Jer. 9:1-8)
Prophets well intend to speak in the Name of the living God by showing the intrinsic link
that exists between morality and religion and between social justice and knowledge of God.
Theirs is not an isolated teaching; it reaches to and prolongs the Biblical tradition of the care of
the poor.
No worship without justice
If the Bible speaks of the poor and the oppressed, it does so in the name of a certain
concept of God, of a God Who cares for the poor and Who takes the defense of the oppressed.
To oppress the weak is to insult and offend his Creator, says the Book of Proverbs, because the
Lord espouses the cause of the poor. (Prov. 14:31) Maintaining justice and caring for those
whom society tends to marginalize is founded not only on the desire for peace and harmony,
but on the integrity and fairness of relationships. It is founded on the will and the very being of
God Who presents Himself as the defender of the oppressed.
One understands, therefore, the framework in which one needs to read the invectives
of the prophets against external worship. Often, the contrast between worship and prophecy,
between Priest and Prophet, is underlined. In reality, the Prophets don’t cry out against
worship as such, but they highlight its deficiencies and caricatures; they deplore the formalism
and the ritualism of the worship practices.
In an even more incisive way they insist on the intrinsic link uniting religion and justice.
Sacrifices, festivals, pilgrimages, assemblies, fasts – all these institutions and practices serve for
nothing at all if justice is not exercised and if rights are trampled. The celebrations and the
practices of piety are nothing other than hypocrisy if they are not accompanied by acts of
justice and respecting rights. Amos, in God’s Name, gives the tone to this criticism: “I detest,

The Identity of the Salesian Cooperator 2014

Page 55

and have rejected your festivities: and I will not receive the odor of your assemblies. And if you
offer me holocausts, and your gifts, I will not receive them: neither will I regard the vows of your
fat beasts. Take away from me the tumult of thy songs: and I will not hear the canticles of thy
harp. But judgment shall be revealed as water, and justice as a mighty torrent.” (Amos 5:2124)
Right up to our days
This justice, of which we have just spoken, is the care of the weak, solicitude for those who
risk being effectively marginalized or are so. This truth finds its origin in God’s own behavior
with His care for the weak and His listening to the cry of the poor. In fact, God alone does not
reign over the universe and history. Man is a vital part of the covenant and the destiny of
humanity is a game played by two. The man who understands the meaning of the Biblical texts
is invited to model his behavior on God’s, also caring for the weak, the poor, and the oppressed.
Are the prophets, then, considered bearers of a new social teaching? Are they, perhaps, the
first promoters of class struggle? We realize how these categories are inexact. Prophets speak,
first of all, in God’s Name; they are witnesses to the living God. They see human realities with
particular lucidity; they see and judge them with God’s eyes. Familiar with God, they have the
capacity for unmasking reality and they dare to do so aloud. The genius of prophecy was the
capacity to know that one was marveling at human ferociousness as something against human
nature and against reason. When faced with the iniquity of the world, the heart of the
prophets bleed from God’s wound and their cry of indignation is the echo of the divine wrath.
It is too easy to apply the texts of the prophets to “others,” or to utilize them as themes for
preaching. The prophets direct their words to all believers, individually and collectively. And
their message goes right to the heart of the matter. This message can be summed up in a verse
of the prophet Micah who never names the covenant but who knows its meaning well. It is a
verse which condenses in some way Amos’, Hosea’s, and Isaiah’s message (justice, love, and
faith) about the will of God towards those Who are called His: “I will show you, O Man, what is
good, and what the Lord requires of you: Truly, to do justice, and to love mercy, and to walk
humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)

3. The temptation: to skip over history (SPVA 16)
The prophets wanted to bring man back to his historical reality. One cannot ignore history
or evade it by means of sensational miracles. These, in fact, were the temptations placed
before Jesus (Mk. 1:12 ff. and Mt. 4:1 ff.) But, is it not perhaps true that God has always
manifested Himself in miraculous events? Without a transcendent power, nothing defeats life
and history’s momentum. This, at its root, is the temptation to transform rocks into bread.
The Identity of the Salesian Cooperator 2014

Page 56

The value of human experience
Jesus’ refusal of Satan’s proposals has a very great value precisely in reference to man.
We propose to enlighten man through the mystery of Christ because in Him is manifested the
great love of God for our life: “God, in fact, has so loved the world as to send His only begotten
Son.” (Jn. 3:16) From the passage on the temptations, it clearly emerges that nothing in man
has greater value than his experience and his life. All of us can know God, can know ourselves
and the truth through our living. To feel God close does not require the proof of miracles and
wondrous works. From the way in which Jesus accepted being Messiah and announcing the
Kingdom, we can draw the conclusion that primacy is always given to human experience. We
do not know God through miracles because God is already present in the all the dimensions of
our experience, even in those which are contradictory. Jesus wanted to give us a confirmation
of this. This is not a fact to be discounted – no. If we think about it, this is its most scandalous
aspect.
It was precisely for this reason that Jesus announced His Kingdom side-stepping the
people’s expectations of miracles. In doing this, He announced once and for all that God truly
loves our life, even the poverties and weaknesses which we experience every day. This is what
it means to announce the Kingdom. God is first of all in our life and not in miracles, and our life
has value because the very Son of Man has taken it on and made it His own.
Someone will justly object that miracles do exist and that the Gospels speak of them.
Yes, it’s true, but let’s be careful not to regard miracles as God’s kind “patching up” of our
deficiencies. Miracles do not happen to make man escape a reality which is considered too sad,
too poor, and too weak. If it were this way, then we would need to blaspheme God for having
allowed our nature to suffer certain and even very heavy limitations. As for the rest, Jesus
Himself healed only some infirmities of His time. He wanted every healing to be nothing other
than the proclamation of God’s love precisely for those who thought they were victims due to
sin. Miracles, then, do not distance us from experience so as to elevate us to a higher state, but
they communicate to us that the Kingdom reaches us in our reality and that we are loved, not
punished, by God. Thus began a new age in which every illness and infirmity could be borne
without shame before the Lord. Satan was seeking the inverse movement – he wanted
sensationalism as proof of God’s presence.
The value of “every day” (SPVA 16)
Jesus came to tell us that man does not need miracles or extraordinary things to become
the best he can be, but that man must trust in God’s presence day after day. If this is true, then
we need to avow this even when we find ourselves in front of grave contradictions, even when
we discover that we “are hungry.”
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Situations do exist in which we have to ask ourselves objectively if God is present and if
what we see and experience can possibly fit in a plan of love. How many times we ask
ourselves if the Kingdom can be present in certain events or situations. Who is not scandalized
in front of injustice and oppression; who does not suffer when faced with the victims of famine
or the abuse of minors; who does not question himself if there is any sense at all in war and
violence? But whoever avows that he cannot believe that God is Father as long as these
situations exist among us, probably has not known Jesus Christ.
“Not on bread alone does Man live”: Jesus wanted to tell us that even if all the
problems which afflict history should be resolved, it would not be on account of this that God’s
face would appear more transparent to us. With Jesus of Nazareth, we know (although still
obscurely!) that God is already present in our reality, in our life as it is, with its problems and
with its poverties. Nothing can make us think that God is “absent” from the world because it is
too unworthy to welcome Him. The more we think about it, the more we discover the
“scandal” of the Kingdom: it was just this discovery of the scandal that gave the first
communities the strength to announce it to the entire world, even if none of the problems had
been resolved.

4. The Word on the Sabbath
God, the lover of life, does not manifest Himself principally through miracles or the
sensational. In announcing the Kingdom in full freedom from religious power, Jesus wished also
to say that God is not principally in the sacred, in the Temple, in the Law which was considered
absolute because it was holy.
On hearing this, some are surprised, confused, and afraid that we want to eliminate the
sacred, the liturgy, prayer, and the Sacraments… NO! Nothing of the kind! (even if what
pertains to the sphere of the sacredness of the liturgy always needs revision and purification)
What is put into play is much greater and we cannot neglect, avoid, or undervalue it, above all if
what concerns us is always the life of Man.
For the Hebrews of Jesus’ time, the sacred was neither a secondary nor a relative aspect of
their lives. Their whole life was regulated by the Law which was of a religious character. This
sacred and absolute Law had become the supporting structure of the social, religious, and
cultural life of Israel. This is the religious and cultural framework in which Jesus of Nazareth
found Himself when He began to announce the Kingdom. Free from religious and power “made
holy,” Jesus of Nazareth was able “to free” God from the bonds of the laws within which He had
been closed. At the same time, He also “freed” Man from “made holy” truth. Jesus never
defended any such truth. By doing so, He presented Himself as the first true layman.
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Jesus’ “laicity” must be recalled and upheld because in some way it is the premise on which
the present concept of the laity in the modern era is understood, even if it is not exactly the
same. Beyond this, the very term “laity” often suffers confusion, in particular in our culture
which for the past century in this area has suffered contrary and perhaps even deviant incidents
in its regard. At times, we hear it said that the layman or the lay “faction” is in opposition to
Man and to the Catholic “faction.” From Jesus on, we are all called to be lay: men and women,
Parties, and institutions. The originality of Don Bosco’s Oratory is that it is a lay institution.
But how did Jesus respond to the question of the Sabbath? This is no secondary point
because from His response to this question one can discover another more specific aspect of
being a layman/laywoman.
We begin our considerations with the account that Mark tells about a healing on the
Sabbath (2:23-28). We consider this important so as to understand the profound motivations
of our educational commitment among the young.
The Law is for Man; not Man for the Law.
It is Jesus, God’s Son, Lord even of the Sabbath who pronounces these words. The Law
will continue to exist, but it must be considered with Man in view – for his growth and for his
liberation.
This is where Jesus’ assertion comes in. He places Man, his good and his experience, at
the center of everything because Man’s life is the first “space” which allows him to know and to
serve God, not the obligatory rhythms of the sacred calendar.
By moving the axis in the direction of Man’s life, the entire system of the Law which
“sanctified” all the social, political, and religious life of Israel is dismantled. In doing this, Jesus
does not intend to demolish the sacred, but just that type of “sacred” which, with its legalism
does not allow us to give primacy to the always complex, lived reality of Man. By starting from
Jesus’ statement on the Sabbath, we discover some huge consequences which we can neither
neglect nor exclude as educators.
The first consequence is that in order to reach God, to serve Him with a true heart, we
do not need the mediation of social, political, or religious structures which are “authenticated
by being made holy”. Jesus put the sacred “system” into question, the system that provides for
“sanctified” structures as being capable of guaranteeing God’s honor. The Church itself does
not seem to be called to be a guardian of any “system” in order to make proposals in God’s
Name. God’s truth must always be defended even if it translates into relative structures, but
we can’t construct any social and political structures if not in Man’s name and never in God’s.
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And this brings us to the second conclusion: God cannot be considered the guarantor of
a political and religious system. In the Old Testament God had a very precise social role and in
His name the system had to be conserved. Jesus will fight precisely against this social role
which they sought to make God carry out even when in His Name they thought it necessary to
sacrifice someone. In fact, the God of the Law, with all of the social implications, will be put in
question by Jesus precisely in the name of Man’s life. If a man is condemned in God’s Name, if
God defends Himself against man, then we face an ideology which, if it also pretends to be
religious, Jesus does not hesitate to discredit it in the name of the Kingdom and of the “new
times” which He Himself inaugurates. No ideology can call on God as its defender, and no
religious power can pretend to substitute the Kingdom.
Thus, the third conclusion cannot but regard the sacred: where is “the sacred”? The
very first presence of the sacred, of that which gives honor and praise to God, is in love for man
and in the search for justice.
Respect, liberty, and justice rendered by man are the true places of the sacred, and
beginning from these, the second place of the sacred – the liturgy, worship – take their
meaning. Jesus declared this openly, continuing the teaching of the prophets: God is honored
and served in man. Thus love and service to men become a living offering in worship.
Man is a layman not because he puts into movement a process of destruction of the
sacred, but because of his precise vocation: to build, with the passion of truth in the heart, not
occupying himself in beating down the always possible “sanctifying” barriers, but by building
something new which is the sign and interpretation of the Kingdom present among us.
In this context, it is useful to remember a famous saying of a German philosopher, Ernst
Bloch, regarding the layman’s attitude in these new times: The best part of a religion is that it
creates heretics. Only an atheist can be a good Christian and only a Christian can be a good
atheist.” The true layman is he who does not give God a social role foreseen by a “sanctified”
system but one who puts himself to seek the truth for man’s good. This is one way of being in
the world. We are not dealing with watering or toning down our presence in the world, leaving
to others, to those who are not part of “us,” the reins of our society and culture, as though we
were passive spectators who have no valid proposals to make! What counts is the mature,
Gospel, and free choice to live in faith, seeking with all men of good will that truth which saves
us. Religious choice means the choice to live according to the Gospel and by the ideals of the
Kingdom.”
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5. I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life
The layman seeks the truth through his own experiences: but of what truth are we talking?
How can we seek it? Let’s take chapter 14 of John’s Gospel: “Lord, we do not know where you
are going and how can we know the way?” Jesus said to them: “I am the Way, and the Truth,
and the Life: no one comes to the Father except through Me.” (Jn. 14:5-6).
The words of Thomas well express man’s constant search and his difficulty in finding
“the way.” Then there’s Jesus’ response: in Him there is the way, the truth, and the life. What
does this mean?
It certainly means that the truth is not first of all in the Sabbath, in that law which made
everyone feel secure for having praised the Lord. But perhaps we can go further: the truth is in
Jesus of Nazareth. This truth is to be received in its deepest significance because perhaps here
lies a secure place illuminating the path of the layman in his search.
For us, truth is always on an abstract plane, on the one or reasoning, of the understanding
of things. In the Gospel of John, however, the truth is not an abstract concept, but is the
Father, and more specifically, the Father who sends the Son. This is why for John the true sin,
that which discredits man, is to refuse the Son sent by the Father; this is the negation of truth;
that is, the non-acceptance of the Father as Jesus has presented Him.
In Jesus of Nazareth, therefore, there is truth because in Him the Father is made manifest.
The Gospel of John presents the Father as the One Who is Spirit and Life, terms which are
extremely significant to the Hebrews.
The Spirit is relationship, communication, out-pouring of itself: it is the encounter which
happens because of the urging of love, conquering every sufficiency and overcoming every
isolation. The Father is communion and will give His Son for the salvation of the world. The
Father, therefore, is life. With this assertion, we reach the greatest religious intuition of the
Hebrews: God is the One Who created out of love; God is present to man through love. None
of the people neighboring the Hebrews had expressed themselves with such clarity about God;
indeed, their legends and their myths almost always present a god who creates in order to
castigate and to punish man, to limit him. The Father, instead, creates so that man might live
and live to the full. The Father is spirit and life; He is creative love out-poured. The sign of this
profound reality is that He has given His Son and in His turn the Son has given Himself for us.
The truth, therefore, is in the gift, in the love which communicates and which creates. In a few
words, the Father is gift.

The Identity of the Salesian Cooperator 2014

Page 61

Perhaps we all think that in this way we finally have the most beautiful, the greatest, and
the most absolute picture of God! But this is not enough; there is another, very important step
to take. The Father, Who is spirit and life, is precisely that Father Who has become through
Jesus of Nazareth His human realization. The relationship with the Father who is gift, creative
and out-poured love, was through Jesus of Nazareth realization and fullness. This mystery also
illuminates the mystery of our life. Man finds his human realization in love, in the gift of
himself; if he waits to be loved, he remains in incompleteness and in solitude.
Welcoming and accompanying the life of the young
It demands a lot to hold that love constitutes our human fulfillment. It is something
very different from a pious and edifying assertion. For us Salesian Cooperators, it becomes an
educational commitment to welcome the life of the young and to accompany them on a path of
growth. Don Bosco did this, anticipating the times concerning the value and the spirit of the
true “laity.” The Oratory was that place where, outside the canonical places of worship, the life
of the young became true worship – true liturgy offered to God the Father. Don Bosco himself
wanted to be, in the fullness of the term, a true father, so that the young might experience
God’s fatherhood.
According to an illuminating text of Apostolicam Actuositatem, “the spiritual life of the
laity should take its particular character from their married or family state or their single or
widowed state, from their state of health, and from their professional and social activity…
Furthermore, the laity who have followed their vocation and have become members of one of
the associations or institutes approved by the Church try faithfully to adopt the special
characteristics of the spiritual life which are proper to them as well, just as is the case of the
Salesian Cooperators (AA 4).
In a word, the Cooperators are the place of encounter and of harmonious fusion of
secular values with Salesian values. On one side, from their Salesian values, the lay and secular
values take on guidelines and particular accentuations and colorings. On the other side,
Salesian values find in secular values the particular place and the terrain in which to apply
them: they live in the midst of the world, in the affairs of the world, and still are found to be at
their ease, because Don Bosco was sensitive to all human values and always understood
working together for the Kingdom of God and for the good of “civic society.” (cf. the title of his
Regulations of 1876: “Salesian Cooperators: A Practical Way of Contributing to Public Morality
and to the Good of Society”) “The work of the Cooperators,” said Don Bosco, “is designed to
shake many Christians from the languor in which they lie, and to spread the energy of charity.”
(BM XVIII, p. 125).
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ONE FRATERNAL COMMUNION

“The members of the Salesian Congregation regard all Cooperators as brothers [and
sisters] in Jesus Christ. They shall call on them for collaboration in things that may redound to
the greater glory of God and the good of souls. In like manner, the Cooperators should feel free
to call on the members of the Salesian Congregation.” (1876 Rule, ch. VI, 1)
“We believe that the time has come for the Salesian Religious and Salesian Cooperators to
institute a mutual relationship of true fraternity at every level. From this point forward, it will
constitute a new style of Salesian life.” (“Message of the Cooperators to the Special General
Chapter,” July 2, 1971)
“Fidelity to the Founder urges us to make it a reality that you ‘become conscious and complete
collaborators, side-by-side with us, and not under us; not only, therefore, are you faithful and
docile workers, but capable of responsibility in the apostolate.’” (Don Ricceri) (Acts of the
Special General Chapter, “Declaration to the Cooperators,” n 734).
1. A strong feeling of communion with the Salesian Family
a) Reconstructing unity
The “fraternity” we speak of is indeed the one that the Salesian Cooperators live with each
other (Don Bosco says that they are “brothers” and “confreres”). (Reg. 1876, chap. VI, 2 and VII,
5) But the one that they live with all the other Groups of the Salesian Family is greater still.
And this is one of the great graces that the Lord grants within one’s vocation: to be members of
an immense fraternal community. It is clear that this has immediate repercussions on the
concrete way of being a Salesian Cooperator.
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The Salesian Family can now find in the Charter of the Charismatic Identity of the Salesian
Family of Don Bosco (heretofore: Salesian Family Charter) a precious and sure reference. It
describes the charismatic identity of the Salesian Family – everything which refers to its
missions, its spirit, its relationships, as well as formation and methods of education and
evangelization.
The seed sown by Don Bosco has grown to become a full and robust tree, a true gift of God to
the Church and to the world. In fact, the Salesian Family has lived an authentic springtime. To
the aforementioned Groups have been united, under the impulse of the Holy Spirit, other
Groups which, with their own specific vocations, enrich the communion and broaden the
Salesian Mission.
The charismatic “seed”
His spirit, mentality, pastoral experience, and his vision of the world and of the Church
brought Don Bosco to certain convictions and corresponding initiatives:


the universal mission of all Christians (the Church), to be undertaken in solidarity, is to
save every man and the entire man. Within such a mission, his sons and followers are
characterized by their preference for the young, the poor, and the people not yet
evangelized;



the utility, indeed, the urgency and the necessity of this mission impels people to be
united spiritually and to come together to work on whatever undertaking would lend
itself to this goal;



the possibilities - which the Spirit gave to him and to Mother Mazzarello - had to be lived
by people in different states of life, and, therefore, contribute to the union of the
“good” in the Church’s great mission, and, in particular, with “Salesian priorities.”

b) In the Third Millennium
In the Third Millennium our principal goal is to express, in a more evident manner,
communion in the mission according to the constants of our origins and the development of the
Salesian Family. One thing has always remained constant: educative passion, and, in particular,
for the poorest youth, who are helped to become conscious of their dignity as persons, of their
worth, and of the possibilities which their life has for God and for the world.
The Salesian Family will seek as one to give substance to its very presence in society and efficacy
in its educational action: there are the needs of the young to respond to, life to safeguard,
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poverty in its different manifestations to destroy, peace to promote, human rights to be
declared and realized, and Jesus to be made known.
2. Some needs jump out
a. to deepen, to understand better, the possible common field of action and the characteristics
of the way we carry out the mission - this carries with it the need to look, to reflect, to
dialogue, to study, and to pray together in order to find the path we need to follow in the
spirit of communion. It is this sign of love which the young are waiting for from us and,
certainly, they will feel its impact and its benefits.
b. to put spirituality back at the center as a stimulus for communion for the sake of the
mission, in keeping with the times of the Church and of the conditions of today’s religious
experience - this necessitates formation on the part of the Members and involving others in
this task.
This is a pressing invitation to acquire a new mentality, to think and to act always as a
movement, with an intense spirit of communion (agreement), with the firm determination
to act in synergy (with a unity of intents), with a mature capacity to work in a network (unity
of projects). We can never forget that we were founded by a Saint of social charity: Don
Bosco (see Deus Caritas Est).
c. to understand and to experience flexible forms of collaboration - “think globally, act locally.”
d. to deepen the Salesian experience, carrying it out with lay characteristics.
3. Directions for the future
a) Resources
Which resources should we emphasize? In the first place, the formation of persons and
reinforcing our Communities or Groups. Still, we need to elaborate and to acquire a common
charismatic culture or mentality.
Certainly, the support of an organization is useful, but it only has a subsidiary value and must
meet concrete needs and situations.
b) Ecclesial visibility of the Salesian presence as a “movement”
It would be interesting to put ever more into action as a movement all the synergy that is
available and thus be able to have a visible presence in the social and ecclesial realities. We
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must overcome two dangers which are by no means imaginary: on one side, a protagonism
which is too greatly proclaimed, and, on the other an unjustifiable “absenteeism.” Our
presence, within the local Church, ought to be very visible, in solidarity with the Bishop, and
with the Priests, and not a work of great propaganda or of a declared affirmation; we ought to
show our capacity to work for certain causes, making it seen that we are not “living for ourself”
but for the ecclesial community, which, in its turn, exists for the salvation of the world.
c) A “Salesian Family Culture”
In order that the vision and the mindset of working as Family reach every Branch and the
entire Tree, it is absolutely necessary that all the members of the individual Groups become
consciously aware that they belong to a vast movement of persons born from the apostolic
heart of Don Bosco and that they make themselves ready for synergy, for convergence, for
multiple, diverse, flexible, and updated collaboration.
d) Don Bosco, Father and Teacher: our point of reference
Don Bosco is a “giant of the Spirit” and he has left us a rich and well-defined heritage: our
spiritual patrimony. He is the initiator of a true school of apostolic spirituality which is both
new and attractive. He is the mandatory point of reference for each and every one of us who,
moved by a particular impetus of the Holy Spirit, feels called to share, today in our times, both
his destiny and his mission – in whatever state of life we find ourselves, and each according to
his/her own rank and level. Belonging is formed around some unifying center: a person, a
criterion, a style. For us, this person is our “Don Bosco today”: our Rector Major.
Identity in the Heart of the Salesian Family
We could compare the Salesian Family with the image that St. Paul uses for the Church in
Chap. 12 of his First Letter to the Corinthians. She is one body, of different and diverse
members. Paul’s insistence about this rests on these two points at the same time: on taking
care of the unity of the body and the on importance that each member fulfill its own proper
function well for the benefit of the other members and for the body as a whole.
a) Autonomy
True autonomy allows the Salesian Cooperators to stand “on their own two feet” and to
take responsibility for all they must, even if there is always the concern to act in “communion”.
They are “united” to the Salesian Congregation, their “element of stability”, and are “animated”
spiritually by it; but they ought not depend on it on the administrative level or on the apostolic
activity level since these are at the service of the global Salesian mission (and, through it, of the
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entire Church) and not at the service of the Salesian Religious or of only the part of the mission
they have undertaken. Don Bosco already recognized the possiblity of their having “their own
works”, which they need to sustain “with their own material means or with donations” (Rule of
1876, ch. VI, 2-3). A just conception of things, therefore, makes us understand that autonomy
means a certain freedom in decision-making and action, and a relative independence, but it
does not mean total independence: this freedom recognizes the bonds that exist and fosters
them. This is completely in harmony with the spirit of Vatican Council II: “Bishops, pastors of
parishes, and other priests of both branches of the clergy should keep in mind that the right
and duty to exercise this apostolate is common to all the faithful, both clergy and laity, and that
the laity also have their own roles in building up the Church. For this reason they should work
fraternally with the laity in and for the Church and take special care of the lay persons in these
apostolic works.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem no. 25a)
The Salesians commit themselves to respect their autonomy with the following declarations:
“the autonomy of every Group in the Family is guaranteed so that each one might express in
totality its own riches (Acts of the Special General Chapter, no. 172). With respect for their
autonomy and according to their requests and needs, we will offer our spiritual service... to the
FMA and the Cooperators.” (SDB Constitutions, art. 30)
“Indeed, we are not speaking of imposing uniformity of action on everyone: that would bring
about a levelling of the differences, generating confusion and uncertainties in the apostolic
work. Rather, we are speaking of harmonizing our individual actions within a project shared by
all.” (Salesian Family Charter, no. 20)
b) With a unique task
What task within the Salesian mission will be uniquely theirs as Salesian Cooperators? Their
being secular carries with it certain obligations and special possibilities.
Obligations
“The specific task that belongs to the majority of you as laity is the Christian animation, in
the Salesian spirit, of the earthly realities.” (see Lumen Gentium no. 36-37; Apostolicam
Actuositatem no. 7) “We cannot and ought not take your place, substituting you in tasks which
are specifically yours.” (Gaudium et Spes no. 43b) “We wish, therefore, to be beside you to
help you take and carry forward your role in the shared duty of building the church, but not in a
paternalistic way.” (see Apostolicam Actuositatem, no. 25; Ad Gentes, no. 21) (Acts of the
Special General Chapter, no. 735)
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Possibilities
Because Salesian Cooperators do not live in a Community [as do the Salesian Religious],
they are more directly inserted into the structure of the local Church and are more deeply
mixed in the ways and thinking of the world, and, therefore, are generally more capable than
the Salesian Religious of “perceiving” the problems that the youth encounter and the
opportuneness of certain types of Salesian action. Generally-speaking, they are more disposed
to assure that “flexible and timely service, with rapid action and efficacious means” and that
direct and “effective Salesian presence” to those youth of whom the Acts of the Special General
Chapter speak (no. 731). They are also freer, in the end, to act within social structures which
affect the lives of the young. In every case, it is clear that the Salesian Cooperators can take
direct responsibility for their own works.
c) Communion and co-responsibility in the Mission
Authentic spiritual fraternity which unites all the members of the Family must be expresed
in encounters and in mutual support. This was the ideal proposed by Don Bosco from the very
start: “The members of the Salesian Congregation regard all Cooperators as brothers [and
sisters] in Jesus Christ. They shall call on them for collaboration in things that may redound to
the greater glory of God and the good of souls. In like manner, the Cooperators should feel free
to call on the members of the Salesian Congregation.” (1876 Rule, ch. VI)
“The communion among the Groups in and for the mission is showing itself to be ever more
indispensable to our educative and missionary commitment; in fact, we realize how urgent is
the need to link together our efforts and to propose diverse models of Christian life and to
guarantee complementary minstries.” (Salesian Family Charter, no. 19)
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ONE FORMATION AND
ONE ORGANIZATION

“The apostolate can reach full efficacy only through a multi-form and integral
formation.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 28)
“That your Salesian formation be spiritual as well as apostolic constitutes our first spiritual
exigency. We believe that in this way that we will satisfy your desire for an authoritative
invitation to the Salesian Priests so that, as teachers of spirit and doctrine, they will make
themselves completely available for the formation and spiritual guidance of the Cooperators.”
(Acts of the Special General Chapter, no. 735)
The vocation to be a Salesian Cooperator is original in its identity, rich in its content, and
demanding in what it requires. It therefore imposes a formation in two phases: that of
initiation, which permits one to acquire knowledge and foundational abilities. The duration of
this phase varies greatly, according to the resources of the candidate. The second phase is that
of “on-going formation,” which helps one remain faithful since it aids in overcoming
insufficiencies, weaknesses, and struggles on the path, and, at the same time, in responding to
the ever-new demands of persons and places in a world and in a Church in rapid evolution. The
epochal changes which have shaken society and the Church require that the Salesian
Cooperator be fully aware of these profound changes:
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a) The end of a culture and of a particular kind of society
It is the end of the 1980s. The Berlin Wall has fallen (1989). It is the end of the “modern
era” and the beginning of “post-modern” one. It is obvious that we are truly living an epochal
transition in the history of the world which affects even the lives of our nations. The Italian
Bishops in their pastoral letter, “With the Gift of Charity within History” (1996), prefigure a
Church which is the “soul of a renewed history.” (nos. 6-9) In this letter, they affirm, among
other things, that: “The crisis of our country is not a superficial one, but reaches the deepest
levels of culture and of the collective ethos. It has its roots in secularism and in deChristianization – i.e., the emarginization and the forgetting of God, as well as the eclipse of
faith in Jesus Christ. From these is derived the deviant concept of a human liberty that has no
objective truth, has the loss of human morals, like those regarding life, the family, and solidarity
- even to bringing disorder in our living together in civic society.”
a) A changing society
This society in profound flux demands an “on-going pastoral mission” - one that will not be
stuck in what already exists. We live in a society marked by irreversible pluralism and by
cultural fragmentation, while still substantially maintaining a “a patrimony of religious, moral,
and cultural values shared by all.”
It is the end of a cultural epoch and the advent of a profound newness which demands new
ways of developing the mission of the Church: a new evangelization. The awareness exists that
it is urgent that we welcome and bring to full reality the important paths and potentials of
Vatican Council II.
Don Bosco himself also lived in a time of great changes and he sought to care for the formation
of his young Religious in ways that were very flexible. As far as the Cooperators were
concerned, he introduced them to a certain style of spiritual life which was more serious “for
the purpose of persevering in works begun according to the purpose of the Association.” (Rule
of 1876, ch. V, 8)
In the well-known chapter on this “extern members” – which are found in his first drafts of the
Constitutions – he asked: “Let the Associate make at least a promise to the Rector in which he
commits himself to act in those things which he judges will be for the greater glory of God.”
(Memorie biografiche di Don Giovanni Bosco, VII 885 – not available in the English edition).
The demands of the apostolate in our present world have brought all the Groups and
Movements to insist, more than onece, on the importance of a solid formation and on the
necessity of an apostolate which maintains a certain spiritual dimension. The Church has
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retained it useful to affirm this fact in an official way: the Decree of the Council on the
Apostolate of the Laity (Apostolicam Actuositatem) dedicates an entire chapter to “formation.”
(ch. VI) Here are the principal means to keep that spiritual dimension in the life of a Salesian
Cooperator.

1. Accepting the demands of a Salesian apostolic formation
“Since the laity share in their own way in the mission of the Church, their apostolic
formation is specially characterized by the distinctively secular and particular quality of the lay
state and by its own form of the spiritual life.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 29a); and, for the
Cooperators we add: adapted to the Salesian character proper to the mission and the spirit of
their vocation.
a) Contents of the Formation Program
The Salesian Cooperator cares, first of all, for his own basic human and Christian formation,
developing the “human virtues” and “ecclesial modes of acting” which are more directly
required by our specific mission and our spirit: e.g., joy in work, a spirit of initiative, optimism, a
sense of unity, and “the art of living fraternally and cooperating with others and of striking up
friendly conversation with them.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 29e; and see 29b).
“[Spiritual] formation should be deemed the basis and condition for every successful
apostolate.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 29c) “[It is obvious that] the success of the lay
apostolate depends upon the laity's living union with Christ... in the ordinary conditions of life...
[but] such a life requires a continual exercise of faith, hope, and charity.” (Apostolicam
Actuositatem 4a-b) Only an intense love for God the Father and for His Kingdom and an intense
love for our brothers to be saved are able to bring us to “commit” to co-responsibility in the
Salesian mission.
“In addition to spiritual formation, a solid doctrinal instruction in theology, ethics, and
philosophy adjusted to differences of age, status, and natural talents, is required. The
importance of general culture along with practical and technical formation should also be kept
in mind.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 29) Enlightening and guiding the young are very
demanding tasks, indeed. Every Salesian Cooperator must it give his very best: indeed, the
simple experience of a life well-lived teaches many things just by itself! But everyone needs to
study and to know Don Bosco: his life, his work, his spirit, his pedagogical method. “To be
faithful to Don Bosco means knowing his history and the history of his times, making his
inspiration our own, taking up his motivations and choices. To be faithful to Don Bosco and his
mission is to cultivate in ourselves a strong and abiding love for young people, especially the
poorest. This love leads us to respond to their most pressing and deepest needs.” (Chavez,
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Strenna 2012) Returning to the source always produces most beautiful fruits. A constant effort
is also needed to make oneself aware of the situation of today’s youth. A Salesian Cooperator
tends to become “an expert in youthful humanity.”
Finally, “Since formation for the apostolate cannot consist in merely theoretical instruction,
from the beginning of their formation the laity should gradually and prudently learn how to
view, judge and do all things in the light of faith as well as to develop and improve themselves
along with others through doing...” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 29). Don Bosco was always
wary of a formation that was too theoretical: “Fabricando fit faber.” (“It is by building that one
becomes a builder.”) We need to throw ourselves into practicing, trying, and reflecting on the
results we’ve obtained, and to start over again better with the help of seasoned apostles.
b) Architects of their own formation
Whoever re-reads the last chapter of the Rule of 1876 will see the concern that Don Bosco
had for assuring that the Cooperators have an essential but substantial nourishment. He
prescribes only an Our Father and a Hail Mary daily “according to the intentions of the Holy
Father.” Monthly he requires The Exercise of a Happy Death (a monthly retreat), with the same
demands required of Salesian Religious: Confession and Communion “as if this were truly the
last day of your life.” And this is, in his eyes, an act of extreme seriousness and importance, a
key to the spiritual life. Finally, for each year he advises, without imposing, that the
Cooperators “approach the holy Sacraments of Confession and Communion with greater
frequency”; we know that this opening to the Sacramental world is one of the characteristic
traits of Salesian piety. One more thing: each year, two Feasts ought to be celebrated with
great solemnity: that of Francis de Sales and that of Mary Help of Christians “so as to animate
the Cooperators in their devotion to these heavenly protectors” (Ch. V, 8) and have them
attend a conference each time (ch. VI, 4). So now we ask ourselves: what about all of this in the
light of the Post-Conciliar Church?
c) The Two Tables: the Sacred Scriptures and the Eucharist
The practices prescribed by Don Bosco must be fulfilled, today, in accord with the spiritual
doctrine and the liturgical spirit promoted by the Council.
“Outstanding among all these spiritual aids are those acts by which the faithful are nourished in
the Word of God at the double table of the Sacred Scripture and the Eucharist.”
(Presbyterorum Ordinis 18) The Word of God is “the force and power in the word of God is so
great that it stands as the support and energy of the Church, the strength of faith for her sons,
the food of the soul, the pure and everlasting source of spiritual life”; (Dei Verbum 21);
therefore, meditation on it is explicitly recommended to the lay apostles (Apostolicam
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Actuositatem 4c) A Salesian Cooperator, must, therefore, learn to live in familiarity with the
Scriptures, and, especially, with the Gospel; he must meditate, above all, on the “liturgy of the
Word” for each Sunday and let it illumine his week. Lectio Divina is today a wide-spread
practice in the Church and is certainly to be recommended also to the Salesian Cooperators.
Then there’s the Mass, with Eucharistic Communion: “This life of intimate union with Christ in
the Church is nourished... especially active participation in the sacred liturgy.” (Apostolicam
Actuositatem 4a) “The Most Blessed Eucharist contains the entire spiritual boon of the
Church,(16) that is, Christ himself, our Pasch and Living Bread, by the action of the Holy Spirit
through his very flesh vital and vitalizing, giving life to men who are thus invited and
encouraged to offer themselves, their labors and all created things, together with him. In this
light, the Eucharist shows itself as the source and the apex of the whole work of preaching the
Gospel.” (Presbyterorum Ordinis 5b) The Salesian Cooperator finds the source of meaning and
the strength for his apostolic mission in Communion.
d) The two devotions: to Mary and to Don Bosco
“The perfect example of this type of spiritual and apostolic life is the most Blessed Virgin
Mary, Queen of Apostles, who while leading the life common to all here on earth, one filled
with family concerns and labors, was always intimately united with her Son and in an entirely
unique way cooperated in the work of the Savior. Having now been assumed into heaven, with
her maternal charity she cares for these brothers of her Son who are still on their earthly
pilgrimage and remain involved in dangers and difficulties until they are led into the happy
fatherland. All should devoutly venerate her and commend their life and apostolate to her
maternal care.” (Apostolicam Actuositatem 4) Mary helps us verify the maturity of our faith.
“Let us contemplate and imitate Her faith, Her solicitude for the needy, Her fidelity in the hour
of the Cross, and Her joy over the marvels worked by the Father”. (SDB Constitutions, 92) For
Don Bosco, Mary’s maternal presence in his work of education was fundamental: “Guided by
Mary, who was his Teacher, Don Bosco lived in his encounters with the young of the first
Oratory a spiritual and educative experience which he called the ‘Preventive System.’” (SDB
Constitutions, 20)
Don Bosco addressed the gaze and the prayer of his Cooperators towards St. Francis de Sales.
Certainly, we do not speak about forgetting our Patron today - he who is the inspirer of
sweetness and of Salesian joy – the “Doctor of Charity.” But now that he has Don Bosco himself
as a companion in sanctity, it certainly would not be contra-indicated to be committed to know,
to imitate, and to invoke more directly the one whom God and His Church have given us as
Father and Teacher.
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d) Some demands as regards formation
- In the first place, it seems good to me to encourage a greater commitment in this area. Its
importance and its strategic value is acknowledged, but we do not always succeed in laying
down those conditions which make its practice coherent with the indicated objectives:
investing economic resources; freeing up some person (if he goes to that formation meeting,
some task will be left undone); planning itineraries of formation which seek to provide a
formation which is proper for the person and the tasks which need to be carried out,
respecting, at the very least, those minimal conditions which assure that the formation is not
reduced to an intellectual study at one time, or to a practical experience at another, or to a
spiritual reading, or an exhortation to grow in good will.
- In the second place – though the following consideration might appear obvious or banal – we
need to make the distinction between initial and on-going formation for, sometimes, formation
itineraries follow only one or the other path, and, at other times, the initial phase is skipped
right over by starting people on tasks of responsibility prematurely. At still other moments, the
necessity to attain areas of competence and their consequent abilities is not adequately
respected.
- In the third place, we need to help others live a good balance where the educationprofessionalism relationship is concerned. Certainly, today we need to possess new
competencies and abilities in sufficient measure: good will alone is not enough and neither is a
voluntary service inspired almost exclusively by generosity. What are needed, therefore, are
specific formation courses which teach specific professional competencies. At other times, we
need to have recourse to qualified professionals concerning the initiatives we hope to
undertake or for consultation. Still, at other times, the new functions of “professional
educators” are making inroads and they get involved in educative activities even with monetary
compensation, rendering them dependent on the work.
- There is the risk that that which is educative (and by this is intended, at various times: the
motivating inspiration, the vocational moments, the reference to pedagogy and to spirituality)
might be marginalized in respect to the technical, scientific, and skilled professionality.
- In the fourth place, formation requires a good dose of spirituality, so as to strengthen fidelity
to service and to purify motivations. If education is in the realm of evangelization and has as its
goal as the integration of faith and life (in Don Bosco’s words: the honest citizen and the good
Christian), then we must care for the coherency of the educators as regards their Christianity,
especially when they are entrusted with being responsible for various tasks. Even this is
formation, especially if we want the educator to be a model of a good shepherd and be
sustained by apostolic passion.
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2. One organization
“The group apostolate of Christian believers then happily corresponds to a human and Christian
need and at the same time signifies the communion and unity of the Church in Christ... the
associations established for carrying on the apostolate in common sustain their members, form
them for the apostolate, and rightly organize and regulate their apostolic work so that much
better results can be expected than if each member were to act on his own. In the present
circumstances, it is quite necessary that, in the area of lay activity, the united and organized
form of the apostolate be strengthened. In fact, only the pooling of resources is capable of fully
achieving all the aims of the modern apostolate and firmly protecting its interests.”
(Apostolicam Actuositatem 18a, c, d)
Don Bosco wanted a trim and efficacious organization
Concerned with the coherent union between the forces of good and the seeking of an
ample efficacy, Don Bosco, as a zealous but realistic man, wished from the very start that the
Cooperators should form an “organized” Association. With intellectual agility and a practical
spirit, he laid the foundations of the major structures of this organization: these can be found in
Chapter V of the Rule of 1876.
Don Bosco has faith in the young: it is worth the effort to recall that he accepted boys and girls
16 years of age as Cooperators! There was one condition: that they had sufficient maturity to
allow them to have the “firm will to conform themselves to the proposed rule.” (ch. V, 1) For
certain, he awaits one of the most precious contributions to his mission from their dynamism:
youth for youth.
The principles which regulate the organziational aspect of the Association
In the Post-Conciliar period, all Catholic Associations have been touched by a more or
less profound crisis and have carried out notable efforts to re-organize and to revitalize
themselves for the purpose of putting the Council’s directives into effect and to respond better
to the challenges coming from the rapid social and ecclesial changes.
The Association of the Salesian Cooperators has participated in a great and serious way in such
work of organizational renewal. The Council’s directives have been followed concerning, e.g.,
the principle of subsidiarity – which removes from the Association any rigid and pyramidal
aspect, opportunely articulating responsibilities at the various levels; local, provincial, and
world – leaving ample space for movement to the Centers, so as to foster their vitality and
creativity.
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Finally, those directives expressly required by the new Code of Canon Law have been inserted;
above all, where the composition and the competencies of the Councils, the establishment of
the Centers, the juridical figure of the Delegate, and the administration of the goods of the
Association are concerned.
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Letter to the Young
Dear friend,
Perhaps the style of these pages seemed formal and “the usual”. I understand where
you’re coming from. Therefore, I will try to change style with you, and be more direct, speaking
more familiarly, confidentially. What you are seeking is a path to follow, not a “charter of
identity”. You need to nourish your dream but, even more, you need more light to illumine all
the corners of your life. You ask yourself: where can I find a friend who will help me re-read
and express what I have lived and comfort and strengthen me? Many of your friends today
don’t knock at the Church’s door. They turn to so many “gurus” – found everywhere in our
society – who welcome the sharing of their inner experience and who propose to them paths to
walk. It is true that even we Priests often seem extraneous to your experiences, precoccupied
before all else with “administering” a religion: its doctrines, rites, and works. I want to walk
beside you, dear friend, as a companion in your travels. I know that this will take much
patience and much time but I want to avoid giving you pat answers when what you’re looking
for from me is a direction in which to walk.
Having arrived from a place which is very different than mine, you are not seeking the security
of a harbor protected from all dangers. You have left the fake safety of the harbor to put out
into the deep. Neither do you ask for a description of the port of arrival. Rather, you ask to be
accompanied along a path whose endpoint you still do not know. You know only that an
encounter awaits you which will help you discover the best of yourself and a sense of human
adventure. What you hope for is company in your search and availability – not a closet filled
with certainties. You want to meet wise men along your road as you head towards the star –
and not the scribes of Jerusalem.
I confess that we adults, so often preoccupied with transmitting truths, are not so aware
of the hopes of those who are not yet asking us what they must believe, but, rather what it
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means to believe. We act out of a tradition of “handing down,” while you’re asking us to
accompany a birth. We must truly change perspective. Even if I have a wonderful proposal to
make to you, I want to begin this walk with you, right from the very start, considering the
profound questions which are never taken for granted.
Once, in Africa, disobeying the sage counsel of an elderly missionary, I ventured out at night
into the middle of the forest. I lost all sense of direction. After having wandered in vain for
hours, I took the decision to stop and to sleep on the ground, waiting for daybreak. Then, all of
a sudden, I saw a little light among the trees. It was a very weak light, flickering on and off. I
realized that in that direction there was someone and I followed that little flickering light. As I
neared that light, it became ever brighter and the sound of a drum reached my ears. So, I
arrived in the midst of villagers gathered around a fire. A great party ensued immediately.
I think that you, too, sometimes have felt lost as I did – not only physically, but spiritually, too.
What I wish to propose to you is not a well-defined path or one without obstacles; it is only a
little flicker – like that little light in the middle of the forest. It is a light which gives you
direction on your path. The first question which I pose to you is this: Do you want a “happy life”
or a “successful life”? Let’s understand each other well: the two are not necessarily in
opposition, but they do need to be distinguished.
In your mind, as in the world which surrounds you, there is great confusion between that which
is called a “happy life” and what is refered to as simple “social success.” There is a great
difference between authentic wisdom and the “cult of success.” Do not confuse true happiness
with the narcissistic and unbridled desire for power, for money, or for notoriety.
Every now and again it happens that you ask yourself how did this “social success” (success
reduced to pure success, power to pure power) ever become the ultimate horizon of the
thoughts and aspirations of so many young people as yourself. Aesop’s fable reminds us that to
the fox the delicious bunches of grapes became irresistably desirable from the moment in
which they were desperately inaccessible. This is how it is in your world, dear friend.
Let’s say it straight out: the contemporary world, for reasons which we cannot hide, encourages
us to dream with our eyes wide open – daily – with its parade of stars and starlets, “winners”
and showgirls, and with “reality” shows offering us concentrated stupidity. This culture which
creates a type of slavery to this ever-changing array of the “rich and famous” and to unbridled
greed tends to present all of this to us as the only model of how to live. Everything works
together to make success for success’ sake an absolute ideal. Nothing is spared in the attempt
to attain this new ideal of a “successful life.” The imperative of success assumes the form of a
new realization: the “losers” are those who will remain anonymous. If you’re not a “mover and
a shaker,” you’re a “nobody.” You understand very well that this idea of “success” is very open
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to being contested. But it’s difficult to do so when your friends have bought into it. But, tell
me, is it not perhaps fake and illusory when it comes to judging an existence in its entirety?
Isn’t it perhaps naive and mistaken to want to view life from a category which is more
appropriate for a test you take at school than for a sharing of wisdom? To make others believe
that you can “succeed” at life as you can succeed in making a nice pie or a good wine – is this
not a ridiculous presumption?
The illusion of social “success,” the blinding lights of money and power are so attractive that
they completely occupy the space of the horizon and seem to obscure it. They have taken on
such weight and demand such a high price, that we can even speak of a new tyranny in their
regard.
Some of you may say that, when you get down to it, we’re talking about a normal human
condition, a characteristic that has always been and always will be - essential and eternal in the
history of society. This is absolutely false.
This crisis of meaning generates deep uneasiness. In these days of great poverty, the deadly
sickness is indifference: the refusal to search for meaning, the loss of the desire to seek
ultimate reasons for human life and death. The terrible truth of the words of the Hassidim, the
pious Jews of the Diaspora, are verified: “The exile of the Israelites commenced the day in
which Israel no longer suffered from the fact that they were in exile.” One does not necessarily
need to be far away from one’s homeland to be in exile: true exile is the absence of a deep
longing for one’s homeland. “Exile” is when we no longer suffer from being separated from
meaning; it is in removing the possibility of building our behavior in relation to an ultimate
vision and another homeland.
Here is the profile of this epochal crisis’ extreme face: since nothing is lasting, the foundation of
our life and history fails; i.e., faith in all its forms. Since no one has faith in the truth, they
substitute it with sophistic propaganda. Since they lack faith in justice, they declare just
whatever is convenient. Such is the situation of our times. It is a very subtle and slow process,
depriving man of his passion for the truth, taking from him the desire to fight for a higher
purpose, stripping him of his deep motivations which ideologies still seem to offer him.
Modern man is ready to agree with everything and with everyone while still trying to affirm
himself. Without meaning to be, we are all infected by this mentality.
In other words, what most sickens us today is the lack of passion for the truth. This is the tragic
face of the “loss of homeland” in our present day. In this decadent climate everything
conspires to bring men not to think for themselves, to flee from what takes effort, from passion
for the truth, and to abandon oneself to what is immediately useful and “countable” – solely for
the purpose of immediate consumption. You young people are the first to suffer the
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conditioning of this cultural atmosphere so diffused among us, mostly because you are the
most defenseless – from the point of view that you have not yet totally formed a critical sense
of discernment. Such is the triumph of the “mask” – at the cost of the truth.
The renunciation of the truth goes hand-in-hand with the renunciation of true love, with man
seeking to flee from the pain of emptiness within by creating façades of righteousness behind
which they can hide their tragic void. In this decadent climate, even love becomes a mask, a
façade, and values are reduced to appearances that are flaunted so as to hide the lack of
meaning and of true passion in their lives: man is reduced to a “useless passion.” (Sartre)
This is the crisis facing us, the horizon of our present acting and thinking as Christians: the
“predominant culture”, an expression of this ideology, is broken into numerous rivulets of
“weak cultures,” in that “crowd of lonely people”, in which the lack of a common vision and a
dirth of “big hopes” is most revealing, bending people to a near-sighted view of “me and my
needs.” But there where true hopes die, petty calculations triumph; reasons for living and for
living in union with others is substituted by the demand for what is immediately useful and
convenient – a protest founded on the interest of the “short view,” which is often obtuse and
unrealistic in the long run. Truly, the aim of this ideology appears as a pallid advance guard of
the advent of the idol of the total relativism of one who no longer has any faith in the power of
the truth. We are ill from want, poor in hope and in great purposes: where passion for life is
missing, all is possible – even solidarity can be linked to petty calculations, creating projects
that are of short duration because they lack substance.
From this point of view, “living”, “surviving”, and “succeeding” become, in some ways,
synonomous. The “good life” and the “happy life” give way to the “successful life”... or the
failed one. Like the sword of Damocles, the constant threat of insignificance, of banality, and of
boredom hangs over this way of looking at life. Boredom and envy are the most evident signs
of this illness.
Such a depressing picture as this one ought not bring us to despair, my friend. Decadence is not
something which is fatally unstoppable. No, it is exactly in these moments that we need to
react and to seek the truth with all our strength, believe in love, and move towards true
happiness. No time has ever been totally obscure or totally luminous. History is made of lights
and of shadows. Today, as yesterday, “a happy and a well-lived life” is possible.
My friend, to ask a question about happiness is to establish a relationship with the absolute. I
purposefully use the word “absolute” and not half-measures or compromises. For us, the
Absolute is the Face of God the Father who has a plan of love for each man. It is the Face of
Jesus who calls everyone to be a “cooperator” so as to make His Kingdom come on this earth.
In this way a young person can discover and live his vocation. This, it is obvious, brings risks
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with it. An Arab proverb says it well: “A man who has never run the risk of losing everything is a
poor man.” Such is the indication of someone who has never had the fortune or the grace of
experiencing a relationship of absolute value. I assure you, that He who calls you will never let
you down in your great hopes and longings.
The opposite of the man who questions himself on happiness, and therefore, on the absolute, is
a tourist. The tourist sees the world as a simple playground – a series of places where he can
exercise his desire for power and loose his consumeristic instincts. Entertainment, passtimes,
are, certainly, among the great pleasures of this earth, but they are not the ultimate purpose of
our existence. There is no irrepressible feeling which tells us that we cannot limit ourselves to
simple passtimes.
In you, in me, in the heart of every man, incessantly resounds this question: “Adam, where are
you?” It demands a reply. Every time that God puts a question of this kind before us, it’s not so
that man can come to know something he was previously ignorant of. Instead, he wants to
provoke in man a reaction through a simple question, on the condition that it strike at the heart
of man and that man allow his heart to be struck by it.
Adam hides in order to avoid answering for himself and in order to avoid taking responsibility
for his own life. This is how every man hides because every man is Adam and in Adam’s
situation. Fleeing from responsibility for the life one is living transforms existence into a hiding
game. Hiding oneself in this way and persisting in it “before the face of God,” causes man to
slip, ever more deeply, into falsehood. In turn, this creates a new situation which, from day to
day and from one hiding to the next, becomes increasingly problematic. It is a situation which
can be characterized with extreme precision: man cannot flee from God’s sight, but, in trying to
do so, he hides from himself.
It is precisely in this situation that God’s question comes to him: God wants to shake man up, to
destroy his hiding game, to make him see where this wrong path has brought him, to bring to
birth in him an ardent desire to come out into the light. My friend, don’t hide anymore, let this
question hit you in the heart, at the center of your life, and make you tremble. In the silence
which follows, you will begin to respond, and it is here that your journey begins. It is a spiritual
journey which, probably, you have already encountered in a parish, an oratory, or in a Salesian
work, but which now requires a more decisive and clear choice from you. Perhaps, you even
take part in the Salesian Youth Movement and, therefore, you know Salesian Youth Spirituality.
But remember, my friend, that the spiritual life has nothing to do with that which only touches
the exterior, the fringes of your existence. Its value is not in transforming the edges of your life.
What it proposes to you is not for you to become “a little better,” The interior life is not a
tranquil and solitary sanctuary, segregated from daily life. The spiritual life is revolutionary and
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because of this it burns and challenges us in the core of our existence to transform every corner
of our life. Spirituality is not simply an interior disposition. Nor is it only a specific and tranquil
state of mind. This service does not necessarily have to be hard, demanding, and causing
sacrifice. It can also be joyous and liberating. It is an important expression of that which we
truly are; the realization of those energies which tend towards the beautiful and the good.
But it needs to be focused. It can’t do everything. If you let your life be taken up by what is
urgent, you will never succeed in focusing on what is essential. Sometimes you will need to
focus on what is urgent because you can’t just ignore everything which has to be done now, but
this service must be something more. You need to have long-term goals. You need to respond
to what is necessary now, but you also have to construct your future. You need to develop new
structures to eliminate those needs. In order to render this service, you will need to learn to
grasp what is essential – to do this you need to be inspired by a vision of life. You have to feel a
call which comes from afar but which penetrates to the depths of your heart. You will need to
be captured by the feeling that “this is what I must do.” It is your Call.
In the beginning, you will find great peace. The desire for peace can be born from the need to
renew your life. But as soon as you have tasted the fruits of your search and have found new
inspirations, it is possible that you could allow yourself to become distracted and to deviate
from your path. You risk not going further, slowing down, or not continuing the search for
more profound changes. You could be concerned only with the feeling of peace, with peace for
its own sake. But, remind yourself, my friend, that peace is not the ultimate goal of the spiritual
life. It is charity. The search for peace serves to help you find new energy to follow your path;
to deepen your self-knowledge; to give depth to your prayer; and to intensify your intimacy
with God. But, in the final analysis, all of this is not meant only for you. Rather, it all points to
the ultimate goal: of loving and serving your brothers and sisters generously. If you forget this
objective, the fruit which is born from your spiritual life is still a bitter fruit. Not only will it be
insipid to others but it will have a bitter taste even in your own mouth. If we need to capture in
a few words the great human adventure, I would say to you: to live is to pray; to pray is to love;
to love is to serve. This was Jesus’ life. This is also the meaning in the life which you seek.
Therefore, always keep the ultimate goal before your eyes: love. This is what unites the
present and the past. It is the only luminous point in your future. It is what makes your life a
beautiful, luminous, and fascinating story. Don’t satisfy yourself only with the present because
the present is not the last word. Life always reserves some surprises, opening new possibilities
which spring from new choices and new commitments. The present, at times, can so envelop
your vision that you are unable to see anything else. It is a gloomy vision. This occurs when
discouragement, delusion, regret, and anger enter in. At that point, meditation and prayer will
help to free you from the tyranny of the present which crushes you.
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Still, while desiring new possibilities and new hopes for a better future, you cannot refuse the
present. You can’t despise what your life consists of now. You can’t construct a future if you
don’t celebrate all that is good, noble, and beautiful which you are living in the present
moment. You can’t dream of a new world if the old world hasn’t kept its promises. You cannot
build a future of hope if you don’t put solid roots into the now of your existence. Those who
dream the greatest things are not those who hate the present but those who love the present
reality so much that they want it to be transformed.
Just as you can’t live only for the present, neither can you live only for others. A life which is
totally centered on others and which pays no attention to itself, in the end crumbles and falls
apart. The idea that such a life is the highest form of spirituality is an unforgivable ignorance of
the movement of the interior life. This movement recognizes that you have need to be
nourished, renewed, and re-invigorated spiritually if you wish to continue to give.
At the same time, you cannot live only for yourself. You cannot search for solitude, for silence,
and for interior energy as ends in themselves. They exist for the purpose of serving the world in
which you live. And this service is not only a technical or bureaucratic question. It is a question
of personal realization. It is a matter of being close to others. It is a taking care of others. If
you truly do not take care of another, then you are impatient and concerned only with rushing
change. You rush too quickly to give advice, to suggest strategies, or to reprove for a lack of
commitment or of results. The most difficult thing is to walk next to someone, to enter into the
meanderings of their sufferings when they are opened before you, and to offer your friendship
even when you don’t see great changes. This is what it means to care for another. But this is
only possible when you begin to take care of yourself.
Serving others, is, in the end, the most difficult thing there is. It is a matter of being present,
alongside, but not in a suffocating way. It is a presence which creates a space of freedom. This
space is offered through hospitality. Hospitality is a space in which one feels free, where the
stranger becomes a friend. This is the greatest gift, made both of nearness and distance, of
proximity and freedom. This does not mean that you have to do something special. You simply
need to be yourself and allow the other to be himself. It can happen by sharing a meal, living
under the same roof, but, above all, by sharing something of yourself and remaining open and
disposed to participate in that which your guest wishes to share with you. Hospitality is, above
all, that space of freedom and of participation which you offer. The young, like yourselves,
today as always, need to encounter welcoming (hospitable) persons. Only in this way can an
educative rapport begin.
You believe, then, that service is doing something for others. But service assumes its true
character when you do something with others. It is not an easy journey. It is a slow one which
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requires much patience and delicacy, so as to respect the other’s pace. Without a doubt, it is
easier to do things for others because then you are the one who establishes the terms and
conditions. This type of service makes you feel good, but very often impoverishes others.
True service requires a profound and intimate conviction that a work accomplished slowly but
together with others is far more fecund than a work accomplished in a hurry, but alone. True
service does not yield immediate results. It is a process which requires much time. It takes
humility and love to be with another. It means becoming a companion along the way, along the
same road, for a certain amount of time.
There once was a man, a Priest, who was not afraid of the young and who didn’t judge
them from the outside. He looked them in their eyes, loved them, and entered into their
hearts: Don Bosco.
His heart became an immense home, open and welcoming (hospitable) to many young people.
As soon as he was ordained a Priest, Don Bosco began to walk the streets of the city of Torino;
frequenting the shops, the construction sites, the markets, and the jails; he came to know firsthand the situation of many young people – their miseries and their aspirations. His heart
remained profoundly wounded by it. All of this made him feel the urgent need for someone to
take care of them, help them, and concern themselves with their eternal salvation. Thus, the
idea of the Oratory was born, in which Don Bosco would live out his vocation. The cry of the
young explains the unlimited passion of his program: “Da mihi animas; cetera tolle.” Certain of
having been called by God to this mission, he founded oratories, schools, and workshops; he
found work for his boys and stipulated contracts with their bosses. From the very start, Don
Bosco sought every kind of collaboration useful to this undertaking, involving the ordained and
the laity in it. Thus, the Association of the Cooperators was born. This cry has been answered
by thousands of persons, men and women from around the world, who have made it their
“project of life.”
This, my friend, you who are sincerely seeking a “happy life,” can also become your project of
life – a life at the service of the young. It is among the young that Don Bosco elaborated his
style of life, his pastoral and pedagogical patrimony, his Preventive System, his spirituality. His
mission was one: he was always and only with the young and for the young. The Salesian
mission, therefore, is a “predilection” for the young. The initial state of this predilection is a gift
from God, but it is up to you to take it on, develop it, and fulfill it with your intelligence and
your heart. What a magnificent vocation! You can live it in the midst of your family life, your
work commitments and your cultural and political choices and be a true educator. A true
Salesian in the world according to Don Bosco’s heart! The Salesian Cooperator, then, doesn’t
desert the young where they live; indeed, they have a vital knowledge of the young. His/her
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heart beats there where the hearts of the young beat. He/she lives for them, exists for their
problems. These are what give meaning to his/her life: their work, their study, their affections,
their free time are for the young.
Dear friend, as you can see, even today it is possible to live a life of great passion. Many of your
friends around the world are doing so already. So don’t fence yourself in in little egotistical
places. Joy and enthusiasm must gush with from all your pores in your youth. But, above all,
your heart must burn with a fire which is contagious to all your other friends. Together you can
work hard for peace, justice, and solidarity. Don’t allow yourself to be “drugged” or suffocated
by the desire for things. Become the much-needed critical conscience of our present society.
This world has plenty need of it. An authentic Christian is always “subversive” because he
swims against the current; because he knows that the Gospel is not homologous with passing
fads. For a Salesian Cooperator, then, life is never a “useless passion.” It is a great and
stupendous passion for the education of the young! There is nothing more beautiful than that.
I would like to end with a story which gathers together many of the things said above.
A rabbi asked his students: “How can you distinguish when it is dawn – the precise moment in
which the night ends and the day begins?”
One of his students answered: “When you can distinguish in the distance a dog from a sheep?”
“No,” answered the rabbi.
“Is it when you can distinguish a fig tree from a vine?” asked another.
“No,” said the rabbi.
“Then, please, tell us,” his students implored.
“It is when,” said the wise master, “you can look into the eyes of another human being and have
enough light in you to recognize your brother or your sister. Before then, it is night, and
darkness covers your life.”
Your friend,
Don Giuseppe
Per informazioni o per continuare il dialogo: gcasti@sdb.org
Oppure: cooperatori@sdb.org
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