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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

“Lord, give me this water”
(John 4:15)

LET US CULTIVATE THE ART
OF LISTENING AND OF ACCOMPANIMENT

Stwenna 2018

Presentation. - 1. AN ENCOUNTER THAT DOES NOT LEAVE INDIFFERENT: “Listening”. —
A Form of Listening that is RECEPTION and PERSONAL ENCOUNTER. - 11. AN ENCOUNTER
THAT PUSHES THE PERSON FORWARD: “Discerning”. — Faith and Vocation to the Joy
of Love. — The Gift of Discernment (RECOGNIZING - INTERPRETING - CHOOSING. - III. AN
ENCOUNTER THAT TRANSFORMS LIFE: “Accompanying”. — Accompanying, like Jesus. —
Don Bosco, Educator and Spiritual Guide of His Young People. — IV. IN VIEW OF WHAT KIND
OF PASTORAL ACTION? Vocational Discernment as Suggested by Pope Francis. - V. IN
COMPANY WITH THE SAMARITAN WOMAN.

Dear brothers and sisters of the whole Salesian Family in the world,

As per tradition, at the end of the year I present the Strenna to
our sisters, the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, and from
that day it becomes a gift for our whole Salesian Family, in every
part of the world. The purpose of the Strenna and of its commen-
tary is to help us have the same heart and look in the many
initiatives in all our works and in the mission each one is called to
carry out according to the specific charismatic vocation of the
groups of our Salesian Family.

The theme chosen is in continuity with that of the previous
year and refers to the forthcoming major ecclesial event of the XV
Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, convened by
Pope Francis for the month of October 2018, which is entitled:
“Young People, the Faith and Vocational Discernment”.

This is a subject that directly concerns the heart of our
charism and that we will try to prepare in the best possible way,
sensitising ourselves and making many lay and young people
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aware of this important event of the ecclesial life and of the need
to take part in it. With this Synod, «the Church has decided to
examine herself on how she can lead young people to recognize
and accept the call to the fullness of life and love, and to ask young
people to help her in identifying the most effective ways to
announce the Good News today»'.

The Strenna I am presenting to you this year is proposed as
a subsidy so that in all our presences in the world as Salesian
Family we can achieve the objective stated in the Preparatory
Document of the Synod.

The theme chosen, which I consider simple and very direct,
contains two elements of vital importance in today’s world: listen-
ing and personal accompaniment. To enlighten these two aspects
I offer you a beautiful Gospel icon, which lends itself to multiple
reflections: Jesus and the Samaritan woman.

An episode is narrated in which, despite the presence of ethnic
diversities and religious antagonisms, the encounter takes place
at the deepest level of the person, to the point of arriving at a
change in life.

I invite you to accept the Strenna with the positive openness of
each year and to benefit from what may be useful to you according
to the different pastoral situations in which we operate.

I can testify to you that, in the hundreds of meetings I have
had in these almost four years with young people from the five
continents, I have gained the certainty that in the houses and
works led by the groups of the Salesian Family there are thou-
sands and thousands of good young people, open to life, eager to be
formed, to learn; young people in search. Many of them have a
great and generous heart, and wish to serve others, to do some-
thing for others, to help, to donate themselves.

They are young people who request our help to continue to
grow and mature in their faith. And there are others who do not

! SyNoD OF BisHOPS. XV ORDINARY GENERAL ASSEMBLY, Young People, the Faith and
Vocational Discernment. Preparatory Document and Questionnaire, Vatican Publishers
2017, p. 22-23. Hence forth quoted as PD.
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ask explicitly, but who feel a great need for a personal encounter
and for being listened to.

There are many who would be willing to take a personal and
communal path of discernment and accompaniment.

So I ask myself: what are we waiting for? Why do we not decide
to be much more available to accompany all our young people in
what is most important to their lives? What is holding us back?
Why “being busy” or “spending time” in other things when this is
a real priority for education and evangelization?

We will take many more significant steps, my dear brothers and
sisters, on the day when we will truly convince ourselves that,
more important than what we do, is what we are and who we are;
that more important than the things and activities we offer to
teenagers and young people and their families, is our presence, our
listening and our openness to dialogue. This is what leaves “traces
of life” forever. It leaves them in young people and in their families.

All this is at the basis and constitutes the real and profound
motivation for this year’s choice of the Strenna.

I. AN ENCOUNTER THAT DOES NOT LEAVE INDIFFERENT:
“Listening”

I invite you as from now to a calm and meditated reading of
the passage known as “the encounter of Jesus with the Samaritan
woman”. This icon will help us understand how the Lord estab-
lishes a relationship with her and what consequences the en-
counter with Him causes in the life of this woman.

A Samaritan woman came to draw water,

and Jesus said to her, «Give me a drink.»

(His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.)

The Samaritan woman said to him,

«How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?»
(Jn 4:7-9).
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Jesus and the anonymous Samaritan woman come from two
different peoples, who have lived in contrast throughout history
and who consider each other radically distant from the ancient
faith of Israel. We can affirm that their families considered them-
selves as enemies from a social, religious and political point of
view, and not because they were different, but precisely because
they were very similar and at the same time opposed: each one
convinced that they were the authentic custodians and guardians
of the original religion of ancient Israel. In fact, the two peoples
considered each other to be impostors.

Here are the protagonists.

A Samaritan woman who, arriving at the well, recognizes
without any doubt the origin of Jesus. He is a Jew given his
characteristic way to dress. For the Samaritan woman, he is a
stranger: he is thirsty, has no bucket available, and the water in
that deep well is unattainable for him. On the other hand, the
woman is not only in front of a stranger; in front of her, from a
religious point of view, there is a “rival”.

At the same time, from what can be understood by the whole
story, the woman is a person marked, to say the least, by a dubious
reputation, with a situation of “irregular” life. It can be inferred
that the woman emotionally feels to be the victim of rejection.

Besides, between Jesus and the Samaritan woman, strong
ethnic and religious prejudices are interposed: according to the
customs of his time, Jesus has a reprehensible and transgressive
conduct, for the fact that he asks water from this woman.

It is legitimate to suppose that the woman feels safe in front of
Jesus, who is not from her village, is unaware of the “failures of
her life”, and is also part of a similar, even though heretical, reli-
gious group. Jesus would not have had the opportunity to get in
touch with the Israelite-Samaritan leaders of her community and
therefore she had nothing to fear or worry about.

From this situation we can draw some elements of great inter-
est for us: the encounter takes place in a profane and “outdoor”
place, a well in the middle of the countryside, which will become a
place of encounter with God.
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Jesus, the true protagonist and primary subject of the
encounter, of listening and of the initial dialogue, “draws” the
strategy of this encounter, beginning by listening to the other
person and the situation, which He perceives.

The example of the Lord is extremely topical for us.

A Form of Listening that is RECEPTION and PERSONAL
ENCOUNTER

LISTENING is always an art. «<We need to practice the art of
listening, which is more than simply hearing. Listening, in com-
munication, is an openness of heart which makes possible that
closeness without which genuine spiritual encounter cannot
occur»”. It is for this reason that the gift of the word, especially in
personal relationships, must have as its counterpart the “wisdom
of listening”.

This listening, which is so important in our mission as Sale-
sian Family, must have as its starting point the encounter, which
becomes an opportunity for human relations and humanisation,
lived in complete freedom, «reflecting our closeness and our com-
passionate gaze which also heals, liberates and encourages growth
in the Christian life»®.

In relations with teenagers and young people, with our
students, with the families of the different presences, authentic
listening will have to take into account some attentions:

» Encouraging openness to others: an openness with our whole
person, for we certainly listen with our ears, but we can also
listen to each other, when listening is authentic, with our eyes,
mind, heart, with all our being.

» Paying full attention to what the person communicates and
actively engaging in understanding what one wants to com-
municate, since the foundation of the listening we offer is deep
respect for the other person.

*EG, 171.
*EG, 169.
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>

Accompanying the person, both young and adult, with true
concern for what they seek and expect from themselves, with
true empathy, which is the opposite of cold and formal cour-
tesy. It is about identifying ourselves with and walking with
the other person.

Setting aside one’s own world in order to get as close as possi-
ble to that of the other, with the capability to accompany with-
out interfering.

Listening is, in short, the art that requires solicitous attention
to people, to their struggles and weaknesses, to their joys, suf-
ferings and expectations. In fact, we do not limit ourselves to
listening to something, but we are listening to someone. The
pages of the Gospel that narrate the encounters of Jesus with
his people are rich in this solicitous attention.

Listening, when it refers to personal spiritual accompaniment,
transcends the psychological dimension and acquires a spiritu-
al and religious dimension, since it leads along paths in expec-
tation of Someone.

It also requires a certain inner silence, which has as its starting
point the acceptance of people as they are and in the situation
they find themselves in.

Our look as educators, especially for adolescents and young
people, and also for their families, assures us that there is a
lot of positive in every heart’; we need to bring out these posi-
tive aspects. Therefore, listening must mean for us much more
than listening patiently; it is making sure that we understand
in depth what the persons tell us and why they tell us. It is
paying attention to what really concerns the other, teenagers
and young people, and their families.

Listening must lead us to an adequate understanding of the

need of today’s young people, and sometimes the need of their par-
ents, or of the people with whom we are in contact in the pastoral

* «In every boy... there is a soft spot. The first duty of the educator is to locate that

sensitive spot, that responsive chord in the boy’s heart ». Cf. MB 237, quoted in GC 23,
N.2151.
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environment. In fact, more often than not, young people or their
parents, or both, do not approach us in search of accompaniment.
On the contrary, they are often driven by some necessities, doubts,
problems, emergencies, difficulties, conflicts, tensions, decisions to
take and problematic situations to face.

And we well know from our own formation of educators and
evangelizers that it is more common for them to come close if we
ourselves make some gestures of rapprochement, if we show some
interest in them; if we go and meet them, if we show we are avail-
able. These same young people, children of a “scientist” culture,
dominated by technology and its world of possibilities, and who
belong to an over-connected generation, «look for persons of ref-
erence who are able to express empathy and offer them support,
encouragement and help in recognizing their limits, but without
making them feel they are being judged»®.

This is why, sometimes, these meetings and casual conversa-
tions may “open doors” to a deeper and more profound path of
growth....

This was the case during the encounter of Jesus with the
woman, who had gone to the well simply to draw water.

Without any claim of suggesting listening techniques, however,
I would like to stress that if we want to cultivate the most appro-
priate attitudes for authentic listening, we must be careful

v" Not to be impatient in speaking instead of letting the other
speak.

v To be careful not to interrupt the conversation continuously.

v" Not to react in an impulsive way in the face of any disagree-
ment.

v Not to neglect to pay attention to the person we are listening
to.

v To keep in mind the need we all have to be listened to.

It will be equally important in these moments of listening:

* PD, p. 33.
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= To give the persons the opportunity to communicate every-
thing they have within themselves, and that can sometimes be
a burden or oppression for them.

= To ask appropriate questions and avoid those that may cause
mistrust or conflict.

» To accept silences with serenity, leaving all the necessary time
without filling it with unnecessary advice or questions, be-
cause the moments of silence can easily put the other at ease
and allow him to reflect on what he is listening to.

* To make sure that feelings, which are a very important part of
every communication, can be “recognized”.

* To avoid loquacity, too many words, and immediate solutions.
Let us not forget that in important matters we need time, we
need to do a process.

I conclude this part dedicated to listening with a reference to
Don Bosco. The language we use today to refer to listening (to dis-
cernment and accompaniment) undoubtedly shows substantial
differences with respect to Don Bosco’s cultural and religious con-
text. However, I find the following testimony is very beautiful and
makes us understand how his boys and other people felt welcomed
and listened to by him:

“Despite his many and serious occupations, he was always
ready to welcome in his room, with a father’s heart, those
young people who asked him for a special audience. Actually,
he wanted them to treat him with great familiarity and never
complained for the lack of discretion with which he was some-
times bothered by them.... He gave each person full freedom to
ask questions, to put forward burdens, defences, apologies...

He received them with the same respect with which he treated
the great lords. He invited them to sit down on the couch,
while he sat at the table, and listened to them with greatest
attention as if the things they exposed were all very impor-

tant”®.

¢ BM VI, 246-248.
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II. AN ENCOUNTER THAT PUSHES THE PERSON FORWARD:

“Discerning”.

As we continue to read the passage of Jesus’ encounter with

the Samaritan woman, that is leading us by the hand on this path
of listening, discernment and accompaniment, we read:

Jesus answered her, <If you knew the gift of God, and who it is
that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,” you would have asked
him, and he would have given you living water.»

The woman said to him, «Sir, you have no bucket, and the well
is deep. Where do you get that living water? » (...)

Jesus said to her, «Everyone who drinks of this water will be
thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give
them will never be thirsty». (...)

The woman said to him, «Sir, give me this water, so that I may
never be thirsty» (John 4,10-15).

As a good expert of the human heart, Jesus uses all the resources

of the word, of the conversation and gestures, to meet people.

v

He addresses questions, he dialogues, explains, recounts, pays
attention to the point of view of his interlocutor; he suggests,
affirms, provokes reactions.

Jesus makes it clear to the anonymous Samaritan woman that
he understands her situation more than she can imagine, and
that he senses the pain and suffering that, in a certain way,
she must have endured.

He places the woman in front of her real situation and her
evasive responses; even in front of her most intimate truth, as
in the moment she says: «I have no husband».

At the same time, he shows her compassionate empathy.

Jesus does not consider the dialogue to be closed, he does not
give in to the initial resistance.

Dialogue helps to clarify the misunderstandings and to mani-
fest oneself in an authentic way; the enigmatic and provocative
responses arouse closeness in the woman; she feels surprised
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and shows trust, reaching a true desire for what can make her
life better.

Jesus, who seeks the good of the other, instead of issuing a
moral judgment of disapproval or reproach, establishes a personal
relationship.

v" Instead of accusing, he talks and proposes.

v" His language and words are addressed to the hearts of those to
whom he speaks.

v" In his dialogue with the woman of Samaria he proceeds calm-
ly, without any haste of presenting himself as the one who can
change her life, awakening in her, little by little, the interest of
access to a source of water that promises a life that is special,
different and better.

Jesus, as an expert in humanity, is attentive and full of inter-
est in the inner world of his interlocutors: he reads in their hearts,
scrutinizes them and knows how to interpret them.

— Faith and Vocation to the Joy of Love.

Even in our day the Lord, as then with the Samaritan woman,
fascinates many young people, and this attraction is in close rela-
tionship with faith and with the call that God addresses to each of
his sons and daughters to live life as a vocation to the joy of love.

Faith makes young people feel won over by the way they see,
welcome, relate with and live of Jesus; this expands their lives. As
Pope Francis often says, «faith is no refuge for the fainthearted»’.

And for us who draw from the waters of the stream that flows
from the Salesian charism stirred up by the Spirit in Don Bosco,
this proposal of faith as the starting point for any further discern-
ment is based on one sole certainty: We truly believe that God loves
us and loves the young. We believe that Jesus, the Lord, wants to
share “his life” with young people; and we believe that the Holy
Spirit is present in them, and is at work in each one of them .

"LF, 53.
s Cf. GC 28, 95.





























































