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THE RELIGIOUSAND ETHICAL DIMENSION OF THE
EDUCATIVE SYSTEM OF DON BOSCO

Ashley Miranda, SDB

It was Mother Teresawho said that the greatest of al human
sufferingsis the suffering of loneliness—to feel that no one cares,
that it matters to no one whether you are dead or alive. Welive in
the communication age and we are surrounded by wonderful
inventions designed to bring human beings closer to one another.
E-mail, mobile phones, low cost air travel has madeit so very easy
for us to keep in touch with our friends and loved ones, however
far they may befrom us physically. However, the sad redlity of our
times is that perhaps now more than ever before there are
innumerable young peoplewho are lonely—uvery, very lonely, with
no one to talk to, no one with whom to share their pains and
anxieties, their struggles and hopes for the future.

Thereare many symptomsof thislonelinessthat grips many
young people today. Perhaps the two most significant ones are the
fear of long-term commitments and the desperate yearning for
instant happiness. Young people of today, like young people of the
past, are extremely generous; yet at the sametime we seethat many
of them are afraid to make commitments that would bind them
over alifetime. Asfar ashappinessisconcerned, it must be admitted
that all human beingsyearn for happinessand that it isonly natural
to do so. But in the case of many young people today it is the
guestion of “how to achieve as much happiness as possible, as
soon aspossibleand aseasily aspossible.” Oftenitisthe casethat
they settle for instant gratification at the cost of long term integral
happiness.

In acontext likethis, the preventive system of Don Bosco
becomes especially relevant. The preventive system did not begin
as atheory that Don Bosco studied and then later put into practice
in his work with young people. Instead, it is a pedagogy and a
spirituality that evolved from Don Bosco'slived experience of many
years with the young peopl e of the streets of Turin and other cities
of Italy.! It istrue that Don Bosco's time was very different from



100 Ashley Miranda, SDB

our own, but the principles of education that he outlined are as
relevant today as they werein histime.

We are al aware that the three pillars of this system are
Reason, Religion and Loving Kindness. These pillars do not stand
by themselves; each of them presupposes and involvesthe others.2
In this reflection | would like to focus on the place of religion in
the preventive system as lived out in the India of today with its
many creeds and faiths. Thereisno doubt that in Don Bosco'stime
thereligion in question was the Catholic faith. Don Bosco worked
in asociety that had avery strong Christian ethos. The mgjority of
the boys he reached out to came from Catholic families, some
fervent, others much less so. Even though the situation that we
work in today, herein India, is onein which Catholics are a small
minority and most of the young people we encounter come from
other faiths, thispillar of religion cannot be dispensed with. Without
religion the preventive system would cease to be the preventive
system.®

We have already said that the Preventive system is both a
spirituality and a pedagogy. Disconnected from its spiritual roots
it isineffective as a pedagogy. In practice this would involve the
following:

First of al, from the point of view of the preventive system,
the educator isnot in the profession primarily because heisagood
teacher, or because hewantsajaob, or even because he lovesyoung
people. Instead he is an educator because deep down inside he
feels called by God to this special mission. He recognizes that he
is only a channel and that God is the true teacher. Within the
preventive system, the educator does not look at himself asdoing a
favor to young people. To bean educator isfor him agreat privilege;
to beinvolved in the formation and growth of young people and to
enjoy their trustisagreat blessing. In thelife of Don Bosco we see
very clearly this strong sense of having being called by God. The
dream that he had at ninein which hefelt called to dedicate hislife
in service to young people who were poor and lost animated his
whole life. He accepted every sacrifice; he faced every challenge
before him because he felt impelled by this dream to give himself
to the welfare of the young till his dying breath.
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At the heart of the preventive system isthe deep conviction
of God's unconditional and compassionate love for all human
beings, especially his predilective love for young people. Anditis
thislove that the educator triesto actualize in the life of the young
people he serves. He realizes that one of the greatest gifts that he
can giveto the young isthe assurance that their life is meaningful,
that they matter, if to no one else, at least to God who has a special
and personal plan for each one of them.

The educator seeks therefore to help the young to read the
different signsintheir lives and so discern God'swill for them. He
seeks to drive home to them that while there are many legitimate
things that could give them immediate happiness, their surest
guarantee of anintegral happinessthat will endurethrough alifetime
isto do God'swill, to live out the personal vacation given by God
to each one of them.

We have said that the preventive systemisboth aspirituality
and a pedagogy. This also meansthat the aim of this system is not
merely to transform the life of the student but that of the educator
aswell. Thissystemisoriented to theintegral growth and personal
devel opment of both the educator and the student. Don Bosco said
very clearly that theaim of hiseducative system wasto make saints
both of the teacher and of the boys. For him, nothing less would
suffice asagoal.

The preventive system is one that makes more demands
on the educator than on the student. Each of the three pillars asks
much of the educator. In what follows let us look at some of the
demands that the pillar of religion makes on the educator.

1. APedagogy of Presence

The preventive system requires the deep and committed
personal involvement of the educator in the life of the students.
Don Bosco was deeply convinced that it is not enough for the
educator to do alot for the students. He was of the view that all the
sacrifices of the educator, his hard work, his commitment would
amount to nothing if the educator did not prize above al elsetime
spent with his students. He advised his Salesians, and witnessed in
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an extraordinary manner through hislife, that “it is not enough for
the educator to love his students; they should know that they are
loved”.#* He was convinced that there was no better proof of this
love than presence. The educator, according to the preventive
system, seeksto be present in thelife of hisstudentsnot only inthe
classroom, but also during moments of prayer, work, and most
importantly at recreation. He enjoys their company and is ever
willing to listen to them.

One may ask, “Why should the educator be present? Isnot
hard untiring work for the welfare of one’s students proof enough
of love?’ The answer to the above questions is that perhapsiit is
indeed possibleto love one's studentswithout having to be actually,
physically present in their lives. However, the love that the
preventive system demands has spiritual roots. The educator values
presence because that is how God chose to relate with us. God
loves us so much that in Jesus Christ he chose to become one of us.
The educator is present because God is present. And the presence
of the educator hasthe very same characteristics as God's presence
to us. It is not the presence of apoliceman or of atask master, but
the presence of one who has the best interests of the students at
heart, a presence that encourages, supports, builds.®

2. A Pedagogy of Joy and Optimism

Don Bosco was convinced that education must be ajoyful
experience and he strove always to create an ambient in which
young people could grow in a spirit of spontaneity, and joy and
laughter; in an ambient in which he felt very much at home. This
was possible because deep down Don Bosco was an optimist.
Actually more than an optimist, he was a man of faith. He was
convinced that there was someone greater than him wasin charge,
someone greater than everyone and everything in this world.
Someone who cared for and loved, young people in particular, in
anintense and personal way. Don Bosco saw himself asbeing only
a humble, unworthy servant of this great and loving God. It was
this faith that kept him going, that gave him the strength to carry
on in spite of everything.
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This faith of Don Bosco was trangdlated into a very lively
trust in young people. He believed in the young, in their intrinsic
goodness and he encouraged those around him to do the same. He
made it clear to them that an educator could not be one who
constantly lamented histimes, who despaired about young people.
It is this belief in the young that enables the young to believe in
themselves and spurs them on gradually to change.

3. A Pedagogy of Compassion and Patience

From the point of view of the preventive system the
educator isnot atrainer. He does not ook for immediate and quick
results. The educator is called toimitate God himself in his patience.
Education isthe fruit of arelationship in which the educator helps
theyoungin hiscareto give shapeto their lives. Resultsare not his
first concern. Heis compassionate and patient with the young and
accompanies them in though the challenges and trials of life. The
educator is one who is ready for the long haul. He knows that the
results of hiswork will be seen in the long run. To succumb to the
temptation of quick results would seriously compromise hiswork
of education.

4. A Pedagogy of Respect and Reverence

Don Bosco knew each one of his boys by name and his
relationship with them was characterized by avery profound respect
and reverence for them. This respect was not some kind of
pedagogical stunt but instead a natural manifestation of his deep
conviction that each young person was a precious child of God,
created out of love, with a purpose uniquely hisown. That iswhy
Don Bosco wasvery gentlein hisdealing with theyoung. He never
ridiculed them or looked down on them. He never used harsh words
with them and even when they were difficult on occasions he went
out of his way to make allowance for their shortcomings and to
forgive them. It was this reverence that won the hearts of young
people. They felt not only important but also loved. Itisno surprise
therefore that so many of his boys wanted to and eventually did
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become his closest collaboratorsin his mission of being educators
of the young.

5. A Pedagogy of Ordinary Things

It is often the case that in our desire to do great and
extraordinary things we miss out on the small and ordinary things
of life which in reality make life truly beautiful. The preventive
system of Don Bosco is one that seeks to help young people to
truly value the so called ‘ ordinary moments,” for every moment is
agift from aloving and provident God. Don Bosco sought to help
the young people in his care to reach the highest possibilities of
their being. He was convinced that it is not by doing extraordinary
things, but instead by doing ordinary things extraordinary well that
lifeistransformed and becomes truly rich.

Thevaluegiventotheordinary inthe preventive systemis
seen especialy in thekind of spirituality that Don Bosco sought to
incul cate among hisboys. Hetold them that holiness or ‘ wholeness
of life’ comesfrom doing one’sordinary duty extraordinarily well.
Don Bosco made his boys aware of the shortness and uncertainty
of life. None of us has any control over how many years we are
going to live, but what we need to do is to add life to our years.
Don Bosco exhorted both his fellow educators and his boys to
always be enthusiastic. This, hetold them, is possible only if they
lived pure and transparent lives rooted in God the source of al life
and goodness.

6. A Pedagogy of Interior Freedom

Don Bosco equated holiness with wholeness. As we said
earlier, he wanted the young people he worked with to be fully
alive. He made it clear to his collaborators that the proximate aim
of the educational project they were involved in must be to foster
personal freedom and responsibility. Otherwise the young people
in their care would never be able to arrive at the holiness and
wholeness that is God's plan for them. God's love requires a
personal responsein freedom and love. Thisresponse can never be
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forced. It isnot something that can be ensured by amyriad of rules
and regulations. Rules and regulations did have a place in his
institutions but he always cautioned his collaborators that they had
to be kept to aminimum it they wanted their work of education to
be effective. True education isamatter of the heart, he told them.®
True education is a matter of the integrated formation of the
character of the young person in a spirit of freedom. This, we can
say, is the distinctive ethical feature of Don Bosco’s educational
strategy. Don Bosco was of the view that a piecemeal approach to
education that focused exclusively on only one or other aspect of
the young person’slife would not be beneficial in thelong run. He
advocated instead an integrated approached that focused on the
virtues. He sought to create aformative ambient in his schoolsand
oratoriesthat made rapid growth in the virtues possible. He was so
successful in hisendeavour that within avery short span of time he
was ableto practically effect miraclesin the lives of hisboys. The
vast mgjority of his boys came from backgrounds that were far
from ideal. Don Bosco did not seek to reform them with rules or
the cane. Instead he surrounded them with love and presented before
them an ideal of holiness and wholeness so enamoring that it was
not long before even the most difficult of hisboyslonged to become
saints by growing in the virtues.

There is surely much more that we can say about the
preventive system and about its religious and ethical foundations.
But | think for the purpose of this reflection what we have
considered so far will suffice. | would liketo stress once again that
the preventive system was born in a context that was decidedly
Catholic and that its spiritual roots are in the Catholic faith, most
especidly inthecentral mystery of God'spersonal andincarnational
love for al his children. The educator in his work of education
seeksto imitate the God who became one of us, he seeksto imitate
the Good Shepherd who went after the sheep that had strayed away
and was lost on the hillside. | firmly believe however, that the
preventive system can be adapted and be very effective in other
religious contexts as well. This has been proved repeatedly in a
number of very diverse contexts over the last hundred and fifty
yearsall over theworld and also in India. Perhapsthe only context
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in which the preventive system would not be as effective asit has
proved to be would be a context in which God does not find any
place whatsoever. After all at the core of this system lie twin
convictions, first of God's unconditional and personal love for the
young and second that the educator isonewhois‘caled’ and sent
on amission.
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