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First Talk


Visit to the English Province

26 – 27  April 2003

The Call to Discipleship (John 1,31-42)


In the form of an interview with Fr. Pascual Chávez Villanueva

Rector Major of the Salesians - 9th Successor of Saint John Bosco

1. What does being a vowed Salesian mean today? Could you narrate your own vocation story, and give a short profile of yourself prior to your assumption of the post of Rector Major, which is the highest position in the Salesian Congregation?

I would like to begin by thanking you for inviting me to join you in this encounter. I should say, as Don Bosco would, “That you are young is enough to make me love you very much.” Indeed, standing here in your midst, I feel very happy.

And I must congratulate you because you have chosen the Salesian vocation as the theme for this encounter with the Rector Major.

What does being a vowed Salesian mean today?

Let me answer this question, narrating briefly the story of my vocation and therefore, my personal experience of inviting others to follow Jesus.

I belong to a rather large family. We are twelve, five brothers and six sisters. I am the eighth in the family. I must admit that, although my family is very Christian and the bishop, priests, and sisters would come to visit us at home, never did I on my own think of becoming a priest. And in fact, apart from myself, there is no one else in the family who is a priest or a sister.

Therefore, what happened? Why did I make this decision?

Something very simple! When I was eleven years old, a student in a Salesian school at Saltillo, in the northern part of Mexico, suddenly my mother fell ill, and two weeks later passed away. But three days before she died, I was able to chat with her. Seated beside her, I began talking because I wanted money to buy a pair of rubber shoes. I was always fond of playing, especially basketball. While we were talking, she told me: “I want you to know that I have always asked God for a son to be a priest. I have six sons, and so far not one has entered the seminary.” And I, eager to get a pair of rubber shoes, answered: “But I am the one that you have been praying for.” She smiled and gave me the money for my rubber shoes. As I said earlier, she died three days later. What is interesting is that I went for a pair of rubber shoes and I received a vocation.

In fact, a few days later I approached my teacher and I simply told him that I wanted to become a Salesian priest. Of course, I did not narrate my conversation with my mother. I narrated this story only fourteen years later, on the day of my ordination. I told my father and my brothers and sisters: “Perhaps you want to know why I chose to become a priest.” And so, I told my story to them.

Now I am fully aware of how God has guided my life! Indeed, he has been very good to me! And I am not referring to the fact that today I am the Rector Major of the Salesians. No! I am talking of the gift of a vocation, because my vocation is certainly the most beautiful gift that the Lord has given me, apart from the gifts of life and faith.

To have a vocation means to discover that life has a meaning, and therefore, to give it direction, horizons to reach, and above all, a powerful energy—the result of being fully motivated—which is nothing else than having a reason for being who we are and doing what we do with joy, optimism, and the assurance that we are of value.

Consequently I believe that the most common crisis among the young is not because of their addiction to drugs or to alcohol, or their confusion in the area of sexuality, but rather, the lack of meaning in life, of direction, of motivations. Hence, they are tempted to enjoy to the full only the present moment, to experience moments of strong emotions, or to give in to a life of indifference.

As a Salesian, I have always wanted to dedicate my entire life to God in the service of the young, as Don Bosco did.

Having completed the entire phase of formation in Guadalajara, I was ordained a priest. Right after ordination, I was invited to work for my Masters degree in Sacred Scripture at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in  Rome, and then in the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. And so I became a professor of Scripture and the Rector of the Salesian Theological Studentate in Tlaquepaque, Mexico, for nine wonderful years, and then the Provincial Superior of Guadalajara for another six years. Having completed this service, I was able to pursue my Doctorate in Biblical Theology in the Pontifical University of Salamanca. It was precisely at the end of my doctoral studies that I was elected a member of the General Council, as Regional Councillor for the Inter-american region, which includes eighteen countries, from Canada down to Bolivia. And in the last General Chapter, I was elected Rector Major of the Salesians. But young people have always been my mission, my vocation, my reason for living.

I am happy and proud of my Salesian vocation, so much so that, not only have I never been ashamed to be a Salesian, but I am happy to invite the young whom I consider fit for the vocation to become Salesians, precisely because I wish them well, and I want them to become as happy as I am today.

I can say that, among the students and boys of the youth centre where I worked, and among the young volunteers who worked with us, there were several to whom I presented the challenge and who responded positively.

Do you know from where I learned to invite and challenge the young? Precisely from a personal experience. Among the boys I had in the basketball team of the school where I was teaching during my practical training, there was one who eventually joined the Christian Brothers. While I was doing my theology studies, he wrote to tell me that he made the decision to join them, and that, up to a certain point, he had been disappointed because I had never challenged him to become a Salesian. From that moment I told myself: ”From now on, I will always speak clearly and straight to the point.”

I learned my lesson, and I have learned it well, also with positive results. Let me tell you about one of these vocation-encounters.

It happened in Tijuana, a city along the boundary between Mexico and the United States. Over there, we have a network of youth centres, in the suburbs of the city, in which groups of Mexican, American, Canadian, Italian, Spanish, and German volunteers work together with the Salesians. We have almost always had wonderful young persons, of superb human caliber, truly Christian and Salesian.

Among them there was one, from California, who had come from a Jesuit university. It seemed that he had always been with us. He was a genuine Salesian: generous, with a great capacity for working among poor boys, especially those at risk. Sometimes he even landed in jail because they saw him with boys who were on drugs and the police thought that he was a drug dealer.

He was about to complete two years as a volunteer. During a visit to Tijuana, I found him in bed, with influenza, and I told him straight: “Steve, have you ever thought of becoming a Salesian?” And he answered: “No, and no one has invited me.” So I told him again: “Hey, you have a lot of the good qualities to be a Salesian, and I would be happy to see you a Salesian one day.” And he answered: “Maybe I have to give God a chance.” Today, he is a Salesian priest, Steve Gomez, and he works in a youth centre in Los Angeles East.  

Another young volunteer, also American, on the other hand told me: “I discovered my vocation: I am for the young. And I will always work for them as Don Bosco did, but I feel that my vocation is for marriage.” Today, he is married, and together with his wife he works in the youth ministry in one of the dioceses in the United States.

One could ask: “How difficult have you found it to present the idea of vocation to the religious life in today’s social context? How does one invite young people to follow Jesus even though it goes against today’s culture? Are there any places in the Salesian world where this is being done successfully?

I think that in the West, above all in the developed countries, there are several factors which decisively run counter to the consecrated life: the drop in population (if there are no children for society, much less will there be for the Church.); secularism which renders difficult any proposal to the young, and for that matter, the religious challenge; the high standard of living which makes life more comfortable, and gives the impression that those who organize their lives around self-denial, sacrifice, and definitive commitment are going against the culture. We must also add the fact that the State is capable of running works which used to be in the hands of religious (schools, hospitals).

In other parts, there are instead elements which favour consecrated life: the population is predominantly young; the cultural base is still strongly religious; everywhere there is poverty, in front of which people feel the need of doing something to assist others, especially the poorest and most in need; and the reality that the State does not have the resoures to address these needs.

For example, at this moment, most of our Salesian vocations come from India, Vietnam, East Timor, and some countries of Latin America. Also in Poland and the Ukraine, there are many vocations.

One case that we must mention is Vietnam, the province that is growing relatively more rapidly than any other. Notice: we are talking of a communist country, under a totalitarian regime, where Buddhism is the predominant religion. Here we have four hundred aspirants to the Salesian life, all of them university students, with a high level of perseverance.

It seems therefore that the consecrated life is more suited to poorer countries. But this does not mean that the Salesian vocation is not for well-to-do, developed, and rich countries. In fact we are present in almost all the Western countries. This simply means that in developed countries, the consecrated life has another function: to be a visible, credible, and legible sign of God for an atheistic society, which lives as if God does not exist. This can be done in the measure that consecrated life is truly an element that confronts the existing culture, with an identity based on the Gospel, strongly centered on God, bearing witness to  communion, and poured out in total dedication to others.

For us Salesians, as long as there are young people, there will be reason to be present and to continually challenge other youth to the Salesian vocation, just as I am doing today, here among you.

2. Maybe you could tell us when the Salesian mission first began, or if there was any particular event that indicated the beginning of the Salesian mission for the young?

At the age of nine, little Johnny Bosco had a “dream” in which he sensed a call to work for the good of poor youth by educating them. He himself narrated that in his dream he found himself in a large playing field where a crowd of children were having fun. “Some were laughing, others were playing and not a few were cursing. I was so shocked at their language that I jumped among them, swinging wildly and shouting at them to stop.” At that moment a Man appeared, “nobly attired, with a manly bearing,” clad in a white mantle; that was Jesus Christ. The man clad in the mantle called me to place myself as leader of those boys, adding the words: “You will have to win these friends of yours not with blows, but with gentleness and kindness.” Then there appeared a Lady, wearing a beautiful mantle glowing as if bedecked with stars; she was Mary, the mother of Jesus. The scene changed: the boys disappeared and in their place there appeared goats, dogs, cats, bears, and other animals. The Lady told me: “This is your field of work.” And she added: “Make yourself humble, steadfast, and strong. And what you will now see happen to these animals, you will have to do for my children.” In the place of the ferocious beasts there appeared lambs, playfully jumping around “that Man and that Lady.” 

However, I must add that the Salesian mission began on the 8th of December 1841, in Turin (Italy), when Don Bosco began his work with a poor boy he found in the sacristy of the Church of St. Francis. Then, the dream began to become a reality. The following Sunday other boys came along, and little by little the Oratory established by Don Bosco grew to such an extent that he felt the need of founding a Congregation of people who would share his mission.              

3. There are many and various Catholic orders of missionaries nowadays. Could you give us an estimated number of Salesian priests and nuns working throughout the world at present, and the number of countries they are working in? How do they rank in terms of numbers, compared with other missionaries?

The Salesian Congregation has grown so much that it is presently the second biggest congregation in the Church, after the Jesuits. The SDB are close to 17,000, and you will find us in 127 countries. The Daughters of Mary Help of Christians are 15,000 in 89 countries. We have a truly worldwide presence in the economic, social, cultural, political, and religious fields. 

4. How did the ‘Preventive System’ concept—the Salesians’ key process in the education of youths—come about? And how should it be successfully put to practice?

Don Bosco found in the Preventive System the focal point of his pedagogy; it can quite rightly be called a “pedagogy of prevention.” He was convinced that it is always better to prevent than to cure. Consider, for instance, the problem of drugs, AIDS, or street children. The situation would be very different if a “culture of prevention” were to be created on the social and political levels, instead of simply tackling these great evils when they come, and almost always with poor results. The Preventive System creates a relationship between educators and young people, one that is loving, guided by reason, and open to the Transcendent. It is based above all on a positive vision of the human person, because it is recognizes that in every person there are inner resources. If these are cared for, they release forces that enable persons to avoid harmful negative experiences that can expose their lives to danger, and launch them instead in the pursuit of lofty ideals.

5. What is the administrative structure of the Salesian Congregation like, in terms of hierarchical supervision?

The Congregation is organized in juridical circumscriptions or territories called provinces. There are 96 provinces in all, and each of them comprises local communities. The administrative setup therefore has three levels of animation and government. On the local level, there is a Rector of a community and of a “work” or “setting,” and he is assisted in his decision-making by a council. On the provincial level, there is a Provincial with his council. And this structure, in turn, reflects the General Council, which is made up of the Rector Major and fourteen Councillors who take care of every area of Salesian life (the Salesian Family, formation, youth ministry, social communication, and finance) or look after a region in Europe, America, Africa, and Asia. I might add that there is still a body of higher government, the General Chapter, which is held once every six years, and includes the Provincials and Provincial Delegates. This has the task of electing the Rector Major and his Council and mapping the future of the Congregation in broad terms.

6. The present societies and those in St. John Bosco’s days differ greatly in all respects. What is the core factor or principle that leads to the successful application of the Salesian system in the education of children and youth? Could you share with us some examples or proofs that although times change, the principles of Salesian youth ministry are always up to date?

There is no doubt that the present times are very different from those in Don Bosco’s time. However, I believe that the Preventive System is still valid today, even more than ever. By placing the young at the centre of our ministry, we ensure that they become the true authors of their human, spiritual, and professional growth. Moreover, we hold a concept of integral youth ministry in which all the aspects of the young are fostered and brought to maturity. Still more concretely, in the face of contemporary problems, such as the crisis of social values and the disintegration of the family, the Preventive System teaches us to pay attention to the social climate in which young people live and to offer them a different kind of climate in the Salesian institution. It teaches us to be very respectful of persons and human dignity, to bring persons into supportive groups that help them pursue their decisions and avoid situations that can spell danger on all levels, from the physical as well as moral, and spiritual points of view. More specifically, the 23rd General Chapter of the Salesian Congregation, which had for its theme “the education of young people to the faith,” opted for an education to love, the formation of conscience, and the social aspect of charity. No doubt, such an education possesses a strong “preventive power” in the positive sense of the word, for it helps the young develop their conscience and enables them to discover and develop a taste for what is good.

The Congregation has a monthly magazine, the Salesian Bulletin, which, among its other aims, seeks to broadcast the good that Salesians accomplish everywhere through the application of the Preventive System. It is enough to mention all the settings of formal or non-formal education (schools, centres of professional training, universities, youth centres and oratories), or those that are meant for youth in need or in situations of psycho-social risk, such as street-children, child-soldiers, child laborers, and minors exploited by the so-called sexual tourism. And in terms of how successful these settings are with people, consider, for instance, young saints who are the fruit of the Preventive System, such as St. Dominic Savio, Blessed Laura Vicuna, and the 5 young Polish martyrs. Here you have models that need to be presented and made known everywhere!

7. Is there anything in particular that you would like to say to both past and present students of Salesian schools?

I would like to tell them that God loves them very much. He loves the young with a very special love precisely because they need someone to be close to them, to listen to them, to believe in them, to inspire confidence in them, to help them develop the gifts they have received from the Lord and to guide them in their growth in all the aspects of their lives.  

If there is someone who is committed to their happiness, it is God himself. He gives all young people three gifts, which are like values to be developed and on which, in fact, depend the success or failure of their lives. 

In the first place, the gift of life, which is not to be reduced to the mere cycle of existence - being born, growing up, reproducing oneself, and dying. That is not life, even if very many people think and live that way. Life is a dream to be realized, a mission to be accomplished, a vocation to be fostered, an ideal to be followed. Life is vocation, life is mission. I fail to understand a God who created me without knowing why! If he created us in his image and likeness, it means that from all eternity he loved us, called us and sent us. 

The second gift is education, which is not to be reduced - as we often think - to schooling. No! Education is everything that helps them to grow and develop all the aspects of their life. Education is family, friends, school, Church and all the social settings which offer values and ideals to make our life more human. 

The third gift is faith, for, as Jesus says, “what good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his very self?” You know, there are some people who are rich beyond imagination. It is enough to think that the richest man in the world has succeeded in amassing a personal fortune of more than 60 billion dollars because he was able to harness intelligence to technology and market it. Well, this man will die like any other man and like the 2 billion and more persons who live on less than a dollar a day. Till now the only one who has been able to overcome death is Jesus and he did so not with money, power or even science. No! He prevailed with the only force that can triumph over death, namely. love. Here is what Jesus said and did: “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” He is the one whom the Father raised and filled with eternal life. This, then, is the third gift that God offers young people: a faith and a love that open us to others and to God. 

This is the message Don Bosco would have offered them. It is the message I leave them during my visit.   


Don Pascual Chávez V.

Bolton, Chertsey, England, 26-27 April 2003

