Foreword


The idea for this book came to me at Frascati in 1929, the year of Don Bosco’s beatification.  I read the annual report given by the third successor of Don Bosco, Fr Philip Rinaldi, to the Salesian Cooperators in January of that year. He concluded the report by recalling how, one hundred years previously, young John Bosco, not yet fourteen years of age, was working as a farmhand with a neighbouring farmer. During this period, despite his young age, he did not neglect the apostolate among his companions but he was especially careful in attending to his prayer life. He spent almost two years at that farm, working and praying.


Then I remembered that the Benedictine Dom Chautard, in his well known book The Soul of the Apostolate, mentions Don Bosco as one of those modern priests and religious who engaged in a life of intense activity and did immense good for souls, only because they were at the same time men of profound interior life. I recalled too, that Monsignor Virili (postulator for the cause of Don Cafasso) gave testimony also during Don Bosco’s cause.  He said that he believed Don Bosco was a saint, not only because of the work he had done, but also for his spirit of prayer and recollection.  I said to myself, this is an aspect of Don Bosco which has not been sufficiently highlighted and which deserves to be made known this year when it is very probable that he will be beatified.


His contemporaries were so taken up in admiration of his immense activity and various triumphs that they overlooked the fact that all his glory came from within - omnis gloria eius ab intus. Even the generation that came after his death preferred to dwell on the works of Don Bosco without paying much attention to the animating principle, that which has always been the secret of the saints: the spirit of prayer and union with God.


Let no one fool himself into thinking he understands Don Bosco if he does not know him as a man of prayer.  We will not benefit much from his admirable life if we concentrate only on the biographical details and do not seek to penetrate the intimate inner movements of his soul.


It seemed to me that the best contribution that could be made to honour the newly beatified would be to lift the hem of the veil that covered his inner life. Externally his life was like that of many another but in reality that ordinary exterior concealed treasures of grace and supernatural gifts.  We can say of Don Bosco what has already been said of others, that he was like the sacred Host: the outward appearance of bread, inwardly Jesus Christ.


I could easily have sheltered behind the very convenient and not altogether untrue pretext that I was not up to the task. I decided however to give it a try, especially since it meant complying with the wishes of the Rector Major, Don Philip Rinaldi. I made use of whatever free time I had in the midst of my various occupations and with filial affection I went back over the deeds and the teachings of our dear Father, focussing on every detail that seemed worthy of mention in relation to his union with God.


In this way I gradually built up enough material for this short work. Humbly and joyfully I placed it at the feet of our dear Founder, now Blessed. At the same time I prayed that others, with sharper minds and greater skill and competence, might revisit the topic and produce a work of genuine quality. The subject certainly merits it.


The book was well received. It has been reprinted and translated. Now, in obedience to another successor of St John Bosco, I have revised it with some additions and modifications but without altering its original form.


The sources I have used have been mainly the Biographical Memoirs which are well known, the two-volume Life written by Don Lemoyne, the Acts of the Canonical Processes, and documents from the archives. I mention this to reassure readers of the credibility of the contents, without the need for too many quotations. Whenever I have had recourse to other sources, I have always made mention of them in the footnotes. 


As far as the title of the book is concerned, it seemed best to keep to the original. This does not detract in any way from the greatness of the man who, under the simple name of Don Bosco, wrought so many wonders.  Pope Pius XI was of the same opinion. In an audience on 3rd April 1934, for the pilgrims who had come for the canonization, he referred to all the different groups that make up the great family of Don Bosco. He corrected himself and said, “Of St John Bosco,” but went on immediately to say that the world would continue to call him Don Bosco. 


“And rightly so,” he added, “for it is like repeating his war title, that benevolent war, one of those wars which divine Providence deigns to grant every now and then to impoverished mankind, as if to make up for all those other wars that are far from benevolent but cause so much pain and suffering.”

This edition has five new chapters and various modifications and additions here and there. The previous division into three parts has been abandoned.


One morning in August 1887, I was at the college in Lanzo Torinese. On my way upstairs I suddenly found myself just a few feet away from Don Bosco. He was waiting for someone on the first floor landing. Delighted at the opportunity, I kissed his hand with great affection. Don Bosco asked me my name and when I told him, he said, “Oh! I am happy …” I was all ears to hear what he had to say, but he did not finish the sentence, because the person he was waiting for came and took him away!  Now that I have finished this humble task, what a joy it would be to hear again those few words from the lips of our beloved Father, and to hear the rest of what he was going to say!  In any case, he knows the motive behind this work and he knows the love with which it is done.  May God bless my effort and render it not altogether unfruitful.             

Fr Eugene Ceria - Turin, Feast of St John Bosco 31 January 1946
� FALLON, Vie de M. Olier. T.I., p.136.  In his discourse on the heroic virtues of Don Bosco, Pope Pius XI said that he had personally admired Don Bosco’s “immense humility”, and observed that he, “the one who started everything,” went around the house “like the latest arrival, like the least of the guests.”





