Chapter 2





SCHOOL





	The life of young John Bosco underwent an abrupt change when he left his native place and went to Chieri. From a young country boy he became a student and city-dweller overnight. Chieri was small compared to Turin but everything is relative in this world. Here John had to face the novel attractions of a more sophisticated environment. Besides, he was now independent and at an age that can bring its own problems.





	He was a young lad from the country, who had grown up always close to home and always under the eyes of his family and neighbours. He was inexperienced in anything other than rural occupations and pastimes, and accustomed to dealing only with the simple people of the countryside. Now suddenly he found himself in a city, with habits and customs of an entirely different world, a stranger among strangers. Here was a young man entering the critical phase of adolescence, gifted with a lively intelligence, and full of energy. Suddenly he was pitched into the middle of a group of smart secondary school students. He certainly found himself at a crossroads in life. Fortunately for John he came prepared for the risks that awaited him. From a background of humble poverty, he had a clear intention in mind, and a strong sense of religion, which is always for a young person a shield against the snares of evil.





	True religion is useful for everything�, because it shows everything in the real light�, which is the divine light. It was his deep sense of religion that guided his first steps - usually the most dangerous ones - and helped him to make his first acquaintances and to choose his first friends.





	He himself tells us how. “The first person I got to know was a priest of beloved and honourable memory. He gave me a lot of good advice on how to stay away from danger. He invited me to serve his Mass and this gave him a regular opportunity to offer me some good counsel. He himself brought me to the prefect of schools…and introduced me to the other teachers. He taught me to divide my companions in my own mind into three categories: good, indifferent and bad. I avoided this last category always and absolutely, as soon as I got to know them. I learned to treat the indifferent with courtesy when necessity arose. I became friendly with the good but real friends only with the best, when I discovered who they were. This was my firm resolution. However, I had to struggle a lot with those I found were not good … I avoided being drawn into their ways by rigorously avoiding their company as soon as I got to know them.





	When he had his relationships fairly well sorted out, the same virtue of religion guided him in the search for what was closest to his heart.





	“The best thing that happened to me”, he writes, “was the choice of a permanent confessor in the person of a Canon from the Collegiate. He received me with great kindness, every time I went to him. He encouraged me to go to confession and communion more frequently. It was a very rare thing in those times to find someone who encouraged frequent reception of the sacraments… Anyone who went to confession and communion more than once a month was considered very virtuous and many confessors did not allow it. I believe that I owe it to my confessor that I was not drawn by some companions into certain disorders which, unfortunately, sometimes occur among young people in big colleges.” By colleges here he means not boarding schools but public schools - that was the local usage at the time.





	Not only did his companions not drag him into disorders, but he led a good many of them unto the right road and kept them there. A young man who excels in school, and is modest and easy to get on with, soon gains the hearts of his fellow students. In a short while John had won such esteem and good will among the young people of Chieri, that he succeeded in founding a group called the Societá dell’Allegria, which loosely translates as “the Joy Club”. This club had just two rules: avoid every word or action unbecoming a good Christian, and the exact fulfilment of religious and scholastic duties.





	Every member was obliged to look for books and games that would keep the other members happy. Anything that caused discontent was forbidden, especially if it was contrary to God’s law. On Sundays and holydays the members of the society went to catechism classes at the Jesuit Church. During the week they gathered at the home of one or other of the members. Anyone who wanted to participate was welcome. They passed the time in games, religious discussions, spiritual reading, prayer, giving good advice, helping each other to discover personal defects which they had noticed or heard others speak of.





	Apart from these friendly encounters, “we used to go,” writes Don Bosco, “to listen to sermons, often to go to confession and holy communion.” He tried always to look for joy as a sure means of serving the Lord.�





	It is not my intention to exaggerate since my purpose is to edify, but admiration comes from facts. One frequently meets good young people, thank God. But it is very rare that one meets a young man of such a strong religious disposition that he is not content to walk with God � himself, but also feels the desire, even the need, to lead other souls to God. 





	Bonum est diffusivum  sui.  Goodness by its very nature tends to spread. The same could be said of young John Bosco’s sense of prayer and devotion. To see someone and think immediately of how he could  make that person good, or  make him better, in the true Christian sense of the word, would one day be his life’s work as a priest. It was something he was doing already in his early years. We have already seen how he operated among his peers and fellow students. To explain everything we would have to repeat ourselves a lot, and this is not meant to be a biography. All we want to do at this stage is to point to what would become one of the characteristics of his spirituality.





	Maybe others might interpret the life of young John Bosco very differently. They might regard him as unduly interested in seeking publicity, attracting attention with his juggling and acrobatic feats, and perhaps have some reservations about the inner motivation for all this activity. Could it not be that he was merely seeking popularity, driven by ambition or showmanship? These are attitudes not easily reconcilable with the demands of an interior life and the traditional rules of asceticism, rumores fuge (avoid noise and publicity) and ama nesciri (prefer to remain unknown). To dispel these doubts it is enough to reflect on his motives, and the manner, circumstances and effects of his actions. We won’t go into all of this but just limit ourselves to one known fact.





	The same spirit always motivated him in his face to face contacts with people of every kind, the zeal of the devout person always solicitous for the good of the other. His landlady‘s son, a rascal if ever there was one, was the despair of everyone. John became friendly with him, brought him back gradually to the practice of his religion, and eventually he turned out a good young man.





	On his regular visits to the Cathedral, he got to know the head sacristan, a grown man, who dreamt of becoming a priest even though he was not very bright. He had had no opportunity to study, and lacked the necessary means. John set about helping him and for two years gave him lessons every day until he was able to sit the examination for the clerical habit - all this with infinite charity and without any payment. He became friendly with an eighteen year old Jew, aroused in him the desire for Baptism, instructed him secretly and overcame the opposition of his relatives and fellow Jews, and finally brought him to be baptised.





	The apostolate that we have seen so far was extraordinarily fruitful for one so young, and is proof of a level of union with God equally  extraordinary for one of his age. It is of little use knowing what to say or do if it is not accompanied by recollection in prayer, which, together with example, is an indispensable requirement for works of zeal.





	There is a well known proverb, “Show me your friends and I’ll tell you who you are.” It can surely be applied to John and his friend Luigi Comollo. Comollo’s reputation for holiness preceded his arrival at Chieri. John heard about him and was keen to meet him, and they quickly became friends. He soon discovered that Comollo was even better than he had expected.





	In the Memoirs we read, “He was my best friend… I had full trust in him and he in me… I let myself be guided by him as he wished… we went to confession and communion together, we meditated and did spiritual reading together, we made visits to the Blessed Sacrament and served Mass together.” The mention of meditation proves that he did not neglect to renew his interior life every day with this powerful means.





	Words flow out of what fills the heart.� Their conversation was often about religious matters. “Speaking about such things with him,” writes Don  Bosco, “was always a source of consolation to me. He spoke with joy of the immense love of Jesus for us in giving himself to us in Holy Communion. When he spoke about Our Lady you could see him wrapped in fervour and devotion. If mention was made of some physical cure obtained through her intercession, his face would light up and sometimes he would burst into tears. ‘If Mary works such wonders for this miserable body of ours, how much more will she not do for those who invoke her help for their souls?  If all people were truly devoted to Mary, what happiness there would be in the world!’”





	Don Bosco casts himself in the role of listener but we can be sure he was not always a silent listener. Conversations of this kind would not have taken place if there had not been, on both sides, a taste for such matters.





	The four years of secondary school finished with great success. John obtained excellent results in his exams and won the esteem and affection of his teachers. He was enthusiastically admired by his companions and generally liked by the townspeople. All the signs were there of a promising future. But how many difficulties, dangers and deprivations he had to face! He was able to keep going only through prayer and reliance on God’s help. This was God’s design so that he might come to the support of others in every hardship  of theirs.� 





	This serene peace, undisturbed by hardship and poverty, was somewhat overshadowed by a cloud during his third and fourth years. Coming, as it did, at a time when it is normal for young people to face crisis, this can be called a crisis of vocation.





	There is no doubt that he aspired to priesthood from his earliest childhood; he felt himself so strongly attracted to it that it seemed he was born to it.  But in his second last year of high school two fears assailed him and the nearer he drew to decision time, the more anxious and perplexed he became. On the one hand, the more he came to appreciate the loftiness of the priestly state, the more he felt unworthy because of his lack of the necessary virtues. On the other hand, knowing the dangers of the world, he was afraid of what might befall him if he became a secular priest.





	The spiritual travail that he underwent in this struggle can be seen from the painful tone with which he described it many years later in his Memoirs:  “Oh, if I had had then a guide to take care of my vocation, it would have been a great treasure for me, but I had to do without this treasure.” In fact, his excellent confessor who sought to make him a good Christian, did not want to get involved in matters of vocation. 





	Forced to seek counsel for himself, he had recourse to books that dealt with the choice of one’s state in life. A ray of hope dawned for him. “If I remain as a secular cleric, he said to himself, my vocation will be in grave danger. I will embrace the ecclesiastical state, go into a cloister, devote myself to study and meditation, and there in solitude I will be able to fight against my passions, especially pride, which has taken deep root in my heart.”  Accordingly he applied for admission to the Franciscans, who, seeing his intelligence and his prayerfulness, accepted him readily. But his heart was still not at peace.





	There was an added difficulty. Some serious people of good will to whom he had opened his heart, did everything in their power to dissuade him from becoming a friar, urging him strongly to enter the seminary. And so his anxiety grew.





	Providence ordained that he should meet with Joseph Cafasso, then a young priest with a great reputation as a man of sound advice. Don Cafasso listened carefully and told him to go ahead with his studies and then to enter the seminary.





	During these times of inner distress, his exterior life went on as normal, between study, prayer, works of charity and manual work to earn his living, to the extent that nobody was aware of his interior suffering.





	The thought of God, when it dominates a person’s soul, makes him master of self, habitually calm in exterior manifestations even when interiorly disturbed.





	Don Cafasso’s authority gradually silenced the doubts but later, when he read more on the question of vocation, he was besieged again by similar doubts. He would have gone back to the Franciscans were it not for something that happened - we don’t know what - that put that idea quickly to rest. He tells us only that because these obstacles remained for some time, he decided to tell Comollo everything. Indeed it is rather surprising that it took him so long to decide to share his inner drama with his friend. However, close friendship does not in itself  guarantee competence in such delicate matters and besides, John, for all his bright ideas and facility in communicating them, was anything but a loquacious young man.





	They prayed together, went to the sacraments together, and agreed to write a letter to an outstanding priest, an uncle of Comollo. Precisely on the last day of their novena to Our Lady, he replied to his nephew as follows: “I have considered carefully the matters you wrote about and I would advise your friend to give up the idea of entering the friary. Let him receive the clerical habit and as he continues his studies he will know better the way God wants him to go. He should not be afraid of losing his vocation - with discipline and the practices of piety he will overcome all obstacles.  Study, discipline and piety - had these not always marked his life in Chieri? Like Don Cafasso and Comollo’s uncle, his parish priest too was of the opinion that he should enter the seminary, leaving until he was older and more mature the decision about religious life. All this helped to restore peace of mind. “From then on,” he wrote, “I applied myself seriously to whatever might be of help in my preparation for receiving the clerical habit.”





	Putting on the clerical habit was no mere ceremony for John Bosco. Through prayer and recollection, to which he was well accustomed, he was spiritually prepared and convinced of the importance of the sacred rite. This was in spite of the fact that all the time he had a group of about fifty young people who, as he says himself, loved and obeyed him as if he were their father. His devout sentiments during the ceremony are recorded in the pages of his Memoirs which, fortunately, preserve the record of the occasion for us.





	“The priest instructed me to remove my lay clothing, praying: ‘May the Lord strip you of your old nature and its deeds.’ As he did so, I thought, ‘Oh, how much old clothing there is to cast off. My God, destroy in me all my bad habits.’





	When he put the clerical collar round my neck, he said: ‘May the Lord clothe you with the new nature, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.’ Deeply moved, I thought to myself, ‘Yes, O my God, grant that at this moment I may put on a new nature. May I henceforth lead a new life in complete conformity with your holy will. May justice and holiness be the constant objects of my thoughts, words, and actions. Amen. O Mary, be my salvation.’”





	He drew up a rule for the clerical life in seven articles. The sixth one reads as follows: “In addition  to the ordinary practices of piety, I will give some time every day to meditation and spiritual reading.”  He was determined that his good resolutions should not remain a dead letter. Kneeling before an image of the Blessed Virgin, he read the seven articles and, after a fervent prayer, he made “a formal promise to his Heavenly Benefactress to observe them at the cost of any sacrifice.”





	It will be noted above that the terms ‘piety’ and ‘spirit of prayer’ are used indifferently, as if they were one and the same thing.  To clarify things it might be worth observing that a spirit of prayer finds expression normally in a series of acts with which we honour God and these we normally call piety, whereas by a spirit of prayer we mean a habitual, profound heartfelt piety.





	On the question of prayer, it is worth adding an observation. Prayer can have different emphases and can be described accordingly. This is often done in describing the spirituality of the various religious orders. For example the prayer of the Benedictines is called liturgical prayer, that of the Franciscans affective prayer, that of the Dominicans dogmatic and the prayer of the Redemptorists is prayer based on the eternal truths.





	Following that line, how would we describe the prayer of John Bosco?  Can we not see, even at this early stage, an emphasis on sacramental prayer, given the importance he attached to confession and communion?  Indeed, it was through these two sacraments, received with a frequency that was unusual at the time, that John Bosco set the style of prayer that would mark the spirituality of the future congregation of the Salesians.






































�           cf 1Tim 4;8.  “the usefulness of religion is unlimited”


�           cf Jn 1,9.


�           Psalm 99,1.  “Serve the Lord with joy.”


�         Genesis 5,24.


�           Mathew 12,34.


�           2 Cor 1, 3-4.























