Chapter 13





EDUCATOR





	Some may question whether Don Bosco was indeed a great educationalist but nobody can ever seriously doubt that he was a great educator. This is what interests us. Why did Don Bosco dedicate himself to the education of the young? How did he understand education? In what way did he educate and want others to educate? We will try to answer these three questions whilst still remaining within our topic, which is Don Bosco with God.





	Don Bosco gave himself to the education of the young with the enthusiasm of one who believed that he had received this as a special mission from on high. He had his own good reasons for believing so.





	Whilst still a child, barely past the age of reason, he used to seek out other children, not just to play with them, but to repeat to them the beautiful things he had learned from his mother, and to draw them away from evil and lead them to do good. Who, if not God, could have placed in his heart that desire, which is the seed and fore-runner of his vocation? Looking back on it he himself wrote in his old age, “Gathering the children together to teach them catechism was something that came into my mind when I was only five years old. It was my strongest desire. It seemed to me the only thing I should do in life.” Then, while he was still a child, the idea of becoming a priest started to dawn on him and he resolved to embrace the ecclesiastical state. “If I were a priest,” he was heard to say, “I would be close to children, I would gather them around me, I would love them and make myself loved by them. I would speak kind words to them, give them good advice, and dedicate myself totally to their eternal salvation.”





	At the age of nine he received a call from heaven which was very clear and direct, even if somewhat mysterious. The veil covering his future was removed in a dream. We shall say something later on the nature of Don Bosco’s dreams. For now we limit ourselves to this first one which can be called the dream of his vocation. We will read it again exactly as he related is in his oft mentioned Memoirs.





	“In my sleep I seemed to be near my home, in a very spacious yard, where a crowd of children were gathered playing. Some were laughing, others playing, whilst many of them were swearing. On hearing their bad language, I threw myself quickly into their midst, using words and fists to make them stop. At that moment a venerable Man appeared, of adult age, nobly dressed. A white cloak covered his whole person, but his face shone so brightly that I could not look directly at him. He called me by name and ordered me to place myself at the head of those children, adding these words: ‘You will win over these friends of yours, not with blows but with gentleness and love. Begin immediately therefore to instruct them on the ugliness of sin and the preciousness of virtue.’





	Confused and frightened I added that I was a poor, ignorant child, incapable of speaking about religion to these young people. At that moment the boys stopped their quarrelling, shouting and swearing and they all gathered around the Man who was speaking. Almost without realizing it I said, ‘Who are you to command me to do the impossible?’





	‘Precisely because these things seem impossible, you must make them possible by obedience and by acquiring knowledge.’


	‘Where and how can I acquire knowledge?’


	‘I will give you a Teacher under whose tuition you can become wise and without whom all knowledge is foolishness.’


	‘But who are you, who speak in this manner?’


	‘I am the Son of Her whom your mother taught you to salute three times a day.’


	‘My mother tells me  not to associate with people I do not know, without her permission, so tell me your name.’ 





	‘Ask my mother and she will tell you my name,’ At that moment I saw beside him a lady of majestic appearance dressed in a mantle which sparkled all over as if every stitch were a shining star. She realized that I was becoming more confused than ever in my questions and answers, and indicated to me to come close to Her. She took me kindly by the hand. ‘Look!’ she said. Looking around I noticed that the children had all disappeared, and in their place I saw a crowd of young goats, dogs, cats, bears and many other animals. ‘This is the field where you must work. Make yourself humble, strong and robust. What you see happening now to these animals is what you must do for my children.’





	I looked again and instead of wild animals I saw gentle lambs running around, gambolling and bleating, as if to welcome the Man and the Lady.





	At that point, still in my sleep, I began to cry and I implored the lady to please speak in a manner I could understand, because I did not know what she meant.





	She then put her hand on my head and said to me, ‘You will understand everything in due course.’ As soon as she said this, a noise woke me and everything disappeared.





	I remained bewildered. It seemed as if my hands were paining me from the blows I had given, that my face was sore from those I had received. From then on my mind was so preoccupied with that Personage and the Lady, and with the things I had said and heard, that I could not sleep any more that night.”





	He told this dream to his family the next day and then he did not speak of it again for thirty-four years. He said, however, that he could not get it out of his mind. Indeed as events unfolded it seemed as if the things he had seen and heard were coming true. Now we can see in it the prediction of his vocation. The object, method and final outcome of his mission were to be found there. 





	Even Pius IX took it seriously when he heard it. Don Bosco closes his account with the words: “I have always remained silent about it and my relatives paid no heed to it. When I went to Rome in 1858 to speak to the Pope about the Salesian Congregation, he made me tell him in minute detail everything that had even the appearance of the supernatural. Then for the first time I recounted my dream at the age of nine. The Pope ordered me to write it down, literally and in detail, and to leave it as an encouragement to my sons in the Congregation. It was for the sake of the Congregation that I had made that visit to Rome.”





	It is important to add that the impression the dream made on him was deepened by the fact that the same dream was repeated more than six times and always with new details that served to develop and clarify it. When he was 16 he received a promise that he would have the necessary material means. At 19 he was given strict orders to work for young people. At 21 he was shown the category of young people who were to be the object of his special attention. At 22 it was made clear to him that the city of Turin was to be his first field of action, In these last two instances he saw clearly the development of a great work at Valdocco and he learnt what he should do in order to gather suitable helpers around him. It was a prediction of the Salesian Society.





	The repetition of these phenomena served to overcome any doubts he had about their nature, and convinced him that there was something supernatural about them. Indeed, on 8 May 1884, speaking to the members of the Society he recounted these events and concluded by saying: “Some people might say that these happenings are to the glory of Don Bosco. Nothing of the kind! All that I have to do is to give an account of the way I have carried out God’s will. I have always followed the plan revealed to us by the Lord and this is the only purpose of all I have done so far. This is why in adversity and amid persecutions, and in the face of huge obstacles, I have never been afraid, for the Lord has always been with us.” The chronicle of the Oratory which provides this report finishes as follows: “It is impossible to describe the profound impression he made and the enthusiasm generated by this revelation.”





	The memory of this prophetic dream came back to him forcefully in Rome in May 1887 as he was celebrating Mass in the Church of the Sacred Heart. Such was his emotion that tears ran down his face. Sixty-two years had passed since he had been told, “You will understand everything in due course“. Now he felt that time had arrived. The building of the Church dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus in the eternal city, and its consecration the previous day, seemed to him to be, as it were, the crown on his mission in favour of young people. His sons understood even better. They had witnessed the enormous development of the work of which he, the little visionary, had had only a vague idea, and which now as a holy old man he could contemplate as a reality.


	


	On the centenary of that prophetic dream, his third successor, Don Rinaldi, draw the attention of the Salesians to the event, and encouraged them to meditate upon it and to draw helpful lessons from it. Even now, reflecting on it, we can see there in embryo the programme of action assigned by Providence to Don Bosco and his sons.





	If the mission came from above, it is evident that the ultimate end of Don Bosco’s educative work could not have been only that of preparing good citizens for this earthly life, but also that of making them good Christians for heaven. That is why, in 1868, speaking after the academy on his feast day, he affirmed categorically, “The only purpose of the Oratory is to save souls.” It is very clear that for Don Bosco the terms good citizen and good Christian were not mutually exclusive. The two go together. Don Bosco made use of the insights of good pedagogy and of his own psychological intuition in order to help his boys to do well in life as professionals or as workers. In the eyes of the State he emphasized the civil aspect of his education but he could not understand a system of education of a baptised person that did not concentrate all its efforts on the development of the supernatural life. This is the point that we need to study if we are to know Don Bosco’s mind in relation to this great problem.





	Monsignor Caviglioli says: “The ethical life of a Christian man must be conducted on a supernatural plane. Any education that concerns itself only with the purely natural, leads to a lowering of standards. Whoever leaves the level of grace falls immediately into error, for he does not remain at the level of nature but falls to a lower level.”





	Somebody was needed to raise the flag of an all round Christian education, especially among the poor, the most numerous class in society. When our Saint entered the field, naturalism was the prevailing philosophy. It was getting more and more hold on the minds of young people in the public schools. The pedagogical theories most in vogue excluded absolutely any attempt to raise education to a higher level. Indeed there was sometimes outright hostility. It often happened that even good people, drawn along by the tide, went along with the prevailing views, some to a greater extent and some less. Don Bosco valued all that modern theories had to offer, but he set his sights much higher.





	As soon as young people arrived, Don Bosco made his understanding of education very clear to them. He welcomed them as if from the hand of God. He used to say, “God has sent us, still sends us, and will send us many young people.” He knew very well that their parents and benefactors entrusted the young people to us to be educated in literature and science, in arts and trades, and he did his best to meet that expectation. But he constantly told his helpers, “The Lord sends them to us for us to take care of their souls and help them on the way to eternal salvation. Therefore we must consider everything else as merely a means. Our supreme end is to make them good and to save them for all eternity.” In his first meeting with a young person, he spoke immediately of his soul. Indeed, on this matter he held an opinion which may cause some surprise.





	He maintained that it is a mistake if a young person comes to us and the Superior does not show concern for his eternal salvation. If the Superior is afraid to speak to him prudently about matters of conscience, or if he speaks to him in vague terms about becoming good, about obedience and study and work, this produces no lasting effect. It does not change the young person and does not win his affection. This is a wrong step and if the first step is wrong, it is difficult to correct it. He had learnt this from long experience. He used to say, “The young love being spoken to about the things of salvation, far more than we think, and they know very well from this who really cares about them and who does not.” It is not only the Superior of the house who should do this. He recommended that teachers and assistants and all involved, should make it clear to the young people, especially at the beginning of the year, that their only motive was the good of their souls.





	He wanted the teachers to consider the school as a means for doing good. He used to tell them, “You are like priests in the parish or missionaries in the field of apostolate. Every now and then you should draw attention to Christian truths, speak of our obligations towards God, of the sacraments and of devotion to Our Lady.” Putting it plainly, he wanted the lessons to be Christian and he wanted the teachers to be frank and loving in exhorting their pupils to be good Christians. “This is the secret to make yourself loved by the young and to gain their confidence. Anyone who is ashamed to speak about religion is not worthy to be a teacher. The young will look down on him and he will not succeed in doing anything except ruining the hearts that Divine Providence has entrusted to him.”�





	Every superior and every teacher should turn constantly to God for help and should attribute to God whatever good he has been able to do. Whenever one of them complained about the pupils he would begin by asking him, “Do you pray for your pupils?” In the “confidential advice” given to Rectors he said, “In things of greater importance, raise your mind briefly to God before coming to a decision.” In the Regulations for the Houses, after the preliminary articles of a general nature, he declares that prayer, with patience and much diligence, is indispensable, and that without it he considers any set of regulations useless.





	Whenever he was pleased with the results obtained, his sentiment was always, “We should thank God humbly for everything. We should pray, especially at Mass, at the elevation of the Host, entrusting ourselves, our pupils and all our work to the Lord.” On his part, when regular lessons were under way, he would speak frequently and wisely about the three basic elements of his system: fleeing from sin, frequent confession and frequent communion. His chief concern was to ensure the presence of God in the souls of the young.





	We could spend a long time on this topic. From what we have said so far it is sufficiently clear that for Don Bosco the religious element is essential in education. Without it, in his view, education was not only ineffective, but had no meaning. In 1849 he got printed and distributed a poster which contains this sentence: “Only religion is capable of beginning and completing the great work of true education.” And he was not referring to a vague pious sentiment, totally abstract, without specific practices.





	In his Life of young Francis Besucco, published in 1864, he speaks very clearly without worrying about what the experts might think: “Let them say what they like about various systems of education - I find no sure basis other than frequent confession and communion. I do not believe that I am going too far when I say that, without these two elements, morality is doomed.” This conviction stayed with him for the whole of his life.





	In 1878 he stated openly to a high ranking government official: “They say that Don Bosco is too religious. I maintain that without religion no good can be achieved among the young.” In 1885, with a sense of sorrow, he lamented, “I am an old man about to die and I feel grieved that I have not been understood properly.”� He does not say by whom, but it is not hard to guess.





	Pope Pius XI understood Don Bosco very well. He declared him “a great proponent of Christian education” and in his homily on the occasion of Don Bosco’s canonization he pointed out the secret by which the educative system of St John Bosco had achieved such copious and marvellous fruits. “He practised those principles based on the Gospel which the Catholic Church has always recommended,”� the Holy Father said. Caviglioli, whom we have already quoted, sums up Don Bosco’s idea of education in these words: “God, revealed in Christ the Redeemer, lives in His Church and operates with His gifts in the whole work of education.”�





	Forming the consciences of young people in a Christian way has always been the aim of Christian educators. Don Bosco engaged in this work at a particular moment in history when this was more urgent and necessary than ever before. To say how he went about it would require, not just a few pages, but a large volume. I will highlight just two points: in the field of education he worked wonders through priestly kindness and through Christian devotion. He possessed both of these to an unparalleled degree.





	Regarding priestly kindness, I start with something he said in Paris in 1883 at a meeting of famous people.� “The souls of the young during the time of their formation need to experience the beneficial effects of priestly kindness.” Priestly kindness and love are the fruit of priestly goodness. It is a goodness which is born and nourished by the love of God. It is fatherly and concerned for the welfare of souls, and leaves a lasting and salutary mark on the souls of those who experience it from a tender age. It was this kindness, wisely and gently adapted to the age of young people, that Don Bosco chose as the basis of his educational method. Rightly Don Rua described him as a man in whom God raised spiritual fatherliness to the highest degree.	





	In the Oratory Don Bosco’s kindness could be seen everywhere. It was like the sun that gives light and heat even where it cannot be seen. It created a peaceful environment and the young people always wanted to make him happy. When he appeared in the playground they ran towards him to kiss his hand and to be near him. He spoke to them and smiled and joked with them He would look around him, bending his ear to anyone who wanted to say something to him, and his lips to the ears of those he wanted to admonish, exhort or encourage.





	He never lost sight of three maxims inspired by his priestly heart and which he constantly repeated to his Salesians. These were the three things that enabled him to win the affection and trust of the young. Firstly, love what the young people love and in that way they will come to love the things we love for the good of their souls. Secondly, love them in a way that they will know they are loved. Thirdly, make every effort to ensure that none of them ever leaves us unhappy. Rules like this are easily stated and it is easier still to applaud them. To put them into practice requires constant sacrifice.





	Don Bosco also taught that the educator is one who is dedicated to the good of his pupils and therefore must be ready to put up with any inconvenience or suffering in order to reach his objective. This strength and constancy are possible only in one who, in the great work of education, seeks only the glory of God and the good of souls. This was something Don Bosco preached by word and example. The time came when other occupations led him to reduce his presence among the young, but by then he had gathered around him a group of helpers that reached, like a long arm, where he could no longer go, and acted in his name and with the identical spirit.





	Having said this in general, let us come down to some particular examples, whilst skipping over many others that would take too long to relate.





	Don Bosco’s boys sensed his priestly kindness from the moment they set foot in the Oratory. His fatherly manner, the serene look on his face, and the love that shone through in his smile, led them immediately to respect him and have confidence in him. We would really need to repeat here the many questions he used to ask of the new arrivals, just to get a sense of their nature. Inevitably and at just the right moment came the question, “Do you want to be Don Bosco’s friend?” This opened the way for him to speak to them about the state of their souls and suggest confession to them. 





	For one who does not know Don Bosco, what I am about to say may seem strange - he showed such sincerity that the newcomers came out from seeing him, leaving the key to their hearts in his hands.





	Every evening after prayers, Don Bosco spoke to the boys of the Oratory in the so-called “Goodnight”. This consisted of a few minutes of intimate familiarity and fatherly kindness during which he imprinted on their minds the final thought of the day. Those who heard him have handed down to us many of these talks. To support the point I am making, I will relate just one of them, by way of example.





	Every 31 December he used to give the strenna,  a souvenir and spiritual motto for the New Year. In 1859 he had this to say: “My dear sons, you know how much I love you in the Lord, and how I have dedicated my entire self to do whatever good I can for you. Whatever little bit of knowledge or experience I may have acquired, all that I am and all that I possess, my prayers, my hard work, my health and my whole life - I want to use them all for you. You can count on me at any time and for anything, but especially in matters of the soul. For my part, as a strenna I give you myself. It may not be much, but when I give everything it means I keep nothing for myself.” Then he gave each one a souvenir and continued, “I want you to finish the year with perfect love and holy joy. And so I forgive any wrong you may have done to me, and I want you to forgive each other whatever wrongs you may have received. I want us to begin the year 1860 with no discontent and no regrets.” On this note of kindness he finished his talk.





	The young people knew that they could go to him at any time, and how well he always received them! He would make them sit down on the couch and he would sit at his desk. He would listen to them attentively, as one listens to someone who has something important to say, and he did his best to please them. After their conversation he accompanied them to the door, opened the door for them and bade them farewell with his customary, “We are always friends, eh!” There is no need to say that the boys always came away from him at peace and as happy as could be.





	They were always delighted to see him going round the house. His fatherly care brought an affectionate word to his lips which was as welcome as a beautiful gift. He was always able to remember something that interested the person he was meeting. His visits to the sick were not just brief visits from a distance. He would go right up to their beds and spend some time with them, completely at his ease. He enquired about their health, cheered them up and, if they needed something, he gave orders for it to be provided or he got it himself.





	Every educator, no matter who he is, has to correct, reprove or punish, at some time or other. As early as 1846 Don Bosco, with his priestly kindness, had formulated a rule to be followed on such occasions.





	During one of his absences from Valdocco he had come to hear that a priest friend, one of his helpers at the Oratory, was treating the boys ‘with considerable force’ and had upset many of them. On 31 August he wrote to Don Borel, who was filling in for him as Director of the Oratory, to make him aware of the situation. “See to it that everything on the menu in the Oratory is seasoned with oil,” he said. He used the same sort of metaphorical language later in dealing with similar cases. For example, in 1866 he said one day to Don Rua who was in charge of discipline, “I seem to have heard some of the doors creaking. A little oil on the hinges would help.” He even told him to become an oil merchant! Needless to say, he himself used this oil unsparingly.





	It is impossible to relate all the ways in which he displayed this kindness and brought joy to the Oratory, or the many ways in which he won the confidence of the pupils. It is enough to read his admirable and much admired pages on the preventive system, pages dictated from his priestly heart. This was the rule that was lived by Don Bosco in the Oratory for forty years before he committed it to writing. In it we can find his true thinking on education and also the nuances of the spirit that animated him in his long and arduous work of education. Through it he achieved success to a degree never even imagined by educational experts.


	One of these successes was, believe it or not, none other than Cardinal Cagliero. As a boy he was intelligent and full of life and energy. Even though the Oratory was run more like a family than a college, this lively youngster from Castelnuovo often tried to shake off the yoke. He broke the hearts of the superiors who had to look after him. Some of them wanted to send him away and if it were not for Don Bosco, Cagliero would not have become the man we know today. Don Bosco knew well how to handle him and gradually he became an exemplary young man. The rest of the story is well known.





	In a talk given on the occasion of Don Bosco’s beatification, a Bishop from Argentina had the happy idea of demonstrating how in Don Bosco there was only what was necessary of the educator, nothing of the policeman and everything of a father.





	An Anglican who was in charge of a hostel for young people in London read Don Bosco’s text on the preventive system. He also observed it in practice in the Oratory in Turin and in some colleges in Italy and was so impressed that he tried to adopt it himself as far as he could. He placed a picture of Don Bosco in the entrance hall of the hostel, and even included the motto Da mihi animas, cetera tolle.





	He wrote two articles which were published in 1900 and 1903. In them he prayed that the Lord would raise up in England men with the spirit of Don Bosco, for there was great need of them He used to speak also of frequent confession and communion, and daily Mass, though he used the word Eucharist which was more acceptable to his co-religionists.�





	This man, a protestant, has understood that the basis of Don Bosco’s educational method is piety. This is the second characteristic referred to above. Much has already been said in this regard in the previous chapters, especially those immediately preceding. I limit myself therefore to a few comments and testimonies.





	Piety at the Oratory was cultivated, not imposed, and so it flourished with an attractive spontaneity. It was nourished by prayer in common, daily Mass, frequent confession and communion and the short talk after evening prayer. It was reinforced by periodic practices such as sermons on feast days, the monthly Exercise for a Happy Death and the retreat in the middle of the school year. Religious feasts were well prepared and celebrated with solemnity. There were four sodalities, each with its own rule, which helped to promote piety. Their members were drawn from the best boys in each section. They encouraged each other in fervour and served as a leaven among the rest of the boys.


	


	More than anything else, Don Bosco influenced by his example, his words and the ministry of confession, as we have already noted above. His own devotion and his zeal for piety were passed on to his helpers, and they brought the same spirit into the various colleges. Bishop De Gaudenzi of Vigevano wrote, “Anyone visiting the Oratory or the other establishments built and run by Don Bosco and his priests, notices immediately an indefinable sense of piety which is not easily found in other institutes. It appears that in Don Bosco’s institutes you can breathe the good odour of Jesus Christ.”�





	Another bishop, the Bishop of Casale Ferré, was also struck by the piety observed in Don Bosco’s houses. The learned prelate once said, in the hearing of some distinguished people, that the great secret of Don Bosco’s educative work was to imbue in his boys the spirit of piety. “The very atmosphere that surrounds them, the air they breathe, is impregnated with devotion. Boys who have been influenced in this way would hardly dare to do evil, even if they so wished. They have not the means to do evil. They would have to go against the current to become bad. If they neglected the practices of piety, they would feel like fish out of water. This is what makes them obedient and makes them act from conviction and conscience, so that rebellion among them is unimaginable. They are carried along by an irresistible force.”





	When somebody mentioned this observation to Don Bosco he said that it was true, and he added this comment: “We try not to burden the boys with the practices of piety, nor to tire them out. They should be like the air around us that is never a burden, never tires us, even though we carry a heavy column of air on our shoulders. The reason is that we are entirely surrounded by it, and completely filled with it inside and outside.�


	


	The piety inculcated by Don Bosco was inspired by the first verse of Psalm 111: Happy the man who fears the Lord, who takes delight in all his commands.   Generally his talks after evening prayer finished always, like the Gloria at the end of each Psalm, with some thought concerning piety together with a thought referring to the obligations of their state or some other truth of faith. He believed that faith is the eye of piety; it is not for nothing that religious instruction played such a big part in the Oratory. In this way he gave the boys a piety that was enlightened and they became accustomed to act according to conscience and from supernatural motives. Here lies the difference between the secular educator and the priest-educator. The former is engaged in a psychological exercise, the latter is more concerned with the development of conscience.





	Joy was another characteristic of the Oratory. A well known writer on the spiritual life has this to say:� “Sadness is a sentiment that comes from hell, joy is the mirror of God’s life in us.” Don Bosco’s mind was filled with God and the joy in his heart shone through in his appearance, his smile, and his constant optimism. He shared this joy with all those around him. Serve the Lord with Gladness was an absolutely essential rule of his educational method. While still at school he founded the Societá di Allegria (the joy club) among his schoolmates in order to help them to be good. Dominic Savio, totally imbued with the spirit of Don Bosco, interpreted it very well when he said to a newcomer, “Here we make holiness consist in being always cheerful.”� These were  not just words! In 1857 a young man, who had just recently arrived at the Oratory, wrote to one of his friends, “Here I feel like as if I am in an earthly paradise. Everyone is happy but it is a truly heavenly happiness, especially when Don Bosco is among us.”�





	Life at the Oratory was made up of piety, study and work, all of them seasoned with holy joy. “Anyone who has not seen it would find it very hard to imagine how it was,” writes a historian who was an eye-witness.� Survivors of that period are rejuvenated when they recall the happiness they enjoyed in Don Bosco’s house, even though they had none of the comforts that came later. When the heart is at peace, there is always joy. As scripture says, “For the joyous heart it is festival always.”�





	In his short treatise on the Preventive System Don Bosco promised another longer work on the subject - a promise he was unable to fulfil. However, he left his followers something far more valuable than a book containing his ideas on the topic. He left his sons a spirit which, in the field of education, is of far more benefit than all the books in the world. For him, this spirit had just one source - his habitual intimate union with God, nourished by a lively faith.
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