Chapter 15





APOSTLE OF CHARITY





	We will try to give some other indications to describe further the figure of Don Bosco presented in the preceding pages. Following him step by step though the course of his life, we have emphasized the spirit which motivated him at the different stages and the varying situations of his life. We have seen him as a child and as an adolescent, as a cleric and a young priest, as a founder of works and as a minister of the Lord, always consumed by zeal for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. We have seen how he was tested by tribulations of every kind, without ever losing that imperturbable calm, that peace and tranquillity, which came from his perfect, intimate, uninterrupted union with God, Now, since Don Bosco’s life was undoubtedly one great apostolate of charity, in this chapter we want to study it from that point of view, and to see what there is that is proper to him. This is a vast topic on its own, but we have to stay within the limits allowed by the nature of this book.





	Don Bosco was essentially an apostle. An apostle is one who is sent. He was sent, as we have seen, on a specific mission of charity towards the young, a mission which was providential but not exclusive. When he was called to this apostolate he was also shown the means by which he should prepare himself. He was to begin by becoming humble, strong and tough, and then proceed to acquire knowledge. In other words, the preparation was to be physical, moral and ascetical, rather than scientific. What was not clear then, would become clear in the future.





	Carrying out this mission would mean toiling hard, through difficulties and contradictions, in a huge work of instruction and education. He would need good health, a balanced temperament, and learning. When God destines one of his creatures for a particular mission, He always gives him the natural aptitudes required for the fulfilment of that mission, and so it was in the case of Don Bosco. However, it would not have been enough for him to rely on his human efforts nor his natural gifts. To have done so would have produced merely natural results, which were not in line with God’s designs. He needed also, and above all, the powerful help of divine grace, which is given only to the humble of heart. According to St Thomas, “humility is a disposition which prepares the soul to receive spiritual and divine benefits.”�





	Jesus triumphed over the world through the humility of his whole life. There was no other way Don Bosco could have triumphed over the endless obstacles put in his way by the enemies of good, and so bring to a happy conclusion the mighty task entrusted to him by God. We have to agree that Providence gave him ample opportunities to be well rooted in humility. He was of humble birth; for two years he endured the humble condition of a farm worker with another family, and he did humble work from the age of sixteen to twenty-one.





	He felt destined for great things and he was inclined to a high esteem of self, but his spirit was slowly mortified and he became accustomed never to refuse anything, no matter how humiliating, whenever the glory of God and the good of his neighbour might demand it. He learned to consider himself nothing more than a poor instrument in the hands of God. Humility became the secret of his intimate union with God, the source from which all his activity flowed. So it is with every true apostle.





	We must not overlook the fact that he learned this lesson from the Mother of God. Don Bosco’s apostolate had a specifically Marian imprint, which is one of its distinguishing characteristics. Mary Help of Christians and Don Bosco could well be the title of a wonderful poem! “Don Bosco is nothing,” he used to say at the end of his life, “Our Lady did everything.”





	Every apostolate has its precise and proper object As .with all the saints, Don Bosco practised universal charity, according to the circumstances. “Do good to all and evil to none” was a maxim he used to repeat even towards the end of his life.





	In the field of charity, which is as vast as the needs of people, he was given a particular area which was the Christian education of the children of the ordinary people. To do this work he founded two religious families, and he handed on his spirit to them. What spirit? Leaving aside elements common to others, I will speak about the three characteristics indicated above which can be considered particular to Don Bosco - a spirit of hardworking charity, joyful charity and unbiased charity.





	The first element is that of hard work. It would be difficult to find another saint who worked as hard as Don Bosco. For Pius XI, his life was “one of colossal work.”� 





	This aspect of Don Bosco’s life is described, better than anyone else could describe it, by Fr Leonard Murialdo in the following passage:� “I am not aware of long prayers or extraordinary penances in the life of Don Bosco. What I do know is his constant indefatigable work, carried on over a long period of years for the glory of God, with endless fatigue, amid crosses and contradictions of every kind, with a calmness and tranquillity that were unique, and with extraordinary results for the glory of God and the good of souls.”





	Regarding work, whether for himself or for others, Don Bosco had a particular understanding that was all his own. For himself, he regarded work as a weapon against the enemies of his soul, as can be seen from the resolution he wrote at the time of his priestly ordination. He did not mean just any work. In his opinion, a priest has an obligation to work, and to work to an extent that, even if it cost him his life, he would have done nothing more than his duty. It is the aim and the glory of priests never to get tired of working for the good of souls.





	Feeling that he was called to a work on a grand scale, he maintained that nothing great is ever achieved without great effort. He was convinced that the modern world wants so see priests who work, and he realized how much even the enemies of the Church appreciate priests who work. He believed that nowadays it is no longer enough to pray. We must also work and work hard, while never forgetting prayer.





	With these principles it is no wonder that he employed all his forces to work for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. When advised to take some rest he would reply pleasantly, “I will rest when I am a few kilometres above the moon!” With his sound constitution he might have lived to be ninety or more. Instead he died, worn out, literally worn out from toilsome work, day and night. We can well believe the testimony of those who recall that, when he was seventy, he suffered at the thought of the work he used to be able to do, and now he had neither the strength nor the sight to do even one hundredth of it.





	He wanted to see the same spirit of hard work flourishing in the Salesian Congregation. He used to say so clearly to those who wished to enter: “The spirit of the congregation is this, that no one should think of entering it to stand with his hands by his sides.” An experience he had in the early days of the Congregation encouraged him to get the members to work without let-up.





	At that time he could not speak openly about religious life, because hostile notions were prevalent almost everywhere among the people. Seeing the need to prepare those among the young clerics at the Oratory whom he considered suitable, he did not demand much from them by way of practices of piety, but he made them work as hard as they possibly could. And what happened? There were some less disciplined clerics who would have left if they had been subjected to rules that were restrictive. Instead, under his watchful guidance, they worked willingly and hard, and later, when the circumstances changed, they became excellent Salesian priests.





	Later on, when things were more organized, he had another experience. He discovered that a reluctance to work was one of the causes that led people to leave religious life. Hard work, as well as helping to uncover talents and skills that might otherwise have remained hidden, also helped to preserve vocations. Pius IX confirmed him in this way of thinking, and twice shared this view with him.





	In 1869 the Pontiff told him that he had more esteem for a congregation where they prayed less and worked more than one where they prayed a lot and worked very little. For this reason in 1874, he authorized him to entrust to the novices work that the Rule prescribed for the professed. “Keep them occupied with work!” the Pope told him.





	Having said this, it was his own sense that he should not spare the members in matters of work. Certainly he encouraged them to take care of their health, but in order to be able to work more. His words and example were a powerful and effective stimulus. With evident satisfaction he pointed out how all those who had grown up in the Society, had acquired a love and even a zeal for work, which, he felt, could not be surpassed. “As long as this hard work lasts,” he used to say, “things will go well“ �





	With this kind of spirit he was able to make statements like the following: “When it happens that a Salesian dies working for souls, then we can say that our Congregation has won a great triumph, and copious blessings will descend upon it from heaven.” Such things actually happened, especially on the Missions. In his first three-year Report to the Holy See on the State of the Society, he did not hesitate to write, “The work is beyond our resources and the number of men we have, but no one complains. It is as if tiredness is another source of nourishment after their material food.”





	It is one thing to do a lot of work. It is another thing to work well. Everyone knows that the apostolate, while it is and should be a means of sanctification, can also become a cause of spiritual exhaustion for someone who allows himself to be overburdened with external activity. Don Bosco did not need anyone to point out to him this danger which is so evident. To begin with, we can refer to the judgment of Pope Pius XI, someone who had a good knowledge of human nature and who knew Don Bosco well.





	In his speech on 19 November 1933 for the approval of the miracles, he said, “It is necessary to ask what was the secret of all this miracle of work. And Don Bosco himself has given us the explanation, the true key to this magnificent mystery. He gave it to us in his continuous aspirations and constant prayer to God. His intimate conversation with God was unceasing and rarely has the saying qui laborat, orat� been so true as in his case, for he identified work with prayer.”





	As for others, he was not satisfied that they worked a lot, but he taught them to work spiritually, that is, with faith, hope and charity. With faith meant seeking in faith to do always the will of God, without every looking for the praise of men. With hope meant looking for heavenly recompense for our labours here and not poor earthly rewards. With charity meant doing all for love of God, offering everything to Him, for He alone is worthy of being loved and served, and with charity towards one’s neighbour, seeking only the good of souls, with the gentleness of St Francis de Sales and the patience of Job.





	He feared greatly that the efficacy and merit of work might be lost if one’s own will were allowed to infiltrate. Self-will was to be conquered and renounced, because for a Christian and for a religious work is to be seen as the fulfilment of one’s duty, whether it is to one’s own liking or not. After a message he received from heaven in 1876 he used to repeat frequently,”Work and temperance will make the Salesian Congregation flourish. These are the two weapons with which we will succeed in conquering everything.” He believed that temperance was another indispensable virtue that should always be accompanied by work.





	To raise the spirits he liked to speak on occasion of the extraordinary good the Congregation was called to do in the world, and he did so in such vivid terms that it was as if it had already been accomplished. At the end he would warn against any presumption, saying that work must be joined with temperance and humility. It has to be said that the General Chapter was inspired when it inserted in the Regulations for the Houses of Novitiate an article obliging the Novice Master to instil in the novices “that untiring zeal for work sanctified by prayer and union with God, which should be characteristic of the sons of Don Bosco.”�





	I will not spend time trying to measure the field of the charitable work of Don Bosco towards his neighbour, and in particular for the sons of the ordinary people. For this I refer the reader to the four chapters dealing with Don Bosco as confessor, preacher, writer and educator. There you can see how his unparalleled work-rate was accompanied always by a perfect interior life, making him an altogether exceptional Saint.





	He was hardworking in his apostolate of charity, but it was always a cheerful charity. The reading for the Mass of St John Bosco, taken from St Paul, begins with the words: Rejoice, rejoice always in the Lord. Again I say, rejoice.� It is well chosen. Joy dwelt in him and radiated from him always. How many reasons he had to feel sad, from childhood to old age! And yet those who were in a position to know him best are in complete agreement in testifying that cheerfulness was one of his characteristics for the whole of his life. Who would ever have thought that he was troubled by a thousand worries as he gave those ‘goodnights’ laced with good humour, or when he went into the playground, calm and smiling, with a word of greeting that brought laughter and did so much good to those to whom they were addressed?





	We have his letters, written under pressure of extreme labour and serious difficulties, yet adorned with witticisms which were intended to touch the heart of the other person and sow there the seed of some good sentiment. His example exerted such influence on those who had the good fortune to live with him that they also, without realizing it, were inclined to accept things contrary to their own tastes with admirable serenity and a spontaneous smile. Don Bosco’s constant spiritual joy came from a heart filled with the love of God. This, together with his perfect control over self, made him serene in all life’s dealings and a bearer of serenity to his sons and to the young.





	I cannot pass over in silence two things that were affected by his spirit of joyful charity. The first of these concerns the piety of the boys and in particular frequent communion.





	Nothing went against his way of thinking of the goodness of the Lord as much as the burdensome remains of the Jansenist severity that still survived here and there in Piedmont, weighing on people’s souls especially in relation to the practice of the sacraments. Don Bosco set out courageously to dispel these notions, and to encourage young people to participate joyfully in the Eucharist. He accepted firmly the genuine teaching of the Church, and went further even than St Francis de Sales, favouring not just weekly but daily communion. This was something that had not been done previously. 


	


The comments opposed to this innovation and the occasional strong protests are therefore understandable. Some were genuinely upset on seeing the procession of young boys who approached the altar rails every day at the Community Mass in the Oratory. He let them talk and gradually the practice became acceptable. Pope Pius X ended the discussion once and for all with his well known decree which confirmed Don Bosco’s practice in relation to the sacrament, even using the very words of Don Bosco.





	The other beneficial affect of his joyful charity is the spirit he gave in his preventive system for the education of young people. The prudent, wise and fruitful norms that he dictated are the result of his joyful spirit in one of the most delicate works one can undertake on behalf of young people. As a child he felt the urge to be an apostle among his peers and even among his older neighbours. He used his skill as an acrobat - a skill he had learned for this very purpose. As a teenager he started a group called the joy club. As a young priest, at the beginning of his mission, he attracted the youngsters of Turin, becoming one of them, happy to be among them. In the early days of the Oratory he thought up the best ways and means of creating joy in the house. When he put pen to paper and wrote down in precise terms the rules that were to guide the education of the young, as he saw it, he made joyful charity a sine qua non of his whole educational method. Indeed, in the final analysis his method can be summed up in the beautiful expression servite Domino in laetitia - serve the Lord with gladness.





	I called him an apostle of unbiased charity. - by that I mean a charity that rises above all judgments and prejudices. He did not judge those for whom he was working, nor those who either opposed him and criticised his work, or lavished praise upon him. He showed no prejudice towards those who misunderstood and put obstacles in the way of what he was doing, nor towards those who through bad will fought against his institutions and would have wished to destroy them. 





	First of all, the charity that burned in his heart made him a minister of God towards people of every kind. It did not matter who he was dealing with. As soon as he got a sense of the person’s attitude towards religion, he found a way to invite him to think about his soul. The charity which burned within him gave him a remarkable apostolic frankness which, combined with sincere simplicity, never failed to make an impression. Human respect can sometimes hold priests back from approaching certain topics - Don Bosco did not know the meaning of it!





	Knowing that in this way he could offer the best service one could expect from a priest, he did not worry about the first impressions his words might have on the person before him. They were often scientists, professional men, politicians, important people, known for their ideas against the Church, who might well turn up their noses at what he had to say. He did not worry but his words were accompanied with such gentleness of manner, and such expressions of esteem, reverence and affection, and often with unexpected urbane wit, that there is not even one case recorded where someone felt offended. Many delightful episodes of this kind have been related 





	Both criticism and praise were heaped on him from every side and on many occasions. Hundreds of times the newspapers wrote about him, both favourably and unfavourably. He was not dismayed by criticism and he looked upon praise as good publicity for his charitable works. His views are clearly expressed in an article of the old Regulations for Salesian Houses which was kept in the 1877 edition and successive editions.





	In that article Don Bosco tells the boys that they should become accustomed to receive blame and praise with indifference.� This is asking a lot of young people! On his own part, whenever people spoke to him about praise or blame that had been accorded him, he used to say that those who praised him were saying what he should be, and those who criticised him were saying what he was. His critics had two main complaints - that he attracted too much publicity to his own person, and that he became too familiar with people who were opposed to the Church.





	He saw publicity as a way of making his institutions known and getting support for them. In this he had the merit of understanding the times he lived in. Gradually it became so fashionable to make use of publicity that even his enemies had recourse to it when they wanted some enterprise to succeed.





	It is easy to exonerate him from the second accusation. He saw no harm in approaching anyone with a view to doing good. In dealing with civil authorities, he respected them and he rendered to Caesar the things that were Caesar’s in order to ensure that no one neglected to render to God the things that were God’s. He did not seek to flatter anyone. With deputies, senators and ministers he behaved courteously and openly. He was a priest with everyone and he did not omit to speak truths that they might not have heard from anybody else.





	His charity was free from the prejudices of others. He prudently avoided any harmful action that might have had adverse consequences for his cause. The prejudices against him came from three sources: ecclesiastical, religious and political.





	Don Bosco’s work contained elements that were new to the world and seemed irreconcilable with traditions that had been long venerated. The novelties that he introduced have now entered the life of the Church but those with new ideas are not always welcomed at the time - hence the reservations, the mistrust and the opposition. Sometimes the difficulties were so great and lasted so long that anyone who did not have a sense of a higher mission would have been discouraged. He did not give up nor change course. He suffered patiently, he was humiliated, he spoke and wrote, and only towards the end of his days did he have the consolation of knowing that he was universally understood, appreciated and praised.





	By the prejudices of the second type I mean the false ideas of the times regarding religious life. The government suppressed the convents and dispersed their members. The press - newspapers, books and theatre - continually denigrated religious and heaped derision upon them. Even Christian families were influenced and did not always look sympathetically on religious. Even the secular clergy did not always appreciate religious. Religious meant friar, and friar at that time was regarded as a synonym for a man of little worth, an idle good-for-nothing. Children laughed at the cowls of the friars, on the rare occasions when they saw them. And Don Bosco was planning to found a new religious congregation! It would have carried little weight for him to say that his would be different from all the others. Even the boys at the Oratory would not have listened to him and they would have told him, “Priests, yes! But we don’t want to be friars!” It is easy to imagine then how, with this in mind, he felt the need to proceed cautiously so as not to offend the common perceptions and not to ruin the project before it got off the ground. His goodness, patience and prudence saw him through in the end. Only a charity that saw far into the future could have sustained him in such an arduous undertaking.





	Then there were the political prejudices. The birth of the Society coincided with the period of the wars for the independence and unification of Italy.  Unorthodox ideas of reform, progress and liberty that had been fermenting during the pontificate of Gregory XVI exploded on the arrival of Pius IX.  Frenzied popular manifestations aroused a desire for change even among members of the clergy, secular and religious. Many of them went with the current, either because they no longer accepted discipline, or because they were influenced by reading the books of Gioberti, or led astray by their own naivety.  If it had been pure patriotism it would have been all right, but there were some who were taking advantage of the situation for their own ends. They were the members of the sects, enemies of God and of the Church. Too many good people were short sighted and allowed themselves to be misled.





	They did everything possible to drag Don Bosco into the field of politics. His thoroughly priestly way of thinking showed him the right line of conduct. He chose, not the way of politics that divides, but always and in everything the way of charity that unites. He had to suffer a lot as a consequence, at the time and later. But he did not bend. Prudent, calm, respectful, he thought only of gathering young people who were abandoned to make them good citizens and good Christians. He thought increasingly about how to protect young people from the errors that were all around, because in his own mind he saw these young people as the foundation stones of the edifice he was to construct.





	The experience of that troubled period was to be his teacher in years ahead when he was consolidating the Salesian Society.  Before the new State he proposed to make it known - and he was praised for this by Pius IX - that it was possible to render to Caesar the things that belonged to Caesar, without any compromise, and without ever being diverted from giving to God what belongs to God. He considered this the biggest problem facing Catholics at that time.





He met many difficulties, which he sought to resolve by the practice of evangelical charity. The enemies of the Church had their art refined and their means were immense. Nevertheless, Don Bosco managed to stay within the law and by his charity he secured for himself the personal favour of the men at the seat of power. This cost him sacrifices of every kind but he succeeded in establishing his building on a solid foundation, so solid that others who wanted to restore their institutions, were quite happy to follow his example.





	Pope Pius XI, the Pope who canonized him, referred to the many difficulties that crossed the path of our Saint and which he overcame with God’s help. In his homily on the great day, he said, “[Don Bosco was] entirely dedicated to the glory of God and the salvation of souls. He was never put off by the doubts of others, but with bold ideas and the use of modern means he set about  realizing those innovative plans which he knew to be in accordance with God‘s will, even though to others they appeared rash.” Further on the Pope said, “In the face of difficulties of every kind, in spite of derision and contempt on the part of many, he would raise his eyes to heaven and exclaim, ‘My brothers, this is God’s work, it is the Lord’s will. The Lord is obliged to provide the necessary means.’ Events proved the truth of his words, so much so that contempt gave way to universal admiration.”





	What St John wrote about love - fear is driven out by perfect love� - was seen to be true in the life of Don Bosco. His extraordinary love for God and neighbour rendered him steadfast in everything and so he reached the goal of his mission.





	Here the mind turns spontaneously to the Mass approved by the Church for St John Bosco. It opens with words which Scripture speaks of Solomon and which Pius XI used many times in speaking about Don Bosco: God gave him wisdom and understanding and a heart as vast as the sand on the seashore.�  This was said of the one who, as is suggested also in the Mass, was to become the father of many nations.�
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