Chapter 20





A GEM AMONG PRIESTS





	A Danish author who has written a life of Don Bosco studied the Saint and then wrote an impression of him which earlier biographers must surely have had, but none of them expressed it as well as he did.� He wrote: “Don Bosco is one of the most complete and perfect men that the world has ever known. In most of the saints, even those canonized by the Church, there is always something human and, sometimes, as in St Ambrose (sic), even too human. […] In the life of Don Bosco there is nothing or almost nothing of this. In him everything is light, without shadow. This constitutes a difficulty from an artist’s point of view. The whole picture should be pointed in white, white on white, light on light. ‘The just,’ says the Gospel, ‘shall shine like the sun.’ But who can paint the sun?” It is against this background of perfect innocence that Don Bosco set about building his priestly holiness.





	This is what characterizes Don Bosco’s holiness. Even before he became a priest he longed to become one, and this aspiration gave the tone to his whole life from the age of five to twenty-six. It is hard to determine when the idea of becoming a priest entered his mind... It is as if he was born with it. He manifested a desire to become a priest as soon as he was able to understand what a priest was and what he did. From that moment the idea of priesthood so dominated his life that it gave a priestly character to his whole conduct.





	There is no need to mention childish games, acting the priest in liturgical ceremonies - something that happens often among the children of Christian families. I focus rather on the apostolate which he began to exercise whilst still a child, in ways that showed priestly zeal. This is well known. When he became a cleric he did everything he could to rid himself of every habit that had even the appearance of worldliness. He gave up playing the violin, his favourite instrument. He gave up hunting and even reading the profane classics, so that he would have more time for sacred studies, teaching catechism, and religious services. When he came to priesthood he had a soul that had been priestly for a long time. After the imposition of hands and the grace of the sacrament, his mind was filled even more than before with everything that is true, everything that is noble, everything that is good and pure, everything that we love and honour, everything that is virtuous or worthy of praise.� These words of St Paul are used in the Mass in honour of St John Bosco. Don Bosco wanted to be a priest and truly was a priest in example and in word, in action and in prayer.





	We don‘t have to study the practice of the various virtues in Don Bosco‘s life to be able to say that his was an exemplary priestly life - his canonization confirms that he practised virtue to a heroic degree. Here it is enough to show that he was exemplary in the respect he had for the dignity of priesthood. He showed this in a unique way in an incident that happened in 1866. When the government of the new Italy was still in Florence, the President of the Council asked him to act as official intermediary with Pius IX to resolve some particularly thorny issues. Don Bosco accepted the invitation in the hope of being able to offer a service to the Church. However, when he met the Minister, knowing whom he was dealing with, before he took on the task he was not afraid to state very clearly: “Excellency, I want you to know that Don Bosco is a priest at the altar, a priest in the confessional, a priest among his boys; and as he is a priest in Turin so also is he a priest in Florence, a priest in the homes of the poor, a priest in the palaces of the King and of the Ministers.”





	It is almost as if we can see and hear him. Don Bosco had a habit of speaking slowly, with a pleasant gravity, giving weight to every word, and that is how he must have spoken on that occasion. We can easily imagine the surprise of the Minister who, nevertheless, hastened to give the necessary assurances. If he had taken offence, Don Bosco would have replied, as he did on other occasions, with all simplicity and candour, “My language seems strange to you because you have never had the opportunity of speaking to a Catholic priest.”





	Don Bosco used to say that the priest is always a priest and should be seen as such at all times. Six years after his ordination, among the notes of his retreat he wrote the words of St John Chrysostom, “The priest is a soldier of Christ.” And a soldier is always a soldier, always on active service. 





	The lofty notion that Don Bosco had of the priesthood can he seen also in other ways. He, who was always so humble, delighted in the signs of respect that he received in many places, and from groups of people, on his journeys. Why? He said himself, “These marks of respect are not given to the individual but to his priestly character and therefore to the Church and the faith.”





	One day when he was the guest of a noble family in Turin, grand speeches were given in his honour. He let them speak and then he replied: “I am happy that you have such esteem for the priesthood. No matter what good is said about a priest, about the dignity and virtues which the priest should have, enough can never be said.” On another occasion he gave free vent to his enthusiasm in a lively and spontaneous manner. As he was entering a female institute with a priest friend of his, he whispered a prayer: Fac, Domine, ut servem cor et corpus meum immaculatum tibi, ut non confundar -  grant, O Lord, that I may preserve my heart and body pure for your sake, and that I may not be deceived. The he turned to his companion and said, “You see, my friend, a priest faithful to his vocation is an angel, and if he is not that, then what is he? He becomes an object of pity and scorn for all.” It is natural then that he had great respect for the priestly character in others. He showed many signs of esteem and respect for priests. If ever he heard about a priest who did not respect his priesthood, he became upset even to the point of tears and would have wished to hide him from the eyes of others. He showed great love in trying to rehabilitate priests who had fallen into disrepute and who were recommended to him by the Archbishop. We shall speak again of this later.





	It is a great pity that we do not have complete copies of the sermons he preached to priests during retreats. We have only brief notes but from them we can judge the efficacy of his words. He spoke ex abundantia cordis - from the richness of his heart. “How happy I am to be a priest!” he once exclaimed, in conversation with another priest. He said this because he humbly believed that being a priest was the only thing that saved him in those difficult times from the foolish ideas of some hotheads.� But being a priest was at all times his greatest personal satisfaction, as it was his greatest title of honour. He never failed to put his priestly title whenever he wrote his name on books or signed letters, something that was not done at that time.





	Who was more priestly than Don Bosco in his way of speaking? We can say with moral certainty that Don Bosco did not have to render account to God for even one idle word. Of Don Bosco the preacher we have already spoken sufficiently in chapter 11, and in chapters 12 and 16 we have spoken also of his use of the word. His priestly love for souls inspired him in the pulpit as well as in his room and in the playground. It never left him, no matter where he was.





	Whether he was at home or away from home, whether engaged in business or in pleasant conversation, those who were with him knew that they were always in the presence of a priest, who was well used to speaking about God and eternity. He knew how to be both salt and light� in every time and place. This was well understood by that Marquis in France who felt obliged to say, in the company of some aristocrats: “Don Bosco preaches always.” The young clerics and priests of the Oratory also understood the value of his words. They not only treasured them - they also recorded them faithfully in their notebooks, some of which have come down to us.





	I have already said a lot about his priestly work, but there is more to be said. What was said of him, “priest at the altar,” can serve as our starting point. We have seen how he celebrated Mass like an angel. He was also “a priest in the confessional.” He was convinced that he was a priest especially to restore souls to God’s grace, and we have seen in chapter 10 the fruits of that conviction. He was “a priest in the midst of his boys.” How he loved those boys! “It is enough that you are young for me to love you,” he wrote in the introduction to the Companion of Youth. He loved them as a priest. He also said, “It would be difficult to find anyone who loves you in Jesus Christ more than I do.” He showed this as a priest, willing to undergo tiredness, pain and sacrifice of every kind and at every moment for the good of their souls. He dealt with them always as a priest.





	A saying he constantly practised and preached was always to deal with young people in such a manner that they would never go away unhappy. He spoke to them as a priest. The salvation of their souls was the subject of his conversation with the young, in private and in public. This was the first thing he spoke about when he met a boy for the first time, the last thing when a boy was leaving, and the first thing whenever he met him again later in life.





	“A priest in Florence as in Turin” - a priest always, everywhere and in every circumstance. On his travels in Italy, France and Spain the general admiration for him as wonder-worker did not prevent his being venerated as a holy priest. This is how he was seen by all who met him. Crowds came to attend his Mass, to hear him speaking, to open their conscience to him. On his way back from Paris in 1883 he said that he had had to resolve a good number of cases there, each one of which would have made his journey worthwhile.





	“A priest with the poor.” Like Jesus he had a special love for the poor and like Jesus he sought his followers among the sons of the poor. And who does not know that to speak about Don Bosco is to speak about poor young people? Relating how no poor person ever approached Don Bosco without getting some assistance, his biographer concludes with a revealing expression: “Don Bosco was poor but as generous as a king!”


Among the distinguishing characteristics of his mission, Jesus pointed to the words of Isaiah, “The Good News is proclaimed to the poor.”� The priest is a true priest to the extent that he draws on the divine example in proclaiming the Good News to the poor.





	A priest with the rich and powerful - that could serve as a summary of what he said in Florence after he declared himself a priest in the homes of the poor, and that is certainly what he meant, even if he did not say so expressly. He could not say everything! Between the poor and the kings, there are not only the government ministers. There are other categories of persons such as the wealthy and the educated. Don Bosco had very frequent contacts with people who were rich in possessions and in knowledge. He knocked unceasingly on the doors of the wealthy, and he received from them in abundance. He was deeply grateful as a priest should be, without any servility. He worked on the principle: “We do a great service to the rich when we help them to observe the divine precept to give alms from what you have.”�





	He himself often gave precious spiritual alms to rich people who were enslaved to their wealth. There was even the case of a wealthy Jew who wanted to meet Don Bosco and came to see him. Coming out from the Oratory he was heard to say that if there were somebody like Don Bosco in every city, the whole world would be converted. Another wealthy Jew, who was also a rabbi, said that he had been to visit Don Bosco twice, but that he would not go a third time for fear he might find himself compelled to stay with him. These and similar expressions show that these men saw not only Don Bosco’s priestly habit but also the priestly character of his soul.





	Just as he did not flatter the rich, neither did he feel overawed by the learned. He also was possessed of knowledge, which Scripture calls the hallmark of every priest.� He shared his knowledge with all, whether they wanted to hear it or not. A well known foreign lawyer, much in demand for the defence of the rights of ecclesiastics, quoted from the Psalms in support of his work on behalf of the Church. Don Bosco asked him bluntly, “You, sir, this religion that you defend so admirably, do you practise it?” The poor lawyer tried to change the topic of conversation, but Don Bosco held his hand and insisted, “Don’t twist - answer: this religion that you defend so well in public, do you also practise it?” This was the coup de grace for the lawyer who had reached the stage where he no longer even believed in confession.





	Taking his leave of a noble family after a meal with them, Don Bosco spoke a good word to each one, except a certain general who was also a guest. He was an educated man but indifferent in matters of faith. He asked Don Bosco for some word to keep as a memento of their pleasant meeting. “Pray for me, general,” said Don Bosco, “pray that I may save my soul.” The general was a bit shaken and replied, “You are asking me to pray for you! It would be better if you were to give me some good advice.” Don Bosco paused for a moment to collect his thoughts and answered with calm resolve: “General, you have one great battle still to fight. If you win it, you will be very fortunate. It will be for the salvation of your soul.” The onlookers were amazed but the general declared that only Don Bosco could speak so frankly to him.





	There was a very moving conversation with seventy year old Count Cibrario, a famous liberal and Minister of State. The dialogue ended on this very priestly note; “Count, you know I wish you well and have great respect for you. If, as you say, you may not live much longer, remember that before you die you have some things to settle with the Church.”





	In Paris he was visited by Paul Bert, former Minister of Public Education. He brought the conversation round to the question of eternal life and very slowly persuaded him to revise immediately a book on morality that the minister had written for the schools. Also in Paris there was his dramatic conversation with Victor Hugo! We have the script of it, edited according to Don Bosco’s account of it and corrected by his own hand. The famous novelist had come in with other ideas but left thinking about the afterlife. 





	Don Bosco had very many dealings with people in authority. He respected their authority, but in his dealings with them he did not give up his own priestly authority. Minister Ratazzi experienced this once. He asked Don Bosco if he had incurred excommunication by some of his decisions in government. After three days he got this reply: “I have examined your question. I have studied and sought somehow to be able to say no, but I have not succeeded.” The proud liberal declared himself grateful for this reply and said that he had asked Don Bosco because he recognised his honesty.





	In Rome in 1874, coming out from the office of the Minister for Internal Affairs, he confided to a close friend that he had spoken some home truths to the minister, and not without results. Two years later, when the railway was being inaugurated at Lanzo Torinese, the Salesian college there was chosen for the reception of the authorities and distinguished guests. There were three famous ministers and a string of senators and deputies, all well known for their very liberal views. Don Bosco was present. During the lengthy but pleasant reception, he gradually became the subject of the conversation. He took advantage of this to turn the topic around, very delicately and politely, and he led those gentlemen to reflect on matters of religion which they had not heard for who knows how long.





	Even many years earlier, Don Bosco was not slow in speaking the truth to important people, crowned and uncrowned. He reminded members of the former royal family of Naples, now exiled in Rome, of the wrongs they had committed against the Catholic Church. He advised them to resign, telling them that the plans they had in mind were not those of Divine providence.





	Even before that, the love and devotion he had for the Kings of Savoy did not stop him from raising his voice to persuade the Sovereign to draw back from some evil steps he was about to take. Unfortunately he was not heeded, but later Victor Emmanuel II showed his appreciation for Don Bosco‘s priestly candour. He told the Archbishop of Genoa, who had previously been tutor at the court, that Don Bosco was truly a holy priest. Don Bosco obeyed the injunction of St Paul, “Pay every government official what he has a right to ask … honour where honour is due.”� He never spoke a disrespectful word against the authorities and he wanted his sons to show due honour to the legitimate authorities. No matter how difficult times were, he always maintained his priestly decorum.





	Don Bosco was a priest with everyone and he was a priest also among his superiors and confreres in the priesthood. He was a priest with the Pope. His conduct towards the Vicar of Christ could not have been more correct. His motto was, “All with the Pope, all for the Pope, always loving the Pope.” From this principle the corollaries followed easily. He used to tell the boys, “When you see an author who speaks badly about the Pope, you know that his book is not one you should read.” When questioned about the forceful annexation of the Papal States he used to say, “As a citizen I am ready to defend my country even with my life, but as a Christian and as a priest I can never approve these things.”





	Someone who knew him very well, Bishop Manacorda of Fossano, said in his funeral eulogy, “No one ever heard a word from him that did not carry the print of his childlike docility towards the Pope.” We have heard what he said on his deathbed.





	He was a priest also with bishops. He venerated the fullness of priesthood in them and got others to do the same. Those bishops who suffered political persecution could give ample proof of his courageous loyalty and devotion. Among them were Archbishop Fransoni of Turin who suffered imprisonment and exile; as well as Cardinal De Angelis, Bishop of Fermo, and Bishop Rota of Gaustello who were both sentenced to house arrest in Turin. Don Bosco considered it a great privilege to have a bishop stay at the Oratory. He would announce his arrival, wait for him at the door, present him to the boys and attend to his every need. In the decree on the heroic quality of his virtue, there was a reference to the difficulties between Don Bosco and Archbishop Gastaldi. History shows to what extent and in what unlikely circumstances Don Bosco proved himself a priest with his bishop.





	A priest with priests: he respected his own gift of priesthood and reverenced the priesthood in others. Priests always found great friendliness at the Oratory. Don Bosco never allowed himself to forget that he was a priest also among other priests, and he never lost sight of their souls. Some sayings were always on his lips: “The priest should attend to the salvation of souls, but before all else he must think about his own salvation. … A priest never goes to heaven or to hell alone … Salve, salvando salvati - save yourself by saving others.”





	He showed great deference in his relationships with Parish Priests. It caused him great pain, however, when he heard of priests who dishonoured their state, but he did not waste time in useless lamentation. Sometimes on his own initiative and sometimes at the request of a bishop he would try with great charity to rehabilitate them, exhorting them, holding long meetings with them, giving financial help, even offering them hospitality for a period of time. He went after priests and ex-priests involved in politics or antipapal movements with the sole intent of getting them to review their situation. The well known ex-Jesuit and great theologian Passaglia, even though he was laicised, said that Don Bosco possessed all the charisms of the Holy Spirit and he avoided meeting him for fear he would .be won over by him.� He hoped also to win back the famous ex-Canon Gioberti. He visited him together with Don Borel, enquired about the state of his soul, and engaged in heated argument with him, but his charitable and priestly attempt failed on account of the man’s pride.� But there were a good number of priests who had betrayed their priestly honour and who were led back by Don Bosco. We have already spoken about his zeal in promoting priestly vocations.





	His enormous activity as a writer was also part of his priestly work, as we have seen in chapter 12. I draw attention here to one of his principles which shows how delicate his priestly conscience was when it came to writing. Speaking to his Salesians about his Ecclesiastical History he said, “I do not write for the learned but for ordinary people and for the young. If I were to disturb the faith of some simple soul by describing some less honourable or somewhat controversial fact, would that not be to lead them into error? If I were to expose to some simple mind the defect of a member of the Congregation, would it not create in his mind doubts about the entire community? And would this not be a mistake? Only someone who considers the whole two thousand years’ history of the Church is able to see that the faults of even very eminent men do not take away from the holiness of the Church, but serve rather to prove its divine origin. Bad impressions received at a tender age through imprudent words often have lamentable consequences for faith and good conduct.”





	The artist, Fra Angelico, used to say that those who do the things of Christ should always stay close to Christ - an excellent rule for religious art. It is also a fundamental law of priestly ministry. One who wants to form Christ in souls, must live habitually with the life of Christ.� Don Bosco would be a complete enigma if we were to think that his prodigious effectiveness in the priestly ministry derived from any source other than an intense life of union with Jesus Christ, whose faithful minister he was and wanted always to be.





	There were those who were so impressed by the immense amount of work Don Bosco did that they asked, in the presence of Pius XI, when did he find time to be recollected in prayer to God. The Pope, who knew Don Bosco well, replied that it was more to the point to ask when did Don Bosco not pray. It is true that he did not devote long hours to meditation, as other saints did. It is also true what St Teresa said:� “Believe me, it is not the length of time devoted to prayer that brings about progress in the soul. If one spends many hours in works of charity or obedience, love is inflamed more rapidly in a few minutes than after long hours of meditation. Everything must come from the hand of God.”





	Here might be the place to deal with a fourth topic, prayer, but we have already said a lot about it in this volume! Nevertheless I want to insist on one peculiar aspect frequently recorded in relation to the prayer of Don Bosco. It was not something original, but was there in the ancient teaching and practice. For example, St Gregory the Great used to say that contemplation should always be strictly united to active love, and he has a few very profound pages on this principle.� One sentence is enough for us, where he says: “Our charity must be inflamed by the love of God and of neighbour, in such a way that we do not abandon charity towards our neighbour for the sake of quiet contemplation and the love of God, and then not want to engage in the service of neighbour, with the result that the flame of eternal love becomes extinguished.” This is exactly how Don Bosco lived. In him, fervent action was never separated from intense contemplation.





	St Bernard says that contemplation brings about a collection of ideas, love and energy that are then poured out in action. This can be seen very well in the life of Don Bosco. A present day authority on asceticism gives this judgement in relation to Don Bosco: in him we find “a perfect unity of prayer and contemplation” to the point that he can be called “a contemplative in action.”�





	The thought of the priestly holiness of Don Bosco dominated the mind of Pius XI. On one occasion, speaking to a large group of seminarians, he began by stating, “The Holy Year has ended with the figure of a great priest, who had the true and firm conviction that he was an instrument of Redemption, especially for the young who are so much under attack, so much in danger and so needy.” He went on to develop the idea and to explain how, in his opinion, the new Saint ought to be proposed as a model for future priests like those to whom he was speaking.� Therefore Don Bosco is, and will remain, a model for priests who spend their energy every day in working for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. He is indeed a gem among priests - words that the Church uses in the divine office for St Martin of Tours.





	If Don Bosco is a pearl among priests this does not mean that he should be proposed as a model only to priests. In many public audiences after the beatification and canonization of Don Bosco, Pius XI, the “Pope of Don Bosco”� spoke about him and distributed the medal of Don Bosco to a great variety of people. He always found some aspect of Don Bosco that he could propose to them for their imitation. He did this without any forced arguments but with observations that were natural and evident, and above all, rooted in the reality of his life.





	After reading the reports of those audiences one is inclined to think that Don Bosco’s holiness was, one could almost say, an ‘encyclopaedic’ holiness, that is, a holiness of universal character. The proof of this is the universal enthusiasm that welcomed his elevation to the honours of the altar, and the widespread devotion to him among all kinds of people.





	He is indeed the Saint of all! 











�John Joergensen, Don Bosco, Italian edition by D. A Cojazzi, Torino, S.E.I. 1929. Page 8
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�        	cf Malachi 2, 8: “The lips of the priest ought to safeguard ministry.”
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(Or, Fondazioni 5, towards the end.)


�        	Mor., 6,37 (MPL, 75, 761)


�        	Don Portaluppe, La spiritualitá di Don Bosco in “Scuola Cattolica” January 1930


�        	Osservatore Romano 15 April 1934


�        	On 3rd April 1934, as Pius XI was being carried through St Peter’s on the sedia gestatoria towards the throne before the altar of the Confessions, shouts of  Viva il Papa di Don Bosco - Long Live the Pope of Don Bosco - echoed around the Basilica. In his talk the Pope referred to this greeting with evident satisfaction and said, “It is with deep joy that we have heard around us the shouts Viva il Papa di Don Bosco.”
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