PRESENTATION  

A Salesian Classic


After Don Bosco’s death the main preoccupation of his sons, and of all those who felt themselves called in some way to continue his spirit, was to guard and develop faithfully his charism, without any deviation or loss. This precious task gave rise to an impressive collection of writings. There are more than a thousand biographies of the saint, and more than thirty thousand publications about him. These include works of documentation, serious studies and popular works.


Not all of this material merits preservation, but there are some Salesian classics, books which are impressive for their scientific thoroughness, or for their deep insights. These are books that will never be out of date because they are capable of shedding light and instilling awareness today as they did in their own time. Of these, Don Ceria’s Don Bosco con Dio is one of the best.


It has passed through two editions. The first of these was quite short. The second, the definitive edition, was published in 1946.  It contained five additional chapters and some details were amended. This excellent book began to take shape in the mind of the author following an assertion about the scarce attention paid to the interior life of the saint both before and after his death.  That assertion was valid then, and still is today. “Captivated by the sight of the wonderful deeds he had done in his varied field of activities,” Don Ceria writes, “his contemporaries were content to admire his triumphs without paying attention to the fact that all his glory was from within -  omnis gloria eius ab intus. Even the generation that grew up after his death preferred to look at Don Bosco’s works, studying their form and development, without pausing to examine thoroughly the underlying principle which gave life to all his works. This guiding principle has always been the great secret of the saints, their spirit of prayer and union with God.” 


Then and now, there was need for a change of approach, passing from the visible fruits of a tree that was greatly admired, but too little studied, to the hidden roots of its immense fruitfulness. It needed someone to “lift the hem of the veil, on a life that seemed on the surface like so many others, but which in reality concealed treasures of grace and supernatural gifts.”
The author’s resources


Don Ceria showed great intelligence and determination and displayed five specific characteristics in his work.


First of all he made use of the competence he had acquired in writing the volumes of the Biographical Memoirs that bear his name. Secondly, he applied himself diligently to the patient task of revisiting the oral and written sources at his disposal, going back over, as he says himself, “with filial affection, the example and the teachings of the Father,” and picking out “every detail that seemed worthy of mention in relation to his life with God.”

In doing this - we are now at the third characteristic - he took advantage of the opportunity he had of being in an environment where the memories of those who had collaborated with Don Bosco were still alive. He added a selection filter - his own discernment and judgment based on a good knowledge of spiritual theology, following the line of St Thomas Aquinas and the Jesuit Poulain, just to mention two names.


Finally, he made good use of the ideas inspired by his own refined understanding in spiritual matters.

A short essay in spiritual theology


The result is a work which, even though modest in scope, is a model from the point of view of edification in the proper sense of the word, namely the capacity to enlighten the mind and move the will of its readers.  It is also an academic work of spiritual theology understood rigorously as the theology of Christian experience.


A glance at the index is enough to prove this. However a premise is needed. Spiritual theology has its own specific character which is a critical study of the subjective appropriation of the objective message of faith (which belongs to the field of moral and dogmatic theology). For this reason spiritual theology combines the historic inductive method focussed on the concrete life situation of the subject, with the systematic deductive method required by the presence of an authentic form of Christian living. Since it is based on a real life story, it presupposes a biography. Interpreting it from a faith point of view requires a theological approach.


There are some authors, von Balthasar for example, who identify spiritual theology with theological hagiography. The twenty chapters of Don Ceria’s work are completely along this line, including and combining in a single unit, both biography and theological reflection.


The biographical content can be seen very clearly from a look at the titles of the first seven chapters. They are dedicated to the life of Don Bosco as a child, in the family and at school, as a young man in the seminary, then as a priest, the beginnings of his mission, finding a permanent home and the phase of the great foundations. It is there again in Chapter 19, ‘The Quiet Twilight.’ The systematic reflection is found especially from Chapter 8 onwards, with a series of portraits intended to illustrate, first of all the strength of the saint in face of the trials of life, and then his qualities as confessor, preacher, writer, man of faith, apostle of charity, rich in ordinary and extraordinary gifts. Finally there is a reflection on the profoundly priestly character of his sanctity.

Description of a Saint


From the meshing of these two components, not only as indicated in the chapter headings but also within the various chapters, there is a line which runs through the whole work revealing a spiritual identity clearly built on three important axes: relationship with God, relationship with  neighbour and relationship with self.


The aspect of Don Bosco’s spiritual life on which everything else depends is, without doubt, his intense unceasing union with God. This is enough to justify the overall title of the book.


This fundamental basis explains the pre-eminence given to his faith, understood both as living faith and as intellectual assent. Don Bosco was fully convinced of the absolute primacy of God in salvation. He lived as one who trusted in the Lord and entrusted all his initiatives to the Lord. His faith found expression in a strong devotion to Mary - he never let slip an opportunity to nourish this devotion, in himself and in others, from a doctrinal as well as a devotional point of view. He was convinced that God does all by getting us to do all. His was the very opposite of the protestant viewpoint that to attribute some good work to man is somehow to take away from God. His understanding was expressed in a very profound and honest humility together with a crucifying commitment to unceasing hard work. His humility was based on the knowledge that everything depends on God and comes from God. His constant hard work was a result of his conviction that it is God’s plan to involve man fully in the work of salvation.


His relationship with God is mirrored in his relationship with his neighbour. Don Bosco’s belief that he had a part to play in God’s plan was translated into an unconditional commitment to work for the salvation of souls. Don Ceria emphasizes three aspects of this commitment. The first of these was an untiring opposition to sin which is the worst misfortune that can befall a human person because it is an evil directed against the intimate truth of his being. Second was the cultivation of loving kindness, a love of neighbour which is not just real, but perceptible and attractive. Third was his zeal in nourishing the lives of priests. This came from an appreciation of his own priestly vocation, from the esteem he had for other priests, and from his concern for their well-being and for the growth of a sense of Church and of the papacy.


A correct understanding of one’s relationship with self is both a condition and a consequence of one’s relationship with God and with neighbour. Don Ceria highlights the paschal mystery of death and resurrection - patience and mortification together with inner joy and external cheerfulness - and draws attention to the exceptional level reached by Don Bosco in living both aspects of this mystery. 

Don Bosco’s secret: the spirit of prayer


We have seen the main lines of the portrait of Don Bosco painted by Don Ceria in this book. It might be useful now, as a help to the reader, to examine in some detail the sequence of ideas behind it.


The starting point is found, as we well know, in Don Bosco’s untiring spirit of prayer. Don Ceria outlines the truth of this and its centrality.


To prove the truth of it, he describes the attitude of the saint, always absorbed in God, the “ease with which he spoke about God with real feeling,” his exceptional strength in facing up to the difficulties of life, the solid spirit of piety of his followers, the constant aim in his educative work to promote the spiritual life. He writes, quoting the testimony of contemporaries, “Love of God shone forth in his face, in his whole person and from every word that came from his heart.”  He had a maxim that “a priest should never deal with someone without leaving him a good thought.” He showed such fortitude in putting up with obstacles, hindrances and misfortunes that “when he seemed more cheerful and happy than usual, the people who worked with him would whisper among themselves, based on experience, ’Don  Bosco must have some really serious difficulty today, given that he is more joyful than usual.’”  He taught his helpers to pray fervently to such an extent that it seemed “that they were unable to say four words in public or in private without bringing in prayer in some way or other.” He maintained that without a religious element, “education was not only ineffective, but really made no sense.”

As confirmation of the centrality he gave to prayer, Don Ceria refers to what the saint used to say about the relationship between prayer and action and between prayer and study, and he recalls the great importance he attached to the practices of piety.


He says that Don Bosco never separated prayer and action but neither did he confuse them. By means of prayer at every moment (ejaculatory prayer, interior aspirations, etc) he transformed every activity into prayer. But he did not fall into the mistake of “thinking that working hard on behalf of our neighbour dispenses us from the obligation to pray assiduously and interiorly to God.”

On the second point, he says that Don Bosco was ruled by the principle that “for ecclesiastics study is a means, not an end in itself. It is a means to do good for souls. Holiness of life must come before everything else.” And he says, “He was a thousand miles away from putting love of knowledge before a spirit of prayer.”

With regard to the practices of piety, he reminds us that Don Bosco wrote and prescribed a rule of clerical life in seven articles, of which the sixth read, “Apart from the ordinary practices of piety, I will never omit daily meditation and spiritual reading.” 

Relationship with God 


Don Ceria affirms that it is from his unceasing union with God that Don Bosco derived, first of all his great faith, and his yes to the will of God. This gave rise to an unshakable trust and a firm conviction of God’s fatherliness and omnipotence. No difficulty or distress could destroy his peace of mind, and he explained why: “In all these works I am only the humble instrument. The master craftsman is God. It is not up to the instrument, but to the Master, to provide the means necessary to bring them to a good end. He will do so as he thinks best. It is up to me only to be docile and pliable in his hands.”

Nevertheless, “he also believed that Providence wants to be helped by our efforts. At the commencement of every work, he tried to secure whatever was necessary. We should not remain idle as we wait for the help of Divine Providence, he used to say. The Lord comes to our help when he sees the generous efforts we make for love of him.”

Don Bosco had a particularly catholic view of the relationship between God and man: Deus solus (God alone) becomes nunquam solus (never alone) because the action of God is constantly incarnated through human mediation. Proof of this was the intense devotion Don Bosco nourished towards the Blessed Virgin under the title Help of Christians.  Don Bosco’s prayer was that of a saint for whom prayer leads immediately to action, and he was always conscious of the power of Mary. “Don Bosco is nothing,” he used to say, right to his last breath. “It is Mary who has done everything.” In his mind the role of the Blessed Virgin was far from being simply a model. It included also the aspect of active support in the life of Christians. Her role is not to be confused with that of God, or, worse still, considered an alternative. Rather it should be firmly acknowledged as a mirror of the communion between creature and Creator. For him the Help of Christians was the revelation of God’s power to arouse in his creatures a true capacity for salvation.


The consequences of this understanding of faith can be clearly seen in the way he combined humility and hard work. It is a fact, explains Don Ceria, that Don Bosco literally died of work.  “His strong physical constitution would have allowed him to live to ninety and beyond.  Instead he wore himself out by hard work day and night.” He wanted the same spirit of hard work to continue in the Salesian Congregation. He saw in it the way God wants us to imitate the obedience of Jesus even unto death. He also saw it as the first and most fundamental fulfilment of Christian asceticism, and as an effective response to the accusations that were made in his day against religious life. However, “he feared, he feared greatly that the efficacy and merit of our work might go up in smoke if it were infiltrated by our own will and self-seeking. Therefore, whilst he used to recommend to Salesians that they should work hard, he would add immediately, so as to avoid any misunderstanding, that they should work untiringly for the salvation of souls.”
His relationship with men


Love of God leads naturally to love of neighbour and it is there it can be verified. The second great outcome of Don Bosco’s intense prayer life is precisely his love of neighbour, evidenced by his zeal for the salvation of souls.


According to Don Ceria, John Bosco’s piety was like goodness, which by its very nature tends to spread
. 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, were for him one and the same thing. This was because his ardent union with God led him logically to share the love of God with his neighbour. Don Bosco loved the whole person, body and soul, mind and heart, natural talents and gifts of grace. But, thanks to the clarity of his faith, he had a special love for that which was most important, namely holiness.


This is why he never ceased to regard sin as the greatest misfortune that could befall a person, and this is what led him to oppose sin with all his strength. “Against sin,” writes Don Ceria, “Don Bosco fought an implacable war for the whole of his life.”  When confronted with sin, he reacted very strongly, in a way that the world might consider exaggerated. For him it was justified because “he was burning with the love of God, and he saw every sin as an offence against God.” When one really loves, no offence against the beloved is considered small, and no sacrifice to avoid it seems too great.


Don Bosco knew well that he was called by God to love especially the young who, “during the time of their formation need to experience the beneficial effects of priestly charity.” This led him never to lose sight of “three rules inspired by his priestly zeal and often recommended to his followers in order to win the affection and confidence of the young:  Love what they love and in this way they will come to love what we love for their good.  Love them in such a way that they will know they are loved.  Make very effort to ensure that none of them ever leaves us unhappy.”  He chose as his educational method “kindness adapted wisely and gently to their youthful condition” and he raised this kindness to “spiritual fatherhood of the highest level.”

He did all this without ever falling into any kind of exclusivity or reductionism. His predilection for the young, adds Don Ceria, did not preclude but rather served to increase other parallel concerns. Among these he highlights his concern for priests. Don Bosco engaged in an extraordinary programme for the promotion of priestly vocations and he showed an intense, though perhaps little known, commitment for the support of priests in need, be it material or spiritual, or in any kind of difficulty.


It is well known how sensitive he was in everything that concerned the Church. Don Bosco never wanted to be anything other than a priest. He had a very strong sense of Church, a deep understanding of the ministry of the Pope and a great esteem for the priestly ministry.

Relationship with self


Speaking of Don Bosco’s three principles for the education of the young, Don Ceria comments: “It is easy to enunciate principles like these, easier still to admire them, but to put them into practice costs constant sacrifice.”

The two dimensions referred to so far point to a third: the closeness of Don Bosco to God, and the love of neighbour that flows from it, cannot be explained without a strong element of asceticism, of sacrifice, detachment, selflessness and patience. By way of comment on this aspect, Don Ceria devotes two of the most moving chapters of the entire book: chapter 8 on the physical and moral sufferings Don Bosco had to undergo, and chapter 9 on the disappointments and adversity he encountered in his life.


The picture that emerges is one that is bound to impress any reader, even one contaminated by the principles of a society that seeks pleasure and comfort. In Don Bosco there was no facile triumphalism but the true face of an authentic disciple of the Crucified Lord, bent under the heavy burden of unbelievable crosses.


The life of Don Bosco, according to Don Ceria, “was sown with sharp thorns.” These included misunderstandings, disagreements, persecution, even attempts on his life, economic difficulties, and then physical illnesses so grave that the doctor who was caring for him could say that “after about 1860, his organism was almost reduced to a walking pathological cabinet.”

And yet “he never lost his serenity. Indeed it seemed that at times of suffering he developed even greater courage, for he appeared more cheerful and witty than usual.” Nor did he ask to be relieved of his sufferings. According to his contemporaries, “the one thing Don Bosco did not pray for was to be cured of his illnesses, although he did allow others to pray for him as an act of charity.” The reason for this rather surprising attitude is rather simple, according to Don Ceria. “Physical sufferings accepted with perfect conformity to the will of God are acts of great love for God and of voluntary penance… Souls which feel strongly attracted to God are given to mortification almost as an irresistible act of love.”

The fruits of such suffering confirm this. In the Christian paradox suffering is transformed mysteriously into a transcendent source of joy. Don Bosco’s sharing in the death of Christ through his sufferings led him continuously to the paschal event of eternal joy. And joy was the goal of his educative work.

Relevance of Don Ceria’s work


Addressing himself to his readers, Don Ceria confides that he wrote this book to correct a major misunderstanding linked to the notion of Don Bosco as a modern saint. “In these times of feverish activity some would like to regard Don Bosco as a saint of action, almost as if the Church, from St Paul to the present day, had not always had saints who were very active, and as if a modern active saint did not also need to be a man of prayer. There is no sanctity without an interior life, nor can there be an interior life without a spirit of prayer.”

Certainly Don Bosco was a man of action and his activity reached an incredible level. But it came from the superabundance of his interior life.


The fever of activity is higher than ever in our own day. We Salesians talk constantly about the need to be with the young people, to share their problems, their concerns and their needs. And so it should be. But what good does it do, however, to be among the young in their search for meaning, if we ourselves have little or nothing of the truth? And what should be our response to the needs of the young if not to be in their midst as Don Bosco was, with the interior qualities that Don Ceria has described?


Going through the pages of Don Bosco with God we see there a mentality and a way of life that are so different from our own day as to frighten us. It is a good time for us to reconsider and allow ourselves to be challenged by the truths it contains. It is for this reason the book is being republished. It is for this same reason that it deserves to be received and regarded as an authentic gift of the Spirit.    

Fr George Gozzelino SDB





- Turin, June 1988

�  Bonum est diffusivum sui.








