Chapter 14





MAN OF FAITH





	It is faith received in Baptism that makes us Christian. Faith is the basis of the supernatural life and the bond which unites the soul to God. Faith is completed by hope and charity. It is one thing to be a believer, but it is quite another thing to be a man of faith. The believer practises his faith, more or less, while the man of faith lives by faith and does so to the point where he reaches a profound union with God.  Such was the case of Don Bosco.





	Really, most of what we have seen so far, and much of what we will see later, is the lived faith of Don Bosco. His thoughts, emotions, undertakings, courage, suffering, sacrifices, pious practices, and his spirit of prayer all came from the faith which burned in his heart. It seems then, that we either have to repeat what has already been said, or else omit altogether the chapter on faith. Still it is such a vast field that there is still something more to be gleaned. Surely a life so constantly and intensely animated by faith will offer some material on the first of the theological virtues to hold our attention. There are bound to be characteristics worthy of particular mention.





	Among the witness called to testify at the process for his beatification and canonization were many who had lived close to him for a long time. It could be said that they vied with one another in extolling his faith. Their testimony can be summed up in these words: our saintly father was eager to know the truths of faith, firm in believing them, fervent in professing them, zealous in inculcating them and strong in defending them. Worthy of special attention is the testimony of Don Rua which begins as follows: “He was a man of faith. He was taught the principal truths of faith as a child by his outstanding mother and he became hungry for the faith.”





	This last expression is beautiful and very true. It was not only when he was a child that his mother nourished the faith of her son, but also later, in the most solemn moments of his life she poured out into his heart the faith that was overflowing in her own heart. This explains why Don Bosco maintained such reverence for his saintly mother. To the end of his days he spoke of her with a tenderness that was really moving. His words were marked with a sentiment of gratitude to God for having given him such a holy mother. For him it was a very special favour from God.





	Nevertheless it must be added that, if his mother intervened at the most important moments of his life, these interventions were preceded by a powerful working of divine grace which led him to generous acts and proposals rooted in his faith. Mamma Margaret prepared her son John for his first communion. She brought him herself to the priest for confession. Not satisfied, he wanted to go to confession twice more; such was the high esteem for the sacrament already inspired in him by faith.�





	In the question of his vocation his mother stated clearly, “In these things I do not enter, because God comes before everything else. Do not think about me. I am poor. If you, as a priest, become rich, I will not pay you a single visit.” But the son was already convinced that in the matter of vocation he should pay no heed to the voice of flesh or blood. One preoccupation had been uppermost in his thoughts for some time - to know the Lord’s call and to follow it faithfully. Indeed he tried as far as possible to come to a decision before he spoke to his mother about it. 





	Once he entered the seminary he had such a lofty idea of priesthood that in order to prepare worthily, he dedicated himself to a life of perfection, not just practising the evangelical counsels but even committing himself by a perpetual vow.� When he was ordained priest his mother gave him a beautiful message; “You are a priest, you say Mass; from now on you will be close to Jesus Christ. Remember however that beginning to say Mass means beginning to suffer. From now on think only of the good of souls and do not have any thought of me.” The son had already made his good resolutions in this regard. Among others was one, “to suffer, work or undergo humiliation always and in everything, when it is a matter of saving souls.” His spirit was moving in a supernatural atmosphere of faith.





	The day came when he had to choose which way he should go in order to save souls. This was not a worry for him. Faith had taught him that the will of God is made known through one’s superiors. What was important for him was that his own will should not enter. His Superior was Fr Joseph Cafasso. He told him one day that he should become director of a hospital for children opened by the Marchesa di Barolo, and as spiritual director of an institute for girls run by the same good woman. Could anything have been more alien to his aspirations? Had it not always been his most ardent desire to work with boys?





	Speaking of his first four months as a priest, spent in his own parish of Castelnuovo, he had this to say, “My delight was teaching catechism to the children, spending time with them and talking to them.” He was always surrounded by them. Was he to abandon all this? He did not seek advice based on human prudence but was led solely by faith, which increased the value and merit of his obedience. He obeyed without a word. It was highly unlikely that he foresaw at that moment that Providence was leading him towards his desired goal, even though he seemed to be going in the opposite direction along a road he had not even thought of.





	“It is faith that does everything,” he once wrote.� With this conviction in mind he always thought that he did not have enough faith. He even asked the boys once to pray for him, that the Lord would grant him, “a living faith, a faith that changes mountains into valleys and valleys into mountains.”� Many times during the course of his various undertakings and even towards the end of his days he accused himself of being lacking in faith. He would exclaim, with tears in his eyes, “How much more the Lord would have done, if Don Bosco had had more faith!”�





	It is true that without great faith he could not have done the amount of good he did. We could write volumes on this theme! It will be enough to draw attention to a few specific points that cover a lot. We will add a few things on the topic already touched upon in Chapter 7. ‘The glory of God’ and ‘the salvation of souls’ are two expressions that occur frequently in Salesian literature. This is because they were repeated so often by Don Bosco and his successor Don Rua. Don Bosco used them continually in speaking to the Salesians and to the Cooperators, and in his writings. Raised on the wings of faith, he sought nothing else in life.





	He had one salutary lesson which taught him to become detached from self and from earthly goals. He was going to preach a sermon on St Benignus in a village in Asti. He had prepared a sermon with some elegant touches to honour the saint, but maybe also to show off a bit. He was travelling on horseback. Something frightened the horse and it took off at a mad pace across fields and ditches until finally it dumped him on a pile of stones. He was carried unconscious to a nearby house where he came to, but he had learnt his lesson. “After this warning,” he wrote in his Memoirs, “I made a firm resolution that in the future I would prepare  my sermons for the greater glory of God and not to appear learned and clever.” He desired always the glory of God, and, what comes to the same thing, the good of souls. From that day, however, he gave himself entirely to their pursuit, knowing that nothing could be more noble or appropriate for a minister of the Lord.





	Before starting any enterprise he always examined it to see if it was for God’s glory and the good of souls. When he was convinced of this he knew that the idea was from above, and nothing in the world would stop him. Others around him might be dismayed because the means were lacking. “Men of little faith,” he would say. “Is it not a far greater thing to create an idea than to produce the means to bring it about?” Many were amazed when they saw him beginning the construction of the Church of Mary Help of Christians, knowing that he had no money and that he could not hope to get much for a work of that kind at that time. “Is this not challenging Providence?” they asked him.  His answer was always the same.





	His constant, enlightened, living faith produces three effects in him. It gave him strength to endure hardship, fatigue, misfortune and persecution, which, as Cagliero declared during the process of his beatification, would have crushed anyone who was guided only by human motives.  Not only that, but he was always calm and serene. “If God allows these trials,” he used to say, “it is a sign that He wants to draw great good from them.  Let’s go ahead with courage and patience, trusting in Him.”  At times some of his sons would have wished, like the sons of Zebedee, to draw down fire from heaven, but he would smile and calm their anger, saying, “Ah! You are still young. We must leave everything in the hands of the Lord. He will know how to overcome these evil designs. We should pray and we should not be afraid.”  At other times he used to say, “The more we lack human resources, the more God helps us. I know this from experience.” Or he might say, “In the midst of more serious trials, we need greater faith in God.” He would also come out with the invocation, “Lord, it is your work! You will take care of it. If it is my work, I don’t mind if it fails.”  Such was his disposition that it seemed that he welcomed material concerns and financial worries, and it was clear that they did not affect in the slightest his union with God.


	


	This abandonment to God did not mean that he himself did not work hard. He believed that Providence wishes to be helped by our efforts, so when he was starting some work he knew beforehand that he would have to get busy.” We cannot stand idle and expect the help of divine Providence,” he used to say. “The Lord comes to our help when he sees our generous efforts made out of love for Him.”





	How did his faith influence him when speaking about his achievements? We have a good example of this in a lesson he gave during his grave illness in 1872, to the Brother who was caring for him. The lesson was not intended for the Brother, certainly not solely for him. It is worth repeating. When Don Bosco was beginning to pick up again, his return to health made him a bit more talkative than usual, as often happens during convalescence. He joked a bit about the change that was visible on his skin and said, “We’ll see if this new skin will be stronger than the old one, and better able to resist the storms and tempests. I am confident that God will make it strong enough for me to do his work, for his greater glory. Be certain, my friend, that all our faculties and talents, and all our work, all our sufferings and humiliations, should all be solely for the glory of God. If we labour for our own glory, then our thoughts and ideas, our work and our inventions, are all worth nothing. Woe to him who works expecting the world’s praise! The world pays badly. It pays with ingratitude … Who is Don Bosco? He is the son of poor country people, whom the mercy of God raised to the glory of the priesthood through no merit of his own. But how great is the goodness of the Lord! He has makes use of a simple priest to do wonderful things in this world. Everything he has done and will do in the future is for the greater glory of God and of his Church.”


	


His faith is revealed most of all in his work for the salvation of souls. No matter who came before him, his mind turned immediately to think about that person’s soul and how he might help him for eternity. Two supernatural considerations inspired this zeal: the danger of someone facing eternal damnation, and all that our divine Redeemer had done and suffered for the salvation of souls. He trembled with fear for the fate that might befall someone who did not concern himself with his eternal destiny, and he burned with desire to win all for Christ. In this he displayed limitless courage and strength - courage in overcoming human respect, strength in putting up with discomfort, sacrifices and humiliations for such a charitable and noble cause. Fully convinced of the priestly power he had received to forgive sin, he invited all to avail of the sacrament of confession.





For as long as he was able to, he used to go around Turin in search of souls, entering public places, bars, coffee shops, barber’s  shops and the like, with the excuse of wanting to buy something or receive some service. He was able to engage easily in conversation with owners and clients, and always found the right way to reach the purpose he had in mind. Later he would miss no opportunity to do the same, in meetings, on journeys or in audiences, and he made no distinction of persons. It is true that the Lord had given him efficacy of the word to a degree not just rare, but unique.  Nevertheless, in some situations his language sounded unpalatable at first, and it demanded real effort on his part to engage in certain conversations with high ranking people or with educated people or unbelievers. His faith gave him a self-assurance and an ease of manner which were difficult to resist. It was with good reason that he was called a great fisher of souls.�





	He had one sentence which he liked to repeat when speaking to priests: “Whoever approaches a priest should always take away some truth that will be to the benefit of his soul.”� To this I will add a piece of information that came out during the Apostolic Process.� Pius IX had dispensed Don Bosco from the recitation of the Breviary, but he still regularly recited part of it. In return, Don Bosco promised that he would never do anything or say any word that was not intended for the glory of God. Clearly his frequent reminders to people to put their conscience right were for this very purpose.





	We have said enough already about his strength in putting up with discomfort and suffering of every kind in the exercise of his ministry. People who loved him greatly saw that he needed care on account of his age and health. They would have liked him to reduce his workload in the confessional and to take some rest. His reply is well known: “Tell the devil to stop trying to deceive so many poor young people and to drag them to hell. Then I will stop sacrificing myself for their sake.”





	Having dealt with these two fundamental points, I will now speak briefly on three others, which will help us to gauge the strength of faith of Don Bosco. The first of these is all that he did and suffered to defend the faith against heresy.





	When the laws on freedom of worship and of the press were passed in 1851, the Protestants launched a merciless propaganda in Piedmont, even to the extent of erecting a temple in Turin. Catholics, accustomed to the old regime, were not prepared for the battle. Don Bosco emerged as a vigilant watchman in defence of the faith. To protect the innocent from these attacks he launched a series of leaflets, started a magazine entitled Friend of Youth,  wrote and got others to write short pamphlets that were distributed with the Letture Cattoliche (Catholic Readings), and inserted in the Companion of Youth a short tract on the Fundamentals of the Faith. Nowadays an insertion like this would seem out of place, but it served a purpose at that time.





	He welcomed to the Oratory as many children as he could rescue from the Protestants. He held conversations and debates with the ringleaders and ministers of the sects, often charming them with his admirable calm and impressing them with the clarity of his arguments. His words were always charitable and they persuaded many to abjure their errors. He often gave financial assistance to ensure that people who were in real need would not allow themselves to be bought over by the enemies of the faith. He also alerted parish priests and bishops to the deceitful intrigues of the heretics.





	His zeal was not limited to Turin. He preached missions in villages already infected by the contagion of heresy. One of his sermons attracted great publicity. It was in 1856 at Viarigi where a fanatical apostate had settled, with a great crowd of followers who had been deceived by him. God had favoured Don Bosco with some miraculous signs.  Still, not all the right thinking people there understood his providential action and they caused him humiliation, while  his ruthless enemies went out of there way to harm him, even making several attempts on his life as we have mentioned elsewhere. But nothing intimidated this stalwart of the faith. Indeed from 1868 onwards he extended his efforts to the Ticino Canton, where the prevailing radicalism had left many places without a parish priest. He procured good priests for at least thirty parishes, at the cost of money and sacrifice, and in the face of tough opposition. He carried on unperturbed,  earning the gratitude of Catholics who were confirmed in their faith through his charitable work.





	Building the Church of St John the Evangelist in Turin cost him an enormous amount. It was erected just a short distance from the Waldensian Temple with the intention of neutralizing its unhelpful influence. It is well known that the Salesian houses in La Spezia, Vallecrosia and Florence were opened by Don Bosco with the main purpose of opposing the activities of the Protestants. In La Spezia, the Protestants had 150 pupils in their school in 1880, but by 1884 they had only 17. More could be said but the limits of this work do not permit.





	On day Don Bosco was in conversation with some Salesians in his room. All of a sudden he became serious, trembling from head to foot, and he stood with his eyes fixed. Those around him were frightened when he came around and said, “I have seen a flame extinguished. A boy from the Oratory has become a Protestant.” This is an indication of Don Bosco’s sensitivity regarding dangers to the faith.





	Don Bosco’s faith caused him to be anxious in relation to the steady reduction in the numbers of young men who were aspiring to become priests. They were difficult times for ecclesiastical vocations - this is not the place to enumerate the causes. If faith is by hearing - fides ex auditu�, then what will happen to the Christian people, when the word of God is not preached and religious instruction is not given? Don Bosco, faithful servant of the Church, did not waste his time lamenting the situation. Some members of the government had reason to rebuke him for producing too many priests! No sacrifice was too great when it came to working for an increase in the number of students for priesthood.





	He preached and he wrote that fostering a good vocation was the gift of a great treasure to the Church. He advised his Salesians never to refuse a boy for lack of means, if he gave good hopes of becoming a priest. Instead they should spend all they have to his end, and if necessary go out and beg. If they found themselves in need as a result, they should not worry for Our Lady will come to their help, sometimes even miraculously. It did not matter to him if the priest then went to the diocese or on the missions or to some other religious community - he was still a precious gift of Jesus Christ to his Church.





	On his part he opened the doors of the Oratory to young men who showed an inclination for the ecclesiastical life. He believed that there was no better way of using the means given him by charity than by equipping places to accept as many candidates as possible, and by spending all that was necessary for their study, food, clothing, their ecclesiastical incardination and their exemption from military duty. Hundreds of pupils, the hope of the Church, went from the Oratory to seminaries, despite the accusations of those who complained that Don Bosco was interested only in getting vocations for himself. There are data in the Biographical Memoirs that show the very opposite to be the case.





	He made enormous sacrifices over a period of ten years to provide accommodation and the opportunity for study and formation at the Oratory for the clerics of Turin and the other dioceses of Piedmont and Liguria, when the government ordered the closure of several seminaries. And that was not all. In 1875 he got the idea of starting the Work of Mary Help of Christians for late vocations, which provided a considerable number of good priests. The work for vocations remained a major concern for him right to the end of his life.





	In 1883, in the presence of several trustworthy Salesians, he declared with obvious emotion, “I am happy! I have had reliable statistics drawn up which show that more than two thousand priests have come from our houses and are working in various dioceses.” He gave thanks to Mary Help of Christians who had provided him with the means to do so much good.





	Another notable characteristic of his spirit of faith was his love for all that had to do with divine worship. It is true that worship belongs to the virtue of religion, but it presupposes the virtue of faith which reveals to us our duties towards God. Here we will deal only with external worship, leaving aside his internal devotion which we have already dealt with at length. We have also had occasion to speak more than once of his acts of worship. It remains now to say something about his zeal for the places of worship and the sacred ceremonies.





	Although he was poor, he spent a fortune on building the Churches of Mary Help of Christians and St John the Evangelist in Turin and that of the Sacred Heart in Rome. He wanted them to be rich in splendour and art. “What a man!” said the architect of the Church of St John the Evangelist�. “He gave me an idea of how much he could afford to spend but then added with enviable calm and confidence, ‘It is better to do things well, however, and if the price comes to twice what we have estimated, it does not matter. We will find some way to meet it.’”





	He attached great importance to music and installed a first class organ in each of the Churches. He believed that musical performances were events that served to draw people to the celebrations. The beauty and style of the music not only aroused enthusiasm among the people but also served to impress on their minds a lofty idea of the honour due to God.





	Regarding Church functions I will mention just one interesting peculiarity. There was always a prominent part for the so-called piccolo clero (Altar Boys’ Society), which was a creation of Don Bosco in the form in which he introduced it. The Salesians spread the society everywhere. Huysmans� mentions the profound impression it made on him on one of his visits to Paris. Those numerous altar-servers that Don Bosco had, assisted at the sacred ceremonies with edifying correctness, seriousness and fervour, and their behaviour won the devout admiration of the people.





	Don Bosco knew how to get young people to love everything connected with serving at the altar, on major solemnities and feasts but also on ordinary weekdays. This helped a lot to create at the Oratory an atmosphere of faith, which mirrored his own faith, always anxious to see God served worthily. According to reliable testimony, those who came from outside were full of admiration at the sight of so many devout and happy boys. The same source records that noble families used to bring their children at first to the Church of St Francis de Sales and later to that of Mary Help of Christians in the hope that they might become like those good and joyful boys.





	We could go on forever on the topic of Don Bosco’s faith, but it is not possible to develop it any further here. By way of conclusion I quote the words that the fourth successor of Don Bosco wrote from Rome to all the Salesians on the triumphant day of his canonization.�





	“Faith, which is the basis of all holiness, was without doubt the lamp for his steps, as the psalmist says. In the light of faith his mind was filled with contemplation of the revealed truths, and his will moved in directions always in conformity with the divine will. Whether speaking or writing or acting, his spirit never wavered between God and his own ego, between heaven and earth, between the eternal and the temporal, between duty and pleasure, but he chose always the will of God, Father and Supreme Lord. From Him he drew the sure law which governed everything he did. What I mean to say is that he never sought his own self, his comfort or satisfaction, his own advantage. He spent his time, energy and efforts in serving the Lord in the best way possible, working in the field entrusted to him by divine Providence.”
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