Chapter 16





THE GIFT OF COUNSEL





	Don Bosco’s spiritual light shone brightest towards the end of his life. His works were now established and the disciples, formed at his school, were reaching maturity. His physical condition no longer allowed him to join in the rhythm of daily life. The extraordinary charisms which, in truth, had been evident from the age of nine, shone now more vividly and more frequently than ever, until at the end it was almost as if his whole existence was wrapped in the supernatural.





	God knows the trepidation with which I began to write about the mind and heart of Don Bosco in the earlier parts of this work. Now, since I do not want to omit mention of his charismatic gifts, the trepidation turns to sacred terror, like the fear of those who approached the Ark of the Covenant. Is mystical theology not called the higher level of sacred science? What then can one say about mystical experiences, not written about in treatises, but lived in real life?





	The famous French apologist, Augustus Nicolas, a man respected for his experience, learning and holiness, went to visit Don Bosco a few years before Don Bosco died. He knelt before him and remained there with his hands joined throughout the conversation, religiously gathering the holy words that fell from Don Bosco’s lips, as if they were the human sound of the divine Word. This is the right attitude to adopt before such greatness.





	God surely gave Don Bosco grace beyond measure to make him the instrument of his providential designs. Indeed, in the order of Providence, when God chooses a creature for a particular office, he equips him beforehand and prepares him to accomplish well the mission entrusted to him.�





	Among the special gifts that God willed to bestow on Don Bosco we have to mention the gift of discernment and counsel� which enlightened his whole life. It was accompanied by other outstanding privileges which we must not neglect nor treat lightly. 





	Through the gift of counsel the Holy Spirit perfects in the faithful soul the virtue of prudence. It is a supernatural intuition which enables one to make a decision promptly and confidently on what is to be done, especially in difficult cases. This gift has as it object the right direction of particular actions, one’s own or those of others, depending on time, place and individual circumstances. We can apply in practice to Don Bosco the teaching of a great Bishop� who says that Don Bosco always had right discernment as to the means, seeing clearly the way he should go and following it without fear, despite the difficulties that often stood in his way, and he knew how to wait for the right moment.





	Anyone who has followed us this far will not need further proof of this assertion. There is hardly a page in what we have written which does not show how he saw clearly everything that concerned his own life. It would be mere repetition if we were to go over it again, so we shall look instead at the direction he offered to others.





	Don Bosco was a man of discernment, not just by virtue of his intelligence and human prudence, but by a gift from above. This view was so widely accepted that people came to see him and wrote to him from all over, to seek a word of enlightenment from him.





	Very many people, including some important people, had recourse to Don Bosco by letter on matters of conscience and things concerning their spiritual life or on other questions. There were very many of these letters but few remain, because Don Bosco himself destroyed most of them on account of the confidential matters they contained. Still, in the archives there are many requesting advice on family matters, on the advisability of changing job or career, on taking out a loan, on legal disputes, on the education of children or the choice of a state in life, on all kinds of doubts and various necessities. They are proof of the trust that people placed in the supernatural wisdom of his recommendations. 





	Pius IX himself turned to Don Bosco and his higher gifts in a time of difficulty, after the capture of Rome when he was undecided whether to stay there or to leave. Advice to go elsewhere came to him from all sides. The Pope was hesitant but made prudent arrangements for the journey. But when they told him to delay no longer, he replied that he had asked Don Bosco’s advice and had decided to follow it, whatever it might be. After much prayer Don Bosco sent his answer, delivered by hand, in these terms: “The sentry, the Angel of Israel, should remain at his post and guard God’s rock and the Holy Ark.” The Pope recognized the message of God in Don Bosco’s words and was confirmed in his decision not to leave Rome.





	People came to Don Bosco in person whenever they could. The effort that these audiences cost him is beyond imagining. The Jesuit, Fr Joseph Oreglia, stated that, without any other form of penance, this would be enough to prove the heroic character of his virtue. People came to him at home and in the streets, in the city and beyond, without any consideration for the amount of work he had to do. People of every social class and rank came, one after the other, to consult him. Churchmen and laymen, princes and workers, rich and poor, friends and strangers, educated and uneducated, good and bad, crowded his waiting room. The superiors of religious orders or communities often asked to speak to him, as did the superiors of monasteries and sisters of every congregation.





	He did not look people in the face but sat there like someone carrying out a duty, not showing preferences to anyone. Everyone who came to him was treated with kindness and courtesy, as if sent by God. He listened without interrupting, and was interested in what was said, even when it was a case of the interminable ramblings of some poor person afflicted with scruples. If the other person interrupted while he was speaking, he stopped immediately. He was never the first to end a conversation - it was as if he had nothing else to do - nor did he give any sign of wanting to cut it short, even though he often had to keep repeating himself as different people came to see him about the same thing.





	At Marseilles once, when he was reasoning with a mother who looked as if she might go on forever, someone came in to tell him, for the third time, that there were a lot of people waiting for him. He whispered in the ear of the one who had come in: “Things should be done well or not at all. This is not wasting time. We will let the others in as soon as we can.”





	A witness� writes that a heavenly peace was to be found in Don Bosco’s room at the Oratory. That peace did not emanate from the walls but from the person of Don Bosco, and so, even outside he was always being sought. Wherever he went, an atmosphere of peace and calm expectancy surrounded him. His words were like those of an oracle, sounding sometimes like a panacea and at other times like a spark of mysticism.





	The spirit of the Lord, which spoke through the mouth of Don  Bosco, was seen also in the wonderful freedom with which he shared his advice - whether asked for or not - with people of every kind, poor or rich, uneducated or learned, of low or high rank. He drew his inspiration from the Seminator casti consilii, planting wise and holy thoughts in the minds of people, without any human respect.





	A further proof that the spirit of the Lord was on the lips of Don Bosco was the ease with which he gave advice, and could adapt his advice, with an efficacy that proved irresistible, even when the advice was hard to accept. Priests, clerics and pupils experienced this every day in the Oratory, whether they met him in the playground, in his room or in the confessional.





	The advice he used to give in the playground became known as ‘the word in the ear - la parola all’orecchio’.  For as long as he was able to, Don Bosco took part in the boys’ recreation. When he could no longer spend much time with them, he used to make an appearance. This gave him the opportunity to get to know them, and speak an appropriate word to each of them, at the right moment. It was for this reason that he inserted the following article in the regulations for the houses: “Remember the example of the hen and her chicks. Those who come closest to mother hen are more likely to receive a special morsel. Similarly those who are close to the superiors always receive some good recommendation or advice“�.





	In his last years, all he was able to do was to go along the veranda but, when he reached the entrance to his room, he would not go in immediately. Instead, he would turn towards the boys in the playground. They had watched him lovingly as he made his way along with slow difficult steps. Then he would utter some kind words which were received with avid attention and welcomed with joyful applause. In earlier times, how many such words he had whispered in the ears of individuals, according to each one’s needs! The educator who is there only to admonish easily becomes suspect in the eyes of the pupils. They take a dislike to him and seek to avoid him whenever he appears. The boys of the Oratory loved Don Bosco’s word in the ear and used to ask him for some words of advice. Scripture says, “A golden ring, an ornament of finest gold, is a wise rebuke to an attentive ear.”�





	Don Bosco would put his hand on a boy’s head, lean over and whisper a word secretly in his ear, putting the other hand round his mouth so that nobody else would hear. It took only a few seconds but the results were magic! You could see the change of expression on the boy’s face and the reaction - a sudden smile, a serious look, blushing or tears, an answer yes or no, repeating Don Bosco’s gesture by whispering in his ear, hearing the word again, a shout of thanks and running off to play or to the chapel. It sometimes happened that a boy heard Don Bosco’s word and remained by his side as if absorbed in some marvellous idea. Other effects were seen later - going to the sacraments, becoming more recollected in prayer, greater diligence in his scholastic duties, better behaviour or greater charity towards his companions.





	It is recorded� that many, whose names could be given, were so affected by these simple means that they began to do extraordinary penances, to the point where Don Bosco had to stop them. Others used to wait at night by his door, knocking gently every now and then until he opened it, because they did not want to go to bed with sin on their souls.





	His biographer� has preserved a collection of these words in the ear, like a bouquet of beautiful flowers. The written word lacks the vividness of expression which comes from the accent, the look, the smile, or from the seriousness with which the words were spoken. It cannot capture the freshness of the present moment or the psychological condition of the hearer. The image of Don Bosco among the young leaps forth from these well written lines of one witness: “It is as if I can see him again, smiling at me, and hear his charming words, and admire again that loving face on which the beauty of his soul was clearly stamped.”�





	If we could gather the pieces of advice given by Don Bosco in camera caritatis, they would make a fine anthology of Christian wisdom. We can see this from the genuine simplicity of the few examples that survive, and from the general testimony of witnesses. Those who received such advice appreciated its worth but, for the most part, kept it jealously to themselves.





	This writer will never forget his first meeting with Don Bosco within those hallowed walls. The high point of the encounter was a golden piece of spiritual advice given by Don Bosco, expressed in very simple but precise words, spoken spontaneously in a tone that was both authoritative and fatherly. The sound of it still re-echoes within me. 





	The Oratory was like a great Noah’s Ark. Nobody, not even the humblest little boy, was refused access to Don Bosco’s room. Nobody was ever afraid going up to see him. All were welcomed with the same kindness, as previously described. Don Bosco would be sitting at an ordinary desk, with letters and papers piled high. It would often happen that more correspondence would arrive during the conversation. He would put everything aside, and give all his attention to whoever was sitting in front of him, as if there was nobody else to be seen and nothing else to do. Naturally people came out from him enlightened, encouraged and happy.





	Don Murilado’s successor as director of the artisans was very happy to give his description of the situation of those who lived in that veritable sanctuary, where so much good advice was to be had. He said, “You have a great good fortune in your house, which nobody else in Turin has, not even in religious communities. You have a room which anyone can enter, weighed down with affliction, and come out from it radiant with joy.” His biographer adds, “Thousands of us have experienced the proof of that.”� 





	The advice he gave as confessor brings us to a more sensitive topic. One of his very first pupils,� writing of him as confessor, uses three adjectives: “charitable, opportune and wise.”





	We give just a few examples which illustrate perfectly the triple judgement of our witness, based on his own experience.





	Charity: One day towards the end of his life Don Bosco said to a small group of Salesians who were gathered in a circle around him: “Last night I dreamt that I wanted to go to confession. In the sacristy there was only one priest (whom he named). I looked at him from a distance and I felt almost a repugnance. ‘He is too strict,’ I kept saying to myself.” The people around him laughed heartily, watching to see what affect the words would have on the priest concerned. He laughed as heartily as the others and said pleasantly, “Who would have thought that Don Bosco could ever be afraid of me?” This exchange was a lesson for them all, one that was understood immediately.





	Opportune: All are agreed that in confession Don Bosco did not say much. What he did say was well chosen to fit the particular situation, and designed to inculcate a firm purpose of amendment and an appreciation of the sacrament.





	A young man who used to attend the Oratory had agreed to sing a religious part in the Teatro Regio in Turin. It seemed to be an honour for the house, given the times, but Don Bosco did not see it that way! Fearful for the souls of his boys, he did not think it right that a boy from the Oratory should go to the theatre. But what would happen if he were to forbid him to go? The superiors were on tenterhooks. On Sunday morning the young man went to confession. Don Bosco spoke and gave some advice. The penitent nodded without a word. To cut short the gossip of others he said to whoever he met, “When it is a matter of conscience, it is always the confessor who decides.”





	Wisdom: One of Don Bosco’s most cherished dreams was, as we have already said, to increase the number of students for the priesthood. The conviction that his words were inspired by God led very many to him to seek advice with regard to their vocation. A yes or no from Don Bosco, in a matter of such importance, removed all doubt. During the apostolic process many witnesses, speaking about this aspect of Don Bosco’s priestly zeal, agreed unanimously that they had never heard of anyone who regretted following Don Bosco’s advice, whether it was favourable or unfavourable to his joining the ecclesiastical state. Neither had they heard of anyone who had chosen to go against his advice who had not regretted it.





	An unedited chronicle records a trivial episode which illustrates the extraordinary effect of such charity and wisdom on the minds of the adolescents who went to confession to Don Bosco. One young man, when he had finished his confession, asked Don Bosco if he could kiss his foot. Don Bosco was not in the least put out but answered, “There is no need. Kiss my hand, as you usually do the hand of a priest.” The young man kissed his hand with great affection and exclaimed, “What a blessing it would have been for me if I had opened my eyes long ago as you opened them for me this evening.”





	The spirit of the Lord, which guided Don Bosco so powerfully in the advice he gave to others, also gave him extraordinary insight that enabled him to know the hidden sins and secret thoughts of others, both near at hand and far away.





	One thing that strikes us about this supernatural favour is the fact that Don Bosco spoke about it without any reticence. We read in a document of 1861�, “In the ten years that I have been at the Oratory, I have heard Don Bosco say, ‘Give me a young man whom I have never known in any way, and I can look him in the face and tell him his sins, beginning with those of his earliest years.’” A handwritten chronicle for 23 April 1863 reports verbatim a talk given the previous evening in which Don Bosco said, among other things: “During these days of retreat I was able to read the hearts of the boys the way you read a book. I could see their sins and their difficulties clearly and distinctly.” On the 25th of the same month the chronicler wrote, “I asked Don Bosco if his reading the hearts of the young people was something that happened only in confession or also at other times. His answer was, ‘At any time of the day, even outside confession.’”





	This should not be taken to mean that his reading of consciences was continuous, but that he was given the ability to do so whenever it was necessary for the good of souls. Who knows why Don Bosco, who usually kept very quiet about what went on between him and God, spoke so openly and freely about this matter? There must have been some good reason, maybe even two reasons. First of all the fact that this was so unusual and so well known meant that it was bound to be talked about in the small world of the Oratory. Prudence suggested that he should clarify the matter with genuine simplicity so as to remove any doubt about the origin and nature of the phenomenon.





	There is a second reason which, in our opinion, carries more weight. Don Bosco was a zealous hunter of souls through the sacrament of confession. He knew that there was a formidable enemy ranged against him. It was the demon of dumbness that traps so many in the sacrament of confession through their lack of sincerity. For him this was a constant nightmare. An excellent parish priest from France, who preached many missions and retreats, was terrified at the sight of so many souls living in a state of sacrilege because of bad confessions. Fearing that this might be an illusion, he wrote to Don Bosco to seek his opinion on the matter that was disturbing him so much. Don Bosco replied, � “You are telling me this. I have preached throughout the whole of Italy and I have almost always found it so.”





	In the early years of his priesthood he was convinced that his sons had unlimited confidence in him, but he soon realized that the devil was smarter than he was.�





	Let’s draw upon the usual chronicle, under 21 April 1861. There was a cleric who expressed surprise that some concealed their sins in confession, despite the fact that there was an adequate number of confessors. Don Bosco told him that not all the confessors had “the ability, experience and means to scrutinize consciences and discover the foxes that gnaw at the heart.” And the chronicler concludes painfully, “Shame, and fear of losing the esteem of the confessor, are two beasts. This is where we must look for the chief reason why he spoke out on this matter, despite his usual reserve. It is good that Don Bosco should clear up the mystery. But when he spoke the sins of a penitent, had the devil not been there before him, tempting them to a malicious silence?”





	It helped therefore to let them know in advance that at his confessional the devil’s tricks would be uncovered. They should not allow themselves to be deceived, but should take advantage of the gift of God to secure the good of their souls. And that is how it was understood at the Oratory. Very often the pupils knelt down, began their confession and then asked the confessor to tell them their sins, and Don Bosco did so with an accuracy that left them amazed. We have evidence of this from a recommendation he gave to the boys during a ‘goodnight’ which Lemoyne recorded in a notebook and later read during the process for beatification. “Up to now, when you came to confession you used to say to me, “You tell me,” and I told you. But it is up to the penitent, not the confessor. I can no longer keep talking for hour after hour. My poor stomach is suffering. From now on, you tell me, and if you are confused, I will help you.”





	Even outside confession, Don Bosco could read sins and thoughts distinctly. Within a community there are ways of speaking which become part of the local jargon. People know what they mean and they are not to be interpreted literally. Part of this jargon at the Oratory was the phrase leggere in fronte - to read on someone’s forehead. When said of Don Bosco it referred to his ability to know someone’s sins.





	It was widely believed that he could look someone in the forehead and see there the signs of hidden secrets. Boys would not dare to go near him if their conscience was not clear, in case he would read their sins on their forehead. If they were called to him, or had to go to him for some other reason, they would pull down their caps to cover the forehead.





	Don Bosco was quite happy to let this impression persist because it helped him to conceal the miraculous nature of what was happening. However, there are some accounts of impudent boys who did not appreciate the seriousness of the matter and challenged Don Bosco to tell their sins, even in public. On those occasions his tactic was always the same: he would take the boy aside, whisper something in his ear that would set him wondering or make him blush or weep.





	More or less the same thing happened when it came to thoughts, although his reputation for reading thoughts was limited. Don Rua testifies, from his own experience, that sometimes he thought it advisable to conceal from Don Bosco some business matter which he had a right to know. No matter what subterfuge Don Rua resorted to, it was no good, because Don Bosco would show in conversation that he knew everything in detail. There was a cleric who was troubled with scruples. As he was examining his conscience in preparation for confession, he began to think secretly: “If Don Bosco were to say to me that I should go to Holy Communion tomorrow without going to confession, then I would know that my anxiety is all the work of the devil.” Late that evening he felt a hand on his shoulder and he heard the fatherly voice of Don Bosco saying in his ear: “Go to communion tomorrow. It is not necessary to go to confession.”�





	Still in relation to reading thoughts, I would like to refer to an anecdote that became known in 1929. It is useful because it gives us one more insight into the spirit of Don Bosco. Another cleric, later Don Eugenio Ruffo, co-founder of the Josephites, had accompanied his superior, Don Murialdo, to Don Bosco’s room. He was sitting in one corner while the two Servants of God were in conversation in the opposite corner. The noise of the boys in the playground could be heard, augmented by the sounds of a band practising. The cleric thought to himself, “I would not tolerate such a racket! The Lord is not found in commotion.”� Don Bosco interrupted his conversation, looked at him and said, “Yes, Don Bosco is right!” He made gestures with his hands like the banging of cymbals or the battering of a big drum, and he said, “Clang-clang, boom-boom. That’s the way the Lord wants it. Noise, fun, pandemonium … Clang-clang, boom-boom… everything in its own time!”�





	News of mysterious happenings reached him even from afar. Writing from the oratory to the Colleges or from elsewhere to the Oratory, he would sometimes inform the Superiors of things that were happening unknown to them, and that he could not possibly have known about except by revelation. He gave names, places, and circumstances with such accuracy that, when it was a question of wrongdoing, the offenders when challenged were so dumbfounded that they did not try to make up excuses.





	One evening, during the customary ‘goodnight’, Don Rua asked him how he came to know things from a distance. Don Rua could do this because he was the one who took Don Bosco’s place when he was absent, and also because the ‘goodnight’ was such a friendly informal affair that he could ask such questions even in public. He replied jokingly, “By means of my telegraph wires, I can establish communication and see whatever is for the glory of God and the salvation of souls, no matter how far away I am.” What happened in Barcelona in 1886 went far beyond letters or telegraph wires!





	The present writer heard from the Rector himself a detailed account of the episode. Its historicity is beyond doubt. Even though he was in the Oratory in Turin, Don Bosco appeared one night in person to the Rector of the community in Barcelona. He approached his bed, made him get up and lead him on a tour of the house - in the full light of day - pointing out to him certain disorders. He led him back to his room, left instructions for immediate action, and then disappeared, leaving the Rector standing there, totally bewildered, in the dark.
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