Chapter 3





THE SEMINARY





	At that time the seminary for the Archdiocese of Turin was at Chieri. John Bosco entered there on 30 October 1835 at the age of twenty.


	


	Quick to observe, the young cleric soon formed an accurate idea of the place, the people and the ways things were done there. He was careful to inform himself regarding the practices of piety. He was happy with the daily Mass, meditation and Rosary, and with the weekly confession. He was less happy about Communion which could be received only on Sundays and special occasions.





	To go elsewhere for Communion during the week meant committing an act of disobedience. It meant skipping breakfast and stealing out through the door that led to a nearby church. Then, when he had made his thanksgiving, there was no time to spare before joining his companions in class or study, which meant that he did not break his fast until lunchtime. Strictly speaking, this was forbidden but the superiors gave tacit consent since they knew very well that it was happening and indeed often saw it and turned a blind eye to it. In this way he was able to receive Communion whenever he wanted and this, he says, was the most efficacious nourishment of his vocation.





	Nourished with the Bread of Angels, and under the gentle protection of Mary Most Holy, the young seminarian grew in the ecclesiastical spirit. The words of his mother when he left for the seminary remained deeply impressed in his memory and heart.





	This illiterate woman possessed to an extraordinary degree that sensus Christi1 which is divine wisdom infused from above that enables one to judge rightly in matters relating to God. It is found in many simple souls to the amazement of those who do not understand, but not of those who recognize the gifts of the Holy Spirit.





	John recounts in his Memoirs how he received from his mother this advice: “When you came into the world, I consecrated you to the Blessed Virgin. When you began your studies, I recommended to you devotion to this Mother of ours. Now I say to you, be completely hers; love those of your companions who have devotion to Mary; and if you become a priest, always preach and promote devotion to Mary.” Mindful of his mother’s wise counsel, he took care to befriend those companions who were “devout to the Blessed Virgin, committed to study and prayer.”





	Many of his companions who outlived him testified to the way he would invite them into church to recite the Vespers of Our Lady or other prayers in honour of the Mother of God. Others spoke of the zeal with which he used to translate liturgical hymns in her honour, or the pleasure he found in recounting her glories in edifying stories during recreation. While still a student of philosophy he felt honoured to be able to go into the pulpit for the first time to give a talk on Our Lady of the Rosary, the first of many such sermons on Mary which he loved to give even in his old age.





	Many times young John Bosco, still a cleric, mounted the pulpit. On account of his readiness, he was often called upon at the last minute during the summer holidays. He was never nervous and did not need much asking. This is worth noting. There is an old saying that everyone can speak well on a topic he knows well, and another which says that real fluency comes from the heart. Both of these were true of the cleric Bosco, and even then he was a fine preacher.





	Amongst his resolutions on receiving the clerical habit there was also the following: “Since in the past I have served the world with profane reading, so in the future I will serve God by devoting myself to reading about religious things.” Notice he says ‘religious things’, not ascetical or spiritual. During high school, with his keen intelligence that recognised quality and beauty, he had been an avid reader of the Italian and Latin classics to enrich his secular or literary culture. In the seminary, on the other hand, he devoted all his time to devouring even huge volumes on church history, catechetics and apologetics.  





	He had a retentive memory. Everything he read he retained - he said so himself. All this reading served not only to make him erudite but especially to prepare him to serve God. The things he read, together with his ardent love for God, increased his faith and zeal. In him, knowledge of religion and knowledge of the saints grew hand in hand, each helping the other. This explains why, when asked to preach even without prior notice, he lacked neither material nor enthusiasm. A few moments of recollection and prayer were enough for him to feel ready.





	And is it not true that John Bosco preached always? If we leave aside the formal word ‘preaching’ and forget about the notion of a congregation gathered in church, and go to the essential meaning which is to proclaim the word of God, then is not every diligent sower of the word a preacher? In that sense, what a capable and untiring preacher the cleric Bosco was! 





	Many young people from the city used to come every Thursday to visit him.� He used to go down among them, engage cheerfully with them as he had always done, talk to them about school and study, but also about the sacraments. He never sent them away without first leading them into a church for a brief prayer. He used to say to his fellow students, “We should always introduce into our conversations some thought of supernatural things. It is a seed that will bear fruit in time.”





	Among these seeds he used to mix also some thoughts on vocation to the ecclesiastical life, whenever he sensed an opportunity. Teaching Christian doctrine to the young was for him almost a passion. He never missed an opportunity for a catechism lesson and he was ingenious in creating such opportunities.





	He sowed the word also within the seminary. The best among the clerics used to hold scholastic circles during the longer recreations. This was something he liked very much because it helped not only in study but also in piety. In this way he gathered around him a group of close friends. This was a kind of holy alliance for the observance of the rules and commitment to study, and also a way of helping each other to grow in the spiritual life. However, even outside these meetings, his conversation usually came round to his favourite topic, like salt with which he flavoured every discourse.�





	He spoke gladly of spiritual things, as one of his companions was to testify. He had an inexhaustible fund of stories with which he held and enchanted his audience. In later life one of his friends said of him, “Never once in the five years that I was his fellow student, did he miss out on his resolution to relate every day some episode from church history, from the lives of the Saints or the Glories of Mary.” This resolution was part of the programme for clerical life already referred to. It is only when the heart is full of God that someone can speak of God like that, every time he opened his mouth as it were.





	During his first year in the seminary, his most regular visitor and the one he looked forward to most was naturally Louis Comollo, who was then attending the final year in high school. They were worthy companions  and held no secrets from each other. Both were in love with God and they shared their plans to dedicate their whole lives to the salvation of souls. It is easy to imagine then what good friends they became when they were together in the seminary. Fortunately there is no scarcity of information about their relationship and so we can look closely at these two friends, and at the same time explore more deeply the life of John Bosco in the seminary.





	The regular daily routine in the seminary means that one day is very much like the next. Generally speaking, expressions of individual tendencies are not encouraged. Moreover, the cleric Bosco, according to one of his old professors, made notable progress in both study and piety, but “without giving any particular sign to that effect, because of his good humour which was one of the characteristics of the whole of his life.” As a result he passed through seminary unnoticed by most and it was only later that they understood him. Another of his professors had this to say of him: “I remember when he was my student. He was pious, diligent and most exemplary. Certainly no one could have foreseen then what he has become now. But I must say that his dignified behaviour, and the exactness with which he fulfilled his scholastic and religious duties were exemplary.”





	It is a pity that time has dulled the memory of many such precious testimonies. We can only make use of the material we have relating to his friendship with the cleric Comollo.





	In matters relating to study and piety, school and religion, the two of them were completely in agreement. In intelligent young people the love for study can threaten piety in three ways. First of all, mental activity tends to dominate the spirit, filling it with ideas which can be a considerable distraction during practices of piety. Success in studies can lead to youthful vanity which gradually, in those who yield to it, weakens the action of grace. Finally, deeply committed students can easily fall into the temptation to shorten the time of prayer or find excuses to omit it altogether on occasion, since they are inclined to regard time not spent in study as time wasted.





	In religious Congregations, clerics begin studies after a period of suitable spiritual preparation which teaches them to put prayer first. Seminarians, however, start their studies the day after receiving the clerical habit. It can happen, if they become really attached to their books and their professors, that they have little or no time for church and practices of piety, or at least, find it hard to develop a taste for them.





	The cleric Bosco was more gifted intellectually than Comollo, but in zeal for study and prayer the two had a marvellous understanding. They saw study as a duty but they also knew that there is a hierarchy among duties and they assigned first place to their duties towards God. They were also convinced that for clerics, study is a means, not an end in itself. It is a means of doing good to others, but it is secondary to holiness of life. Thus they were very far from putting love of study before the spirit of prayer and they helped each other to grow in the interior life. “As long as God spared me this incomparable friend,” Don Bosco wrote, “I was always very close to him. I saw in him a saintly young man. I loved him on account of his outstanding virtue. Whenever I was with him, I tried to imitate him in everything, and he loved me because I helped him in his studies.”





	In one small matter, trivial but revealing nonetheless, John Bosco kept to his own way of thinking. Comollo had exceptional devotion to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. After Communion, which he received with the utmost recollection, he used to tremble with emotion. When he returned to his place, he seemed in ecstasy, sobbing as he prayed with groans and tears, and he remained like that until the end of Mass. John would have preferred him to restrain himself so as not to attract attention, but he replied that if he had not expressed his emotions, it seemed to him that he would suffocate. John respected his fervent devotion, but he himself was against anything that savoured of singularity or attracted attention.





	His devotion was no less ardent but it showed itself differently. As he went to Communion or returned, there was nothing exceptional. Afterwards, as he made his thanksgiving, he remained still, upright with head slightly bowed, eyes closed and his hands joined on his breast. There was no sighing, no sign of emotion, apart from an occasional quiver of the lips as he offered some silent aspiration. His faith shone through, however, in his whole appearance.





	Outside the seminary, during holiday months, the two friends wrote frequent letters to each other and exchanged visits, in which spiritual matters were the favourite topic of conversation. One of the most significant documents regarding their relationship is the biography of Comollo who died at a youthful age during his second year of theology. In writing it Don Bosco conceals his own identity, referring to himself only as ‘an intimate friend’ 





	We need to note however that the author naturally wishes to remain in the background and keep the focus on Comollo. There is evidence from other sources to confirm this. One conclusion stands out - they were kindred souls, joined in friendship by their intimate unity of spirit, like drawn to like.





	We mentioned the holidays. “Holidays could be a great danger for clerics,” writes Don Bosco, “especially at that time when they lasted four and a half months.” He was determined to sanctify them, maintaining totally the fervour of the seminary. He spent the first year with the Jesuits at Montaldo, giving revision classes in Greek to the boarders and assisting in a dormitory. In subsequent years, as we know from various reliable witnesses and documents, his rule of life for the holidays could be summed up in a few words: avoid idleness and be faithful to the practices of piety.





	So that he would not be idle he divided his time  between study, manual work (recommended to him also for reasons of health) and revision classes for school pupils. They came to him from nearby villages, either singly or in groups, to improve their knowledge of material already studied or to prepare for new courses. He helped them willingly. One of them, who later became a professor, gives this testimony: “The first lesson was that of the love of God and obedience to his commandments. He never ceased to exhort us to prayer and the fear of the Lord, and to avoid sin and the occasions of sin.”





	With regard to his prayer life, as usual for him, there was nothing extraordinary - simply the faithful observance of the practices proper to the clerical state: meditation, spiritual reading, rosary, visit to the Blessed Sacrament, daily attendance at Mass, frequent confession and communion. He volunteered readily to serve at any religious function. On Sundays he was zealous in teaching catechism to the youngsters of the parish. Every time he heard the bell announcing that Viaticum was being brought to some sick person, he went quickly to the church, some three kilometres away, put on a surplice and accompanied the Blessed Sacrament, carrying the umbrella that served as a canopy. He never missed parish sermons. Moreover, he was aware of the importance of giving good example. His behaviour everywhere and with everyone was reverent and beyond reproach. His fellow country people held him in the highest esteem.





	His growth in the ecclesiastical spirit, which is interior and exterior holiness of life�, can be seen from various episodes in his biography, but this is not the time or place to go into them or even to list them. It is more to our purpose to take note of the spiritual disposition with which he received the sacred Orders.





	Near the end of his life, referring to the decisive step which is Subdiaconate, he reveals his soul with expressions which make us wonder which to admire most - his extreme delicateness of conscious or the profound esteem he had for the priestly state. Both of these were fruit of his constant awareness of the things of God.





	“When I think of the virtues required for that most important step, I am convinced that I was not sufficiently prepared for it. But since I had no one to care directly for my vocation, I turned to Fr Cafasso. He advised me to go forward and trust in his advice.





	I made a ten-day retreat at the House of the Missions in Turin. During it I made a general confession so that my confessor would have a clear picture of my conscience and would be able to give me suitable advice. Though I wanted to complete my studies, I quaked at the thought of binding myself for life. Before I took the final step, I wanted to receive the full approbation of my confessor. Henceforward I took the greatest care to practice Fr Borel’s advice: a vocation is preserved and perfected by recollection and frequent communion.” The good priest from Turin had given this recommendation in response to a question put to him during a retreat he preached in the seminary.





	These words of Don Bosco are confirmed by the evidence of one of his fellow students, a good friend who later became his confessor until the time of his death. Giving testimony regarding the retreat done by the Deacon Bosco in preparation for priesthood, he speaks in these terms: “He made his retreat in a most edifying manner. He was moved in an extraordinary way by the words of the Lord, which he heard in the sermons, but especially by those expressions which concerned the great dignity which would soon be conferred upon him.”





	As a permanent memento of that retreat he wrote down nine proposals, the eighth of which was as follows: “I shall set aside some time every day for meditation� and spiritual reading. During the day I shall pay a brief visit to the Blessed Sacrament, or at least raise my heart in prayer. I shall spend at least a quarter of an hour in preparation for Mass and another quarter of an hour in thanksgiving.”





	This second programme of life contains nothing substantially new from the one already mentioned, apart from some slight amendments required by circumstances. This is because Don Bosco did not grope his way forward like someone walking in the dark or even in the first rays of light. If we may be permitted a little levity, of the type beloved of Don Bosco, we might say that he did not hesitate, as many others do, to get his teeth into a matter. Indeed, from the time he first reached the use of reason, he knew what was the right way for him and he set out on that way, forging ahead as best he could, until gradually his own natural sense of judgment, with the help of God’s grace, showed him a better way. Both programmes of life are based on the four pillars, so to speak, on which Don Bosco constructed his holiness: work and prayer, interior and exterior mortification, and then, as he himself used to say modestly, the holy virtue.





	In the second programme he lays more emphasis on action. Keeping to these resolutions, Don Bosco as a priest never used to go for a walk except of necessity, to visit the sick or something similar. He would make rigorous use of  time: “he would suffer, work, undergo humiliation in everything and always, as long as it was a question of saving souls.” He would not allow his body more than five hours of sleep every night. He would take no rest during the day, and especially after lunch, except in the case of illness. His activity would never be divorced from prayer. Now, as in the past, meditation will have its place among the activities of every day. In meditation, that daily encounter with oneself, the priest besieged by work is able to attain the spirit of recollection and prayer which is absolutely necessary for him if he is to keep his faith alive, to remain always untied to Jesus the Supreme Priest whose minister he is, and to receive abundant graces in the exercise of his ministry.





	We never find Martha without Mary in the priestly life of Don Bosco. Rather we find Martha at prayer and Mary working: Martha at prayer as long as his period of intense work lasted, and Mary in action towards the end of his days when his activity was reduced to a minimum. At no time did he forget to pray without ceasing.





1          1 Cor, 2,16


�        There was no school on Thursdays.


�        cf Col 4,6


�         Can. 124:  Clerics should lead  a life of greater holiness, interior and exterior, than lay people, and should excel in example of virtue and good behaviour.


�           Can. 124:  Clerics  … shall spend  some time daily in mental prayer.























