Chapter 12





THE WRITER





	The priestly heart of Don Bosco shines forth even to this day in his writings no less than in the spoken word. He began writing for the public in 1844 and he never stopped until the end of his life. Many of his writing were published and many more remain unpublished. Three things made it possible for him to engage in the work of writing amidst all the other things he had to do: his long time habit of making use of every little bit of time; his intellectual capacity and powerful memory sustained by a strong desire to do good; and the rare gift he had of being able to attend to different things at the same time, even to the extent that he could dictate simultaneously on several different topics.





	These three talents would not explain on their own his huge number of publications unless we also take into consideration his strong motivation that made use of them constantly for a period of about forty years. I am referring to his ardent zeal for the glory of God and the good of souls. It would be a  mistake, therefore, to pass judgement on Don  Bosco’s writings using only literary criteria. Our dear Father would very quickly point out our mistake, with a kindly smile, in words similar to those of St Francis de Sales: “As for embellishment of style, I have not even thought about it for I had more important things to do.”� And as St Francis de Sales also says of himself,� so Don Bosco writes, “spontaneously, without pretence or art, because his topics do not require it and their best embellishment is the simplicity so dear to God who is its source.”





	What serves as inspiration for the poet and driving force for the man of profound thought and, indeed, as frivolity and vanity for the scribbler, was, in the case of Don Bosco, a holy apostolic spirit under the permanent vigorous impulse of the love of God. This is what led him to listen attentively to the voices of his day, and to lock himself away in libraries. This is what kept him bent over his desk. This is not to say that Don Bosco had an excessive tendency to rush to print, at a time when the printing machines were still underused. Indeed going into print was, by his own admission, a cause of anxiety for him. Still, he understood the strict obligation of his sacred ministry to use the talents given him by God. He felt the need to counter bad press with good, responding to error by means of leaflets, pamphlets, books and periodicals. He wrote manuals of popular piety and appropriate religious instruction for the young and for ordinary people, and other publications with a salutary message. The Don Bosco who wrote and went into print was the same Don Bosco who heard confessions and preached. No matter what he was doing, he was always himself, the man of God, for whom, as St Bonaventure says, “what is spiritual must always and everywhere be referred.”�  For us then to resort to literary criteria would be out of place.


	


	In such abundant religious publications it might seem obvious that we will find places where the author gives some information about himself and his inner world - the very places that we would want to examine. There is nothing - not a trace!





	A Bishop, writing about Don Bosco, mentions how in a conversation he, Don Bosco, began to speak “in his slow manner of acting and talking.”� This is the description of a man who is always in control of himself in conversation. We see the same vigilance in his writings. The person of the writer never intrudes on the scene. If we want to discover the man, we have to search behind the scenes. And yet, this silence has an eloquence of its own. The more the author is silent in his own regard, the more it is to his credit. It is true that his intimate spiritual life penetrates his writings, more in some than in others. This explains the affect his writings had on the souls of readers who were not prejudiced.





	In 1908, Cardinal Vives expressed a wish to have some small sample of Don Bosco’s spiritual writing, which would reveal his spirit of piety.� I do not know which of his writings were chosen, for his spirit is evident more or less explicitly in all of them.





	A modern Christian poet� declines modestly any claim to art, preferring to call himself “a worker in words.” Don Bosco, though without ever saying so, shows himself to be a priest of the word. A worker in words is one who makes of words a work of his own, to his own wish and pleasure. A priest of the word is one who exercises a ministry of the word, ministerium verbi�, a new expression by which we mean a sacred use of the word, done in God’s name for the spiritual good of one’s neighbour, in response to one‘s vocation. This means that the man does not present himself but represents God. This ministry is exercised ordinarily in the Church through preaching, but it can be prolonged and extended to reach a greater number of people by use of the written word. In this case the writer who dispenses the word of salvation, whilst remaining hidden himself, as Don Bosco does consistently, shows that he has a heart empty of petty vanity and that he writes from the pure love of God.





	Don Bosco’s intimate dispositions can be understood even better if we consider his humility in association with his charity. At a time when the religion of the young and of ordinary people was being attacked daily, he was moved by the love of Christ to oppose the poison of error with the antidote of truth. He developed a wide readership among the young and the ordinary people. They did not understand the language of books and Don Bosco exercised this renunciation of self to which the Pope referred when he spoke of “his exceptional prowess of mind and intellect, far above the ordinary, and equal to the genius of those who are properly called geniuses.” Don Bosco could have been a successful scholar, thinker or writer. Instead of using his exceptional talents to create something original, he applied them to the popularising of ideas, and this was his first renunciation of self. But there was also another.





	Even in the field of popularising ideas, Don  Bosco, with his gifts, could have produced some works of art. Instead, he let go of all literary pretences and made use of the language of the common people. He went to incredible lengths. He used to read his works to illiterate people, and brought his writing down to the level of their understanding. Sometimes he gave a first draft of his writings to the porter or someone else of limited intelligence and got him to read it and repeat the content and argument. This was how he got to the level that could be understood by the category of people he chose to write for. When we recall the unknown marvels wrought through this humble charity and the priestly soul of the one who worked them, we cannot helping experiencing some emotion when we read today what was written in 1853 in the leading Catholic Magazine in Italy.�. It recommended to its readers “a humble ecclesiastic …  called Don Bosco [who had written] some short booklets, full of solid instruction, adapted to the understanding of the common people and altogether suited” to those difficult and troubled times.


	The “humble ecclesiastic” of the Roman magazine became, several decades later, the “angelic priest” in a book by a Florentine writer.� He was angelic for many reasons, but especially for one  which I wish to speak about here. In all the writings of Don Bosco we can see his jealous love for the angelic virtue, a love which prompted him to write in article 35 of the Regulations: “Anyone who has not a well-founded hope that he will, with divine assistance, be able to preserve the virtue of chastity in word and deed and thought, should not make profession in this Society.”





	The sixth beatitude speaks of the intimate communication between God and those who are pure of heart.� This is sufficient justification for our entering into the topic here as we seek to discover the mind of the writer from a study of his writings.





	A brief episode can sometimes reveal the moral views of a man as much as a long discourse. As a young priest, Don Bosco was preparing for publication a booklet on the mysteries of the Rosary. In reviewing the draft written on the third joyful mystery he was talking to himself in the presence of a friend who was a theologian, and he said, “We contemplate how the Blessed Virgin gave to light … No, that won’t do! We contemplate how our Redeemer was born of the Virgin Mary… That won’t do either! Better: we contemplate how our Redeemer was born in the city of Bethlehem.” The purity of his soul shines through from beginning to end of his Sacred History, compiled by him with unprecedented restraint. Not the slightest blemish can be found in this work of such luminous purity. The young person reading it will never come across any detail, even from the bible, nor any word however common it might be, that might produce in him an impression less than chaste. The reader is spared the embarrassment caused by some writers who express themselves in crude terms without worrying about the danger of impropriety. It is a masterpiece of Christian reserve in the education of the young, and an eloquent monument of the angelic inner beauty of its author.





	Don Bosco’s principal biographer has written a sentence which could have been written on purpose to put the seal of approval on what we have just said, and to add something better than anything we could say. He writes, “We are intimately convinced that here especially is to be found the secret of his greatness: God has given him extraordinary gifts and he has made use of them in marvellous ways, in order to remain pure and chaste.”�





	In going through the pages of his Sacred History another thing surprises us: among the facts of Old and New Testament, Don Bosco manages to conceal, with the dexterity of the magician that he was, a detailed apologetics for Catholicism which is all the more effective for the fact that it appears unintentional. Who other than Don Bosco would have thought of drawing on Biblical stories to undermine Protestantism? It needed Don Bosco’s refined sensitivity towards everything that concerned the Church. This lively sensitivity, which is nothing other than the perfect sentire cum ecclesia of St Ignatius, is to be found in all Don Bosco’s writings, from his edifying biographies of young people to his series of Almanacs for Gentlemen.





	The doctrinal and hierarchical authority of the Catholic Church was always to the forefront in the thoughts of a writer who was affected by everything that concerned the Church. It brought him joy and suffering, caused him to act and to react, as can be seen from his many works that were published at brief intervals over a period of forty years. The scholar who studies the works of Don Bosco and is looking for a single phrase to sum up the writer, could adopt the concise epitaph that is sculpted on the tomb of the great bishop and cardinal Mermillod, Dilexit Ecclesiam - he loved the Church. This is all the more appropriate when we consider that, like the great Swiss prelate, Don Bosco suffered uncommon persecution for the cause which was so dear to his heart.





	At that time in Piedmont the enemies of the Church were attacking it to such an extent that Don Bosco could not even find the censors required by Canon Law for his books. Don Bosco’s Catholic Readings  were enemy number one for the sects. At first the censors approved their publication but without appending their signature, and later no one would take on the risky task of approving them. Despite threats by letter, by word of mouth and by armed men, he trusted in God, challenged the Philistines, and refused to give up the battle. He never lapsed into animosity, something that can easily happen even in religious polemics.





	The spirit of the Lord inflamed his zeal and directed his pen. You can search his many writings and you will not find one tract, one slogan, one word or comma which points to a deliberate intention to humiliate his opponents, nor even a careless phrase that might offend. He used phrases like “our holy mother, our good mother” and similar, in referring to the Catholic Church, to believers and non-believers alike. They indicate his predominant concern, his passion one might say, to make the Church loved by all. They also speak of his own love for the Church, a love which is so much part of piety, one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 





	His letters also form part of his written works. Don Bosco wrote an amazing number of letters, to every part of the world, on thousands of topics, to prelates, princes and noblemen, to religious and religious communities, to workers, to elderly ladies and to children. What interests us most is that these letters reflect the spirit of their author. Let us not, however, pretend to find in them more than he put there.





	The flood of correspondence compelled him to put pen to paper without giving it much thought and this sometimes led to mistakes. However, this did not mean that his pen was not guided by his thoughts or by his habitual devout way of thinking, and that revelations concerning matters of his interior life escaped. Certain introspections which are frequent in the letters of devout persons are completely absent from the letters of Don Bosco. You can sense very well the kind of person he was, but never does he say a word indicating his intimate state of mind. All we have are the inevitable result of the sentiments of his heart always in perfect union with God - his complete submission to God’s will, the glory of God and the salvation of souls, the sacraments, prayer, offence against God, trust in Providence, reminders of feast days, scriptural quotations and short prayers.





	He often enclosed a holy picture with quotations in his own handwriting, to raise people’s minds to heavenly things. Then there was the tone of his letters. Having read some of them, we find in them a sense of peaceful calm which is a quality close to goodness in thought, word and action. Who has not had the experience of receiving an angry or offensive letter? He used to say that to reply immediately to such a letter with kindness and respect gives one the victory, for it changes an enemy into a friend. And how many times he had occasion to prove it! It is also worth mentioning the naturalness with which he introduces into his letters the names of God, and of Jesus and Mary. His biographer says� that “even when writing these names he pronounced them with a prayer from the heart, but in such a way that others did not hear him, for he shunned any singularity, and it was as if he wrote them on the page with his breath.”





	This consciousness of his own character reaches such profundity in a priest only when the priest is indeed an alter Christus, the living personification of Jesus Christ.
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