Chapter I





CHILDHOOD





	In the spiritual life there are moments of grace in which the soul has unexpected revelations. These are often unforeseen  and of great importance for salvation.. They are unforeseen, insofar as they take you unawares,  for the spirit blows where it wills.�  Nevertheless, ordinarily speaking, in things of this nature, that immediate clear insight does not happen without some kind of preparation. This may be more or less conscious, and consists especially in faithful correspondence to supernatural gifts.





	As an eleven year old child�, young John Bosco had one of these ‘moments of grace.’ He had become the friend of a worthy old priest and, with childlike trust, had placed himself in his hands. From his short period of time at the school of this priest he learnt an enduring lesson - that it was good for the soul ‘to make a short meditation every day.’ From this early lesson he drew two benefits:  ‘he got a taste for the spiritual life’ and he learnt no longer to behave as before, ‘in a somewhat materialistic way, like a machine, that acts without knowing the reasons why.’ This is what he himself wrote in his Memoirs,� recorded at the express wish of Pope Pius IX for the benefit of his sons. But in the passage quoted we should not skip lightly over some key words that are significant. One is where he says he began, not simply to know or to experience the spiritual life, but to ‘get a taste for what the spiritual life means.’





	Here we see the beautiful gift of wisdom, which St Bernard calls ‘experiential knowledge’ of divine things. This gift of the Holy Spirit is really  a supernatural taste for the things of God ‘through a kind of mysterious sympathy or similarity of nature’.� The other phrase that is very revealing is where he speaks of previously having acted ‘in a somewhat materialistic way’. It is worth noting the qualifying word ‘somewhat’ which softens the meaning a little.





	The small boy had, therefore, already an idea of spirituality, vague and indeterminate perhaps, but yet he was able to distinguish between the spiritual and the material. The thing that strikes us most is to see that at such a tender age he already had a clear idea of the form of piety which was suitable for him and his followers: a harmonious accord between work and prayer, or, if you like, prayer as the soul of action.





	Before that he had learnt the love of prayer from his mother. In the families of rural Piedmont at that time good Christian customs remained strong, despite the infiltration of foreign influences. Traditions were handed down from generation to generation around the fireside, a place that witnessed the sharing of simple family joys as well as the daily prayer with which these honest, hardworking people ended the day, reciting the rosary before the image of Our Lady of Consolation.





	The home really deserved the name of domestic sanctuary. In such a healthy environment a gifted woman, like John’s mother, could become an outstanding teacher of living religion, especially since her words were matched by the example of her own life.





	We know indeed that with the spontaneous language of a mother she was able to instil in him, from an early age, a lively awareness of the presence of God, a sincere admiration for the works of God’s creation, gratitude for his gifts, acceptance of his will and the fear of offending him. Rarely if ever did a mother’s teaching find such a docile son, quick to learn the lessons she taught.





	In this way, from his humble family home, the child learnt to ascend to the holy House of the Lord. The desires of his child’s heart were already aspiring to heavenly things. The rest of his wonderful life prompts us to apply to him the words of Ecclesiasticus: When I was still a youth, before I went travelling, in my prayers I asked outright for wisdom. Outside the sanctuary I would pray for her, and to the last I shall continue to seek her. From her blossoming to the ripening of the grape my heart has taken its delight in her.� 	





	On Sundays and feast days he assisted with joy and devotion at the celebration of the divine office and attained such fervour that the memory of it was present in his soul for the rest of the week.  Many who knew him as a child have testified that whilst working in the fields, as he did from an early age, he often broke into prayer and his fine voice re-echoed in the hills as he sang sacred hymns of praise. He used to prepare little altars, as children do, decorating the image of Our Lady with flowers and leaves. Unlike others of his age, however, he used to call as many companions as he could to pray and sing and to repeat with devotion the ceremonies he had witnessed in church.





	The word of God held an attraction for him. At sermons and catechism classes he did not miss a syllable. He sought every occasion to gather people together, get up on a plank and, standing there in his peasant’s clothes, he would repeat the Sunday sermon with perfect memory and complete mastery of himself, or narrate some edifying story that he had heard and remembered for precisely such an occasion.  The talks were interspersed with prayers and, if time permitted, he led his little band of followers in evening prayer.





	This zeal in doing good was aroused and enkindled in this young boy by his childlike love for God. Even at a tender age his heart was moved not only to love God, keeping him united to God with an ever growing bond of love, but also to desire to make God loved and to do all he could for this purpose.





	According to the masters of the spiritual life, a most efficacious means of growing in  union with God is the practice of Christian mortification, dying to self so as to live life as it was lived by Jesus Christ in God. Souls that feel strongly drawn to God, are drawn also to mortification by an almost irresistible instinct of love.


	


	On seeing the saints find joy in voluntary privations and suffering, the world in its ignorance asks: Ut quid perditio haec? Why this waste of the good things of life? The answer is as old as the question - St Paul gave it to us a long time ago: All who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified self with all its passions and desires.� Those who have risen with Christ to the life of the Spirit willingly sacrifice the flesh in order to live according to the Spirit. Experience teaches that it is from there that the spirit of prayer develops and from there also comes fruitfulness of apostolic action.





	Young John had already understood spontaneously this great secret of Christian perfection even before he met the priest who taught him to meditate. In fact he wrote in the aforementioned Memoirs: “Among other things he soon forbade me a particular penance that I used to practise which was not appropriate to my age and condition.” Instead the good priest encouraged him to frequent the sacraments of penance and Eucharist.





	He had made his first Communion a year before this happy encounter, when he was ten years old.� This was highly unusual for there was, at the time, a strict custom of not admitting anyone to the sacrament before the age of twelve or fourteen. John presented himself so well prepared that the parish priest closed an eye to his age. He prepared for his Communion by going to confession three times and for the whole of that blessed day he did no manual work but occupied himself in reading pious books.  He was to write in his Memoirs: “It seems to me that from that day there was an improvement in my life.”





	Sadly, however, the holy and fruitful friendship with that good priest of God, who had directed him gently along the road of piety and knowledge, was to be cut short abruptly by the priest’s death. Severe trials awaited Mamma Margaret’s son. He had to leave his mother’s house and go to work as a servant for a farm owner in the countryside.� Highly intelligent and with an extraordinary memory, he found himself compelled to put all his energy into hard tiring work on the land. God so willed it that he might build a structure of solid virtue on the sound base of humility. He was to confess later that he felt he needed it.





	Prayer was nourishment and comfort to him… prayer and something else. Every Saturday he respectfully asked his master’s permission to go the following morning to a village an hour’s walk away to attend the first Mass which was celebrated at a very early hour. Why such haste, given that he was always present at the parish Mass and other functions? He went there early in the morning to go to confession and to receive Holy Communion.  He kept this up every Sunday and feast day for two whole years. This was exceptional for a youngster in such circumstances, far from his family  and certainly not prompted by the example or suggestions of anyone.





	Such a great love for Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament is a clear sign of unusual progress in the spirit of prayer. The internal dispositions induced in the mind by this spirit are seen in traits of conduct, in the attitudes and speech of the young person. The members of the family he worked for were very clear about this in the testimony they gave during the process for his beatification. They had never had, nor could they ever imagine, a servant boy so obedient, hardworking and exemplary. In the house he fulfilled his duties as a good Christian with the regularity of older servants well accustomed to work on the farm and to the demands of country life at the time. This young servant, however, prayed usually on his knees, prayed more often than the others, and prayed for longer periods of time. 





	Outside the house, while he tended the cows at pasture, he was found recollected in prayer or concentrated on reading the catechism, which was his book of meditation. Once he was seen on his knees, motionless, head uncovered, under the heat of the sun, so absorbed that even though he was called repeatedly, he gave no indication that he had heard anything. When he was shaken and warned not to sleep in the sun, he replied that he had not been asleep.





	One day, the elderly head of the household, returning tired from the fields, came across the young boy on his knees saying the Angelus. He told him off and complained that he was forgetting his work to think about heaven, as he put it. John finished his prayer devoutly and answered respectfully, “You know well that I don’t spare myself when it comes to work. However, it is certain that we gain more from prayer than from work. If we pray we sow two seeds and reap four ears of corn; if we don’t pray we sow four and reap two.”





	With such sentiments, it is not surprising that, as many eye-witnesses testified, he was always calm, even-tempered, wise in his comments, reserved in his behaviour, and that he had an abhorrence of anything that could cast a shadow on the candour of his soul or seem in any way unbecoming of a true Christian. Nor did he neglect any opportunity of doing good to the children, entertaining them, teaching them catechism and leading them in prayer.





	The parish priest, to whom he went to confession every Sunday, shed tears of consolation on seeing how piety flourished among those young people, thanks to the efforts of this poor servant boy. Indeed, when the young apostle left, the parish priest had only to continue those gatherings in order to have a real festive oratory.�





	Later St John Bosco wrote of twelve year old Dominic Savio that he was ‘not a little amazed at seeing what divine grace had wrought in one so young.’ We can only say the same when we read the sworn testimony of his contemporaries and fellow countrymen regarding the conduct of young John Bosco.





	John left there because he was concerned, day and night, about his studies; but his way of the cross was still to be long and painful. He experienced many disappointments and much discouragement and came to realize, even more than before, the efficacy of St Bernard’s exhortation: Respice stellam, voca Mariam - Look to the Star and call upon Mary. From his earliest years he had learned devotion to Mary most holy. On important occasions and at critical moments his mother would tell him, ‘have devotion to Mary!’ Gradually, as he deepened his knowledge of the things of God, he began to taste ever more the sweetness of this devotion which consisted in total confidence and filial love, as preached and practised so much by the saints and so beloved of devout souls.





	There is a small chapel dedicated to Our Lady high up on the hill that dominates Castelnuovo. It became a place of frequent visits for John. He used to go there either alone or, more often, in the company of some young friends. Those pilgrimages to the Marian sanctuary made during adolescence remained indelibly imprinted on his mind and, in his later years, he became quite emotional when he recalled them.





	Before going deeply into our study, it seems opportune to open a brief parenthesis in order to express clearly the basic understanding of prayer. Nobody can reasonably question the fact that prayer is of supreme necessity in the life of a Christian. St Paul, in his letter to Timothy, recommends prayer as the primum omnium - the first of all things.� Prayer is both a state and an act. As a state, it consists in the continuous prayer spoken of by the same apostle when he says: Sine intermissione orate - pray constantly.� Certainly it is not possible to remain always with the mind actually fixed on God, but one can stay always in an attitude of prayer through the virtue of charity. The soul of the just person, possessing sanctifying grace, has in itself the necessary condition for the words of Jesus to be fulfilled: We shall come to him and make a home in him.�  He receives from the three persons of the Most Holy Trinity, through their presence in him, a share in their life so that indeed he prays without interruption.�





	Understood in this way, apart from ordinary and common states of prayer, there are very elevated states that are reached only by a few, mystical states that are pure gift and privilege. As an act, prayer takes on four forms as spoken of by St Paul, when he urges Timothy to make petitions, prayers, intercessions and thanksgiving� - that is prayers of petition asking something for ourselves, prayers of adoration, prayers of intercession for others and prayers of thanksgiving for favours received. The theology of prayer can be reduced substantially to this. It is a source of edification and of wonder to see how it has been lived by the Saints.





�           John 3,8.


�            Ceria says “as an eleven year old child”. We know  now that this meeting took place after his stay 	at the Moglia farm, in November 1829, and therefore when John was fourteen. (Teresio Bosco)


�             Memorie dell’Oratorio (S.E.I Turin 1946)


�             Tanquerrey, Abrégé di Théologie ascétique, p.1348.


�           	Ecclesiasticus 51: 13-15.


�          Gal. 5:24


�            Ceria wrongly states ‘one year before’. It was in fact three years before. (Teresio Bosco)


�           	Ceria places John’s employment at the Moglia farm after the death of Don Calosso, the good 	priest who had helped him, but see note 2 of this chapter above. (Translator).


�    	The festive oratory was a gathering of young people on Sundays and holydays for prayer and 	catechism as well as for games. It was a regular feature in many Italian parishes and was later to 	become the most important part of Don Bosco’s work for boys.


�       	1 Tim., 2:1


�          	1 Thess., 5:17.


�          	John   14:23. 


�        	“When one remains faithfully in the furrow of the divine will, even without being aware of it, one 	is praying in the depth of his soul.” (DON MARMION, in a letter quoted by DON THIBAUT: 	L’Unione con Dio, Italian Translation, p.19. Lib. Ed. Fior.).	
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