Chapter 6





A PERMANENT HOME 


FOR HIS MISSION





	Nowadays the name Oratory is so well known in Italy that it might seem it was always so, and no one feels a need to ask how it started. Still, the name of Don Bosco will always be linked with one Oratory, the Oratory par excellence, the Oratory of Valdocco.





	It was part of the mysterious design of providence that the driving force of the works of Don Bosco should bear a name made holy by being used to indicate a place of prayer. A place is named after the principal activity carried on there. If then a place of so much action is called a place of prayer, it can only mean that in Don Bosco’s works, prayer comes before action. The words of Don Bosco himself confirm it.





	Even at the beginning there were some well-intentioned people who said it was inappropriate to have so many sacred functions and practices of piety, but Don Bosco always responded by saying, “I gave this house the name Oratory in order to show clearly that prayer is the only power on which we should rely.”





	In the Oratory, prayer could be breathed in the air. You could see it in the faces of the young people; prayer was part of everybody and everything.  This is not, however, our purpose. We mention it only to show that the Oratory mirrored the priestly soul of Don Bosco. A priest endowed with a good spirit of initiative might well organize the Church from the soil of the earth, but if he has not got in equal measure the spirit of prayer, he will not be able to infuse into his activities the breath of life,�  without which such organizations will not be life-giving.





	For Don Bosco, God was the beginning and end of everything. He was so engrossed in work that he could not devote long hours to prayer. However, his mother who slept in a room next to his, maintained on good evidence that he spent part of the night in prayer. At the entrance to his room there was a poster with the prayer Praised be Jesus Christ. On the wall inside, another poster said: Only one thing is necessary, to save one’s soul.   A third called to mind the motto dear to St Francis of Sales which Don Bosco had made his own at the beginning of his priesthood: Da mihi animas, caetera tolle - give me souls, take away the rest.





	He habitually made use of aspirations which expressed his desire for eternal salvation, for himself and for others. His spirit of intimate prayer manifested itself in respect, love and esteem for every act of worship and every devout practice approved, promoted or recommended by the Church. These included, for example, the use of the sacramentals, attendance at church functions, the recital in common of the rosary, pious associations, the Angelus, grace before and after meals, and the Way of the Cross. What great devotion he had for the mysteries of the passion and death of Jesus! He meditated on the sufferings of Christ with such profound sentiments that, when he spoke about them, he became emotional, words failed him and his listeners were moved to tears.





	With regard to pious associations, it is important to mention that shortly after he settled at Valdocco he enrolled in the Third Order of Franciscans. He wore their habit, did the novitiate and made profession. Anyone who observed him could see that he was an outstandingly prayerful priest. He prayed in a loud voice, pronouncing the words with a slight tremble which revealed the fervour of his love. The humble poet who wrote and set to music some verses in his honour in 1846 when he returned after a long period of convalescence, was voicing the opinion of all when he spoke of the return to the Oratory of “the wise man, the devout man, the man adorned with virtue.”





	Other testimonies from much later, given by trustworthy eye-witnesses, say the same thing. Those were years that brought Don Bosco many headaches: running an Oratory of seven hundred boys; opening and directing two new oratories in Turin; starting the section for boarders; opening his doors to poor clerics left abandoned by the forced closure of the seminaries; his own small house packed beyond belief; trying to provide the daily bread; laying the basis of the future congregation. Then there were the public conflicts which gave a huge amount of rope to the ecclesiastical authorities. In the spirit of the gospel he shared the anxieties of his Pastor who had become a sign of serious contradiction. All of this would be enough to make us think that from morning to night Don Bosco would be in turmoil and his head like a pressure cooker. 





	Nothing could be further from the truth. A revered priest who knew him at close quarters tells us that the thought of the presence of God was so evident in his appearance as to bring to mind those words of the Apostle�, Our homeland is in heaven. Everywhere, even at table or in his room, he was seen to be composed in his actions, recollected in his looks, with head bowed, like one who was in the presence of some exalted personage or before the Blessed Sacrament. When walking in the street he was totally concentrated in a manner which showed clearly that he was absorbed in thinking about God. It sometimes happened that people asked him for spiritual advice when it seemed that he was distracted by things of a completely different nature, but he was able to respond like a man who lived immersed in meditation on the things of eternity.





	Another witness who lived under Don Bosco’s direction in the early days of the Oratory used to watch him when they were saying prayers in common. He noticed with what joy he spoke the words Our Father who art in heaven, and his voice stood out among the others for an indefinable quality that greatly moved those who heard him. Although there was nothing extraordinary about his appearance, this witness observed that in the church or sacristy he was in the habit of not leaning on his elbows but simply resting his forearms on the edge of the bench or kneeler, with hands joined or holding a book. Even the great moralist, Monsignor Bertagna, could not forget his demeanour in prayer. When asked to sum him up in a few words, he replied that Don Bosco prayed “like an angel.”


	


	We will not make an issue out of Don Bosco’s external attitude except to add, in support of what has already been said, another observation that will help us to a more complete understanding of his spirit of prayer. Writers and artists lay too much emphasis on the childlikeness of the external appearance of the Servants of God. There are some who like to present an image of Don Bosco as all sweetness. Those of us who knew him could never agree to such an image, nor could we recognize Don Bosco in such a guise.





	A great person who is, at the same time, a great saint is able to smile. His is not a permanent, meaningless or merely instinctive smile, but one that is deliberate and radiates the inner thought. It is a smile that has a purpose and is withdrawn when the purpose is achieved. In a Saint, kindness and charm are never dissociated from a calm and serene dignity. These two, kindness and dignity, form a visible indication and almost the seal of the presence of God. The sight of a Saint in some act of goodness, raises the mind and makes one think.�


	


	It is true that people speak of agreeableness in relation to Don Bosco, but never of weakness. Since these two often go together, perhaps we need to conclude that in the case of Don Bosco, agreeableness needs to be understood, not so much according to its dictionary meaning but in a gospel sense - the simplicity of yes, yes or no, no, born out of kindness but with an element of firmness. The man who is in interior communion with God will always bear the marks of sober gravity in his appearance, and that is how Don Bosco is seen by anyone who has studied the genuine expression of his personality. 


	


	As well as his comportment, there was also his manner of speech. He spoke slowly and calmly, giving importance to every word and avoiding profane expressions, too lively a manner, words of resentment or incitement. One who lived for many years in Don Bosco’s family, and indeed in close familiarity with him, had this to say:� “We often used to say among ourselves, ‘How we love to be near Don Bosco! If you talk to him for an instant, you feel full of fervour.’”





	We have yet another testimony which is of the highest value - that of the Servant of God Don Michael Rua, who had this to say in his testimony for the process of beatification: “I lived by Don Bosco’s side for thirty-seven years … Observing Don Bosco’ actions, even the least important of them, made more impression on me than reading or meditating on some pious book.” 





	Please be patient and allow me to digress a little, for good reason. I want to report a relevant quotation which shows how legitimate it is to judge Don Bosco’s interior life from his external demeanour. If there were a more direct way, would we not all follow it gladly? The quotation is from St Vincent, in one of those wonderful sermons that he gave to his Missionaries: “If you speak not even one word, but are totally immersed in God, you will touch people’s hearts by your very presence. The Servants of God  have an outward appearance that distinguishes them from unspiritual people. There is a certain humble external attitude of recollection and devotion that has an effect on the souls of those who admire them. Here we have people so full of God that I can never even look at them without being struck. Artists depict the saints surrounded by rays of light; it is a fact that good people, who live holy lives on earth, radiate a light that belongs only to them.”





	St Bonaventure’s biographer� says of him: “we don’t have information to enable us to know his progress in prayer and his sublime gift of contemplation.” He goes on to say, “the fruits of his interior life and his permanent union with God … imprinted upon his appearance an unspeakable peace, a heavenly grace that  impressed everyone who saw him.” He quotes the testimony of a contemporary who, speaking about the Council of Lyons where Bonaventure’s angelic light shone forth for the last time, wrote as follows: “The Lord gave him this grace that all those who saw him had a great affection in their hearts for him.” Just change the name, and you could apply it to Don Bosco.


	


	Don Bosco was a great admirer of the spiritual exercises of St Ignatius. He loved the exercises, for himself and for others. Ahead of his time also in this, he began retreats for young workers in 1847. He introduced in Salesian boarding schools the custom of a retreat at Easter, well prepared, well preached and always finishing on a joyful note. For the members of the Congregation, he was no less insistent than other founders. He was a strong promoter of retreats for others and he himself was faithful to the practice.





	Until circumstances made it impossible for him, he used to go every year to the Alpine hermitage of St Ignatius above Lanzo Torinese. There in the solitude and peace of the mountains he fortified his spirit by prayer and meditation on the eternal truths. On a page which he kept carefully we can read, with a certain emotion, the resolutions he made during the retreat of 1847:





	Every day: Visit to the Blessed Sacrament


	Every week: Confession and some act of penance.


	Every month: read the Prayers for a Happy Death.


	Domine, da quod iubes et iube, quod vis.�


	The priest is God’s thurible (Theodotus).


	He is the soldier of Christ (St John Chrysostom)


	For a priest prayer is like water for a fish, 


		air for a bird and a fountain for a deer.


	One who prays is like one who goes to the King.





	This is the third time we have seen Don Bosco’s resolutions regarding his prayer life. There is a world of difference between saying and doing, but we must bear in mind the character of Don Bosco. Don Bosco was not just an intellectual, nor an emotional type. He was a man of strong will, with clear ideas and pure sentiments. People of this kind, strong and tenacious, mean what they say. They are not like those of a speculative nature whose resolutions remain in the air, nor like emotional people who keep on making resolutions because they are like feathers tossed in the wind. Don Bosco was iron-willed.





	Here another question occurs. If Don Bosco had such mastery of himself, how do we explain the fact that he was often seen weeping? He used to weep when celebrating Mass, or distributing communion, or when simply blessing the people at the end of Mass. He used to weep when speaking to the boys after Night Prayers, or when giving talks to his helpers or giving the memento during  a retreat. He wept when he spoke about sin or scandal, about immodesty or about human ingratitude towards the love of Jesus Christ for us, or when expressing fears for someone’s eternal salvation.





	One witness says, in relation to the merry-making at carnival time; “He used to urge us to receive Holy Communion in reparation for these disorders, and to spend time in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament. While he was speaking, at the thought of the insults offered to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament, especially during those days, he used to weep and he even made us weep.”





	Another very important witness, Cardinal Cagliero, had this to say: “I saw Don Bosco weeping more than once, and my companions saw him too, when he preached on the love of God, or on the loss of souls, or on Good Friday when he spoke about the passion of Jesus Christ, when he spoke on a happy death or on the hope of heaven. There were tears of love, of sorrow and of joy. He was transported with joy when he spoke of the Blessed Virgin, her goodness and her immaculate purity.” The same thing happened to him also in public churches. A witness saw him burst into tears in the Sanctuary of the Consolata when he was preaching on the final judgment, describing the separation of the damned from the elect. Another observed him weeping many times especially when he was speaking about eternal life. His tears moved obstinate sinners to repentance and after the sermon they would come to him for confession.





	Finally, his conscientious biographer writes:� “We who write these pages were witnesses with a thousand others of this divine gift which was given to Don Bosco from the time he founded the Oratory and even before, and which lasted till his death.” Now the question arises whether we are really dealing with a mystical gift, and if so, does it allow us to say that Don Bosco enjoyed the grace of passive prayer. We will return to the topic at greater length. We limit ourselves, for the time being, to noting that in the circumstances referred to, the tears of Don Bosco were proof of his great union with God. And since union with God is prayer, we can see what a deep spirit of prayer animated Don Bosco in the midst of the ever-increasing intensity of his work.





	The Eucharist held a dominant role in Don Bosco’s spirituality. It was the love of his life and the permanent object of his priestly zeal. It was a day of immense joy for him when the Blessed Sacrament was reserved in his Oratory. He received this outstanding grace in 1852 when the chapel of St Francis of Sales was built. That sacred building became the centre of his affection. You could not describe the joy with which he gave the good news to his pupils. Later, whenever he had a  moment’s breathing space, he used to go there to adore the Lord, in an attitude of prayer that seemed more like that of an angel than of a man.





	He attached supreme importance to everything that concerned divine worship. He insisted upon the cleanliness and tidiness of the sacred vessels and vestments. He made sure that the tabernacle lamp was burning, day and night. He urged all to reflect that it was the Lord who deigned to dwell in the tabernacle. He loved to remove the cobwebs with his own hands, to dust the altar, sweep the floor and wash the sanctuary. He paid careful attention to everything that was needed for the worthy celebration of the sacred functions. On major feasts he did not want secular musicians because they were unaccustomed to being in the house of God and did not show respect for the real presence of Jesus. His biographer, who is an excellent witness, writes that in church his faith and his love for the real presence of our Divine Saviour were reflected in his face. 





	If he was like that at prayer, what was he like when celebrating Mass? He was reverent, attentive, devout and exact. He spoke the words with clarity and fervour. It was obvious that he enjoyed distributing Holy Communion and his fervour was noticeable. However there was no affectation, nothing done simply to serve the eye. He was neither slow nor fast and he proceeded from beginning to end with a calmness and naturalness in all his movements. The faithful who saw him were immediately edified. Some, when they knew where he was celebrating Mass, made sure to be there. Families that had the privilege of a private oratory vied with one another to have him come and celebrate there.





	Very often he returned to kneel at the altar of his first Mass in the Church of St Francis of Assisi, at the Ecclesiastical College, and renewed there the resolutions he made that precious day. The copy of the Rubrics of the Mass which he always carried, is still conserved, worn out from use. He would sometimes ask those he trusted to observe him celebrating Mass and watch carefully to see if he made any mistakes.





	In the morning when he was on his way from his room to the church, if he met anyone who greeted him or kissed his hand, he replied with a smile but without saying a word, completely absorbed in thinking about the Maas he was about to celebrate. Whenever he had to travel, in order not to miss the divine sacrifice, he either cut short his sleep and celebrated at an early hour, or he underwent serious inconveniences to celebrate later, often even very late. That is how the early Salesians saw him at the altar and it is how we late-comers saw him too.





	Don Bosco’s heart was formed in the spiritual life by his love for the Holy Eucharist which was constant from childhood onwards. He was naturally led, or rather he was providentially prepared, to become as a priest an apostle of frequent communion. How his angelic zeal shone in this holy mission!





	Shadows of Jansenism still weighed upon the people of Piedmont. Sound moral doctrine was imparted in the Ecclesiastical College with a view to banishing traces of Jansenism from the minds of churchmen. Who knows how long the suffering would have continued were it not for the powerful wind of change that came through the example of Don Bosco? He acted - he did not engage in polemics. Personally he had resolved long ago the question of frequent communion and he embarked on his priestly  ministry with clear ideas on the matter.





	There is a passage from his Memoirs that makes quite an impression on us reading it now. He says “At the beginning of my second year of philosophy, I paid a visit to the Blessed Sacrament one day. I had no prayer book with me, so I began to read The Imitation of Christ. I went through some chapters dealing with the Blessed Sacrament. I was so touched by the profound thoughts expressed, and the clear and orderly way these great truths were clothed in fine language that … I went back again and again to that golden little work.” He fell in love with that book and it became one of his favourites. 





	Reading and re-reading the part that deals with the Sacrament of the Altar, he must have paid particular attention to the second part of Chapter Ten where the author observes that the enemy, knowing well the many and wonderful fruits of Holy Communion, does his utmost by every means to stop not only the simple faithful but also devout consecrated souls from approaching the sacrament.





	This cursed diabolical infiltration is an old scourge and an old plague in the Church, our thoughtful reader must have said to himself. All the more avidly, then,  he sought to make his own the sweet nectar of that sublime book, turning to it daily. He resolved that he would become an apostle of frequent Holy Communion to the youth of the world. To the youth, because he knew it was useless building on sand and therefore it was necessary to lead young people to the Eucharistic banquet at an early age, to lead them there in large numbers and with great frequency and to get people used to seeing them at the altar. And this is precisely what he did.





	Critics abounded on all sides but Don Bosco lost no time in discussion. He prepared large numbers of young people well for their first communion. He multiplied opportunities for general communion. He started groups and sodalities with the intention of encouraging the members to frequent and even daily communion. He spent hours hearing the confessions of those who wished to receive communion. God alone knows the sacrifices Don Bosco made in promoting frequent communion among the young. Onlookers noticed the sincere joy he felt at seeing long lines of young people approaching the altar and returning from it. Indeed, what more could one desire whose whole life was focussed on Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament?





	We should not finish this chapter without repeating yet again the use Don Bosco made of the sacrament of confession during these years. The choice of a good director is an ordinary requirement for progress in the spiritual life.





	St Bernard alludes to this in his famous saying:�  Qui se sibi magistrum constituit, stulto se discipulum facit; one who is his own master has a fool as a disciple. The holy Doctor is writing this, not to a beginner, but to a poor cleric. Indeed in the same letter he repeats his teaching and adds an example by way of proof: “I do not know what others think on this subject. I speak from experience and as far as I am concerned I can say it is much easier to direct many others than to guide myself.”





	 The great master of spiritual direction, Scaramelli, appeals to the authority of St Bernard and affirms: “After the first desire for perfection and the first resolutions to strive towards it, the most necessary means of progress in the spiritual journey is without doubt the choice of a good guide.”�





	Don  Bosco had already shown that he had understood this necessity in good time. As soon as he went to Turin he placed himself under the direction of Blessed Cafasso and he went every week to open his conscience to him. He used to go to him in the Church of St Francis of Assisi, to the confessional where there was a long queue of penitents waiting their turn. Don Bosco would kneel on the ground near a pillar making his preparation as he waited for the confessor to notice him. In order not to make him lose too much time, Don Cafasso would raise the curtain and beckon to him. He would then approach with head bowed reverently, kneel at the confessional and make his confession, to the edification of those who were present. A holy master and a holy disciple!





�      Gen. 2.7


�      Philippians 3,20


�      It is beyond doubt, we believe, that mystics do not laugh. The impression they receive in their contact with God is not dissipated in them but keeps them enthralled by the thought of God’s presence. When they smile at someone, that smile does not quiver and does not alter the marks of their habitual interior recollection.  While I was revising the draft of these pages for the first edition I heard the following words from the lips of Don Francesia: “Don Bosco evoked joy in others but he himself had the restrained appearance that is seen in people who are sad.” The Salesian Don Vismara expressed it well when he said  that Don Bosco’s smile was seen but not heard.


�      G.B.Francesia, Il Ven. D. Giov. Bosco amico delle anime,  p.6. Sc. Tip. Sal., S. Benigno  Canavese, 1908.


�      LEMMENS., L, c., c. VIII (p.263)


�      Lord, grant what you command and command what you will


�      Lemoyne, L. c., vol. IV, pp 307-8.


�      Epist. LXXXVII, 7


�      Direttorio ascetico, tratt. I, n.92























