Chapter 10





CONFESSOR





	Intimate union with God, when it really exists, ensures that a priest not only knows but also feels that he is a sacred person. He never loses sight of his sacred character, no matter what he may do or say, in public or in private, directly or indirectly, when dealing with people of any level, class or condition. The priestly spirit fills the whole of his life. He irradiates a supernatural influence that heals and purifies souls, strengthens them in doing good and raises them to heavenly things. The human nature of Jesus, hypostatically united to his divinity, was an instrument of marvellous works. Similarly, in the priest who has a strong interior life, there is no word or action that does not carry the priestly imprint and does not do good to souls, to the point where it can be said also of him “power came out of him that cured them all.”�  We will see this now as we examine the work of Don Bosco in the confessional, in the pulpit, in the printed word and as an educator.  





	Regarding Confession, his way of administering the sacrament cannot be fully understood unless we take into consideration his personal practice of the sacrament as well as his ordinary teaching.





	Don Bosco came to love confession even at a tender age and nothing in his later life weakened that love or altered the frequency with which he went to confession. As a child he went very willingly of his own accord, even when his mother was not there to bring him. He went  very often, much more than was customary at the time, especially among young people, not to mention children and people in rural areas.





	As a student in Chieri, when he was completely free to be himself, he thought immediately of looking for a permanent confessor. Even though he was a young student of poor background and simple ways, his confessor was impressed by his diligence and foretold great things of him. As a cleric in the seminary he was distinguished immediately for his regularity and punctuality in going weekly to the sacrament of penance. As a priest in Turin he went every week to Blessed (now Saint) Joseph Cafasso. When Cafasso died, Don Bosco chose a holy priest who had been his fellow student. This priest came every Monday to hear Don Bosco’s confession in the sacristy of the Basilica of Mary Help of Christians and then he in turn made his confession to Don  Bosco.





	When he was travelling or when his usual confessor was absent, he remained faithful to his practice, going to a Salesian or to some other priest, depending on the occasion. For example when he spent a few months in Rome in 1867, he went to confession every week to Fr Vasco, a Jesuit whom he had known in Turin. His own sons hesitated at first to hear his confession, but he would say, “Come on! Do an act of charity for Don Bosco and let him make his confession.”





	His manner of going to confession was also noteworthy. We have already made some mention of it and will speak further of it here. He did not choose a secluded place or an unusual hour but went rather in full view of all. Young people and others had a chance to see, during his preparation and thanksgiving, the importance and holiness he attached to what he was doing. To practise frequent confession with such strong and persevering love is in itself a vigilant and uninterrupted custody of the heart. It removes continually every little obstacle to the working of the Holy Spirit and allows the soul to be filled with his heavenly gifts. 





	Don Bosco’s own personal practice in relation to confession was reflected in his teaching, both oral and written, on the subject. An aspect particularly characteristic of Don Bosco was his outstanding ability not just to encourage confession but to instil a love for it, especially among the young, who were the special object of his God-given mission.





	Don Bosco’s writings on confession are original, not in what he says, but in his apostolic fervour in leading others to love the sacrament he himself loved so much. In his Life of Michael Magone there is a digression in which he addresses himself with priestly zeal to young people to urge them to have confidence in the father of their souls. He also addresses priests who hear the confessions of young people, to exhort them to show fatherly kindness in the exercise of their ministry.





	In a memoir addressed to the Salesians he says that a priest, when requested to hear confessions, should do so cheerfully. No priest should ever display rudeness or impatience. The young should be received with great kindness and affability. They should never be scolded nor should the priest ever express surprise at their ignorance or at the things they confess. In the same note he gives this important rule: “It is very important and helpful for the young that they should never go away from us unhappy.”





	In the Companion of Youth he gives guidelines for going to confession that are so beautiful that anyone who follows them will find great spiritual satisfaction in going to the sacrament. Even someone who is no longer young will find in those simple kind words a sense of abandonment and trust, and be led to approach confession with the fervour and simplicity of his earlier years. Confession has a place of honour in the regulations for the Oratory and other Institutes, and in the rules of the Sodalities. It is presented always in a gentle and appealing manner.





	As in his writings, so also in the spoken word. His main biographer states that “every phrase of Don Bosco was an encouragement to confession.” We can overlook the exaggeration that suggests that every phrase had this intention, and yet it would be greatly to be desired if every overstatement had as much basis in reality as this one. There is no doubt about the efficacy of his encouragement to go to confession: the facts speak for themselves. We have so many of these facts, in such varied circumstances, that anyone reading them is bound to be amazed and to marvel at the wonders of divine grace in the work of salvation.





	When Don Bosco invited people to go to confession, the thought of returning to God took hold of their minds so irresistibly  that they responded immediately by opening their consciences to him. This was true of his young people and of strangers, of workers and professional people, ordinary people and high ranking personalities, good people and evildoers alike. Don Bosco’s conquests in this field are beyond counting. This ability he had to find a way to people’s hearts and to lead them to do something which is hard in itself, and very hard for some people, would not have been possible if he had not had great faith in the sacrament of penance and great apostolic zeal. It demanded also something else, the basis of all the rest - a secret which Don Bosco himself let slip on one occasion.





	In 1862 a good priest from Osimo asked Don Bosco what was his secret for winning souls and he answered, “I don’t know. If that good priest loves God, he will succeed far better than I do.”





	We find in Chautard’s book� a fine comment which is worth quoting: “Between natural goodness, which is the fruit of one’s temperament, and the supernatural goodness of the heart of an apostle, there is the difference between the human and the divine. The former may give rise to respect and even a liking for the apostolic worker, diverting towards the creature a love that is due to God alone. It can never lead souls to make the sacrifice required to return to their Creator. Only the goodness which comes from union with Jesus can obtain such an effect.”





	If Don Bosco did this in isolated encounters, we can imagine how he made use of the opportunities to give religious instruction or preach the Word of God. In catechism classes he kept on going back to the beginning and insisting on the dispositions necessary to receive the benefits of  the sacrament of penance. He showed by his own manner the goodness of the Lord in instituting the sacrament and the benefits it brings to the soul. For Don Bosco, love of the sacraments of confession and communion was the key to preserving one’s innocence and recovering from earlier falls.





	Rarely did Don Bosco speak to his boys or to staff or preach to any kind of audience without touching on the topic of confession,  in season and out of season.  Did he run the risk of upsetting his listeners or striking a wrong note? No! When someone speaks with faith and love, he speaks as one inspired and brings his audience with him. Indeed, Cardinal Cagliero, who heard him hundreds of times, gave testimony that on this, his favourite topic, Don Bosco “spoke always in a fresh and attractive manner.” And as for striking a jarring note - never! It did not matter who he was speaking to or what kind of audience he had before him, Don  Bosco saw only souls. This awakened two sentiments in him, one a desire and the other fear. His desire was to lead all to heaven and his fear was that some might be on the way to hell. These two sentiments, harmonized in the love of God which was the sole motive of his words and actions, set the tone for all his talks. His sermons covered a great variety of themes, among which the most common and the one most often repeated was precisely a reminder of the sacrament of mercy.





	The love of God which inflamed the heart of Don Bosco can be seen in what he wrote and said about confession, but it shines forth clearest of all in the way he administered the sacrament.





	Huysmans,� the great convert, says that for the likes of him who “need to pour out their whole lives in one go at the feet of a priest,” it would be a great advantage to be comforted and helped in the way Don Bosco comforted and helped his penitents. And he adds, “His way of hearing confession recalls the infinite mercy of Jesus.” Just to watch him as he exercised his holy ministry aroused reverence and love for the sacrament in those who saw him.


	With that great reverence for the things of God that he possessed, he used to approach the place where he was to hear confessions, holding his biretta on his breast. rather than wearing it on his head. He did not sit down without first praying and making a reverent sign of the cross. Usually he heard confessions seated on an armchair between two kneelers. His posture was what you would expect of one who represented God, dignified and loving. Knees together, his feet resting on the footstool, body straight, head slightly bowed, the appearance of a man absorbed in God’s work and totally penetrated by God’s Spirit. In welcoming penitents he did not look them in the face nor did he show that he wanted to recognize them. With his elbow on the kneeler, his ear close to the penitent’s mouth and his hand cupped to shelter it, he listened carefully and with kindness. His appearance remained unaltered throughout.





	What passed between him and the penitents we will never know, except what we are told by those who had the good fortune to have him as their confessor. One of these, and a very authoritative one, is none other than Cardinal Cagliero, who went to confession to Don Bosco for more than thirty years. He said, during the process of beatification and elsewhere, “His kindness was exceptional, towards young people and adults alike. Almost all of us went to confession to him, attracted by his kindness and his charity, his gentleness and patience. He was brief but without hurry. He was extremely kind and never severe. He gave a brief penance, always appropriate to our age and always beneficial. He knew how to be little with the little ones, and his advice was always appropriate. His recommendations were seasoned with such sweetness that he inculcated in us a love for virtue and a horror for sin. There was an angelic atmosphere that seemed to hang over him and his words.”





	It was common knowledge that people were often seen coming to him very dispirited and going away radiant with consolation, as if filled with trust in God’s infinite mercy. His manner of hearing confession inspired such confidence in those who experienced it that they never forgot it. Sometimes his penitents, meeting him after several years, spontaneously manifested the state of their souls to him and told him how long it was since they had been to confession. At other times, he asked them with affection and sincerity and they responded to his concern. It often happened that people heard that he was going to be in a certain place and they travelled from afar to be able to go to confession to him once again.





	We cannot leave the topic of his manner of hearing confession without two further observations, which will help us to probe better the depth of his interior life.





	First of all, when hearing confessions he was totally removed from the things of this world. It is true that he had important matters to deal with, often serious ones, which would have taken up all the attention of someone engaged in so much work. Yet when asked to hear confession, even in the midst of such difficult matters, he was always willing and never asked the penitent to return later or to go to another priest. He just put aside every worldly concern and placed himself humbly at the service of that soul. When the time for confessions came he detached himself immediately from everybody and from everything. Nothing else was more important at that time. This happened every Saturday evening, on the eve of feasts and every morning before and during the community Mass. He remained in the confessional for several hours on end, completely concentrated on his ministry, without any impression of being bored, never leaving his ministry for human reasons. He did not leave even when exceptional circumstances seemed to suggest that he should. There is no discussion: for the Saints, human affairs never take precedence over heavenly interests.





	It happened one Sunday morning that Marquis Patrizi, a most distinguished Roman visitor, called to the Oratory. Some of the superiors welcomed him as best they could while Don Bosco was hearing the confessions of the dayboys. When told of the visitor he said, “All right. Tell him that I am happy he has come and to wait a moment until I have finished hearing the confessions of these poor boys who want to go to Communion.” That moment lasted an hour and a half!





	The second observation refers to the patience with which he endured every discomfort, every annoyance or suffering, when hearing confessions. He also endured tiredness. After days of hard work he remained there for as long as the penitents came, almost as if he felt no need of rest. He was immune to changes of temperature. At a time when there was no heating of any kind, he put up with the rigours of a Turin winter even until ten or eleven at night.





	In Liguria he put up with the attacks of the mosquitoes. He suffered their bites to the point where his face and hands were all marked. And there was more than that! The poor boys of the Oratory at that time often came bearing more than their sins, so that after a period of confessions Don Bosco would find himself infested with various tiny creatures of different species. He was warned in advance of their existence and knew what would happen, but he ignored the threat, always intent on caring for those poor souls.





	Then there were the confessions of the prisoners. The prisons of those days were a lot worse than those of today as far as tidiness and decency were concerned. Don Bosco was a man of exceptional delicacy but in that unwholesome environment he seemed to have neither sight nor smell. He went to heal the spiritual ills of those poor unfortunates and had no time to worry about what was repugnant to his senses. After what we have just said, we must recall the words of Pius X, in his encyclical of 11 June 1905 to the Bishops of Italy, when he stated categorically that without the help of an interior life, it is impossible to endure with perseverance the difficulties that are inseparable from any apostolate.





�   	Luke 6,19


�      Op.cit. P.161


�      Loc.cit. pp 136-7























