Chapter 9





DISAPPOINTMENTS OF VARIOUS KINDS





	Men of action face two serious dangers: they are those indicated by Jesus to Martha, who was distracted with all the serving  and who worried and fretted about many things,� two difficulties that can easily be found in those who are forced to divide their activity among many things. To avoid falling into this mistake, we need the one thing necessary that Mary chose, and that is not to lose sight of the Lord. A ship laden with cargo rides the waves safely as long as its centre of gravity is in the right place. It has not only balance and stability, but also, one might say, the power to regain stability every time it is thrown off balance by the stormy sea. The centre of gravity of an active life is precisely this union with God, which prevents loss of balance or quickly restores it if lost.





	How many waves strike our poor ship without warning! To remain calm without the least sign of upset during all these disappointments is a rare privilege. It is granted only to those who are so united to the Lord that they are literally one spirit with Him, as Paul says.� That Don Bosco was one of these privileged souls can be seen from his words and actions in the face of the many unforeseen and troublesome misfortunes which seriously inconvenienced him, yet without ever upsetting his customary peace and calm. This is possible only for one who is ever and always in touch with the God at the centre of his being.





	Don Bosco suffered many grave disappointments as a result of various disasters that occurred in his building enterprises. One night in 1852 a good part of a building under construction collapsed - a building that had been erected with God alone knows how many sacrifices. The boys, wakened abruptly, ran from the dormitories and met Don Bosco who gathered them around himself, and led them into the church to thank God and Our Lady who had saved them from greater harm. A few hours later, during recreation time, what was left of the building collapsed, pillars and all, into a heap of masonry. At this new disaster, which destroyed in a brief moment so much hard work and so many hopes, Don Bosco was shocked but stayed serene, and he joked: “We were playing with bricks!” Then, with complete peace and like a true father he added, “God’s will be done. Blessed be the name of the Lord. We accept everything from the Lord’s hand. He will take account of our resignation. Indeed, let us thank God and the Blessed Virgin that in all the painful happenings that afflict mankind, we have always found a gracious hand to lessen our misfortune.”





	A letter he wrote three days later reveals how much he suffered and at the same time the holy peace that reigned in his soul: “I have had a disaster: the building under construction is almost completely ruined, just as it was at the roof. Only three were seriously hurt and nobody killed, but there was such consternation that it was almost enough to send poor Don Bosco to the next life. Sic placuit Deo - it was God’s will.”





	About midnight one night in 1861 a tremendous noise shook the Oratory to its foundations. A bolt of lightning struck Don Bosco’s room, scattered everything in it and left Don Bosco himself half unconscious. His first thought was for the boys who were sleeping on the floor above him and he entrusted them fervently to Our Lady‘s protection. And they certainly needed it! The electrical storm had also hit there and filled the boys with such terror that the panic threatened to do more harm than the lightning had done.





	There was bedlam, screaming everywhere, noise and darkness. Then Don Bosco appeared among the rubble, lantern in hand, calm and smiling as always. “Don’t be afraid,” he said, “in a reassuring voice. We have a loving Father in heaven  and a good Mother who takes care of us.” In God’s good time the confusion ceased. Don Bosco, once he had made sure that everyone was safe, said a loud Deo gratias that came straight from the heart and then continued, “Let us thank the Lord and his most holy Mother! They have saved us from grave danger. What if the house had caught fire! Who would have been saved?” He had nothing else to say there and then but he got them all to kneel down on the spot before an image of Mary and they recited the Litany of Our Lady of Loreto.





	Later some of the clerics went to visit him to see whether he had suffered injury. This was the third time lightning had threatened him, and this time he had a narrower escape than on the other two occasions. However, he limited himself to saying, “This is one of the greatest graces we have received through Our Lady. Let us thank her from our hearts.” Later investigations showed that they were within a hair’s breadth of a complete disaster.





	Someone suggested a lightning conductor. “Yes,” said Don Bosco, “we will put a statue of Our Lady up there. Mary shielded us so well from the lightning that it would be utter ingratitude to put our trust in any other protection.” A small statue of the Blessed Virgin, true protectress of the Oratory, is there to this day, testament to the filial devotion Don Bosco had to the powerful Queen of Heaven.





	Before that year was out, the collapse of a large underground vault in a nearby factory caused consternation for many people. Don Bosco restored calm among his boys and commented, without any trace of agitation, “The devil has put his tail into things again, but don’t be afraid, let’s carry on.”





	We see the same abandonment into God’s hands in the face of a similar disappointment when he was already an old man. Twenty-four years later, during the farewell dinner for a band of missionaries, a fire broke out in the bookbinding shop. The luggage of the departing missionaries was close by. You can imagine the consternation! The whole house was in turmoil but Don Bosco did not move from the refectory - not that he didn’t care - but remained there silent and recollected. Every now and then he enquired if anybody had been injured and on being assured to the contrary, he resumed his recollection. When they told him that the damage would come to a hundred thousand lire, he exclaimed, “That is serious! But the Lord has given, the Lord has taken away. He is the Master.”





	Don Bosco used to quote St Teresa’s “Let nothing disturb you” when he was giving out appointments, to prepare people for any unpleasant surprises. He also applied it to himself when things went wrong. Little things may not cause serious problems but they can upset those who are not in the habit of remembering always that not one leaf falls without God willing it.





	This imperturbability is all the more rare at times when things go wrong and it would seem more natural to get excited and upset. The ability to remain invariably serene and loving is the prerogative of those who are completely immersed in God. Who, for example, has never had the misfortune to miss a train when travelling? It is only a small thing but very often it can reveal the kind of person one is.





	One day Don Bosco got out of the train at Asti for a brief moment’s business at the station and did not get back in time to catch the coach that was to bring him to Montemagno, with the result that he had to wait some hours. He did not get upset. Instead he got into conversation with a group of boys, and encouraged them to go to confession there and then in a nearby hotel. On an other occasion he missed the train from Trofarello to Villastellone and, without thinking twice about it, he took a sheaf of papers from his pocket and set out on foot, correcting the papers as he went along. When he got to his destination, he said to his companion, “It really is true that misfortunes can sometimes prove useful! Even if I had been at home I would not have been able to get through as much work as I have done, thanks to this mishap.”





	One morning he had to go by train to a place not far from Turin. He had decided to celebrate Mass there. On coming out of his room he met a cleric who wanted to say a few words in his ear. Don Bosco stopped and listened attentively. As he was going downstairs he met another cleric wanting to speak to him. Again he stopped and listened. At the bottom of the stairs a third one was waiting for him. Calm as ever Don Bosco stopped to speak to him. As he went out the door a group of priests and clerics surrounded him. Don Bosco attended to each one of them. Eventually he crossed the yard and was just about to go out the gate when he heard the voice of a young boy who was running after him shouting. Don Bosco stopped, turned round and answered his questions. Trains don’t wait however, and he got to the station just in time to hear the whistle as the train departed. Don Bosco simply turned round, went to celebrate Mass in a nearby church, and came back to catch a later train.





	For a superior to be as kind and loving as we have just seen, needs constant communication with God, according to St Bonaventure.� Only He who is infinitely kind can infuse in the soul that goodness which enables one to be all things to all.





	The greatest difficulties came to Don Bosco from men: from those of humble rank, from important people and from the authorities.





	One such humble person was the Salesian Brother who asked to go to America and was sent to Santa Cruz in Argentina. When he got there he found life too difficult, left the house and went to work on a farm belonging to one of the settlers. News of this reached Don Bosco who was very upset and gave orders for him to return to Italy. When someone mentioned the heavy expense involved he replied calmly and resolutely, “Don’t worry about expense when it is a question of saving a soul.”





	Another was the good cook at the Oratory. One evening Don Bosco was hearing confessions and came late for supper. The cook sent up a plate of overcooked rice that had gone cold. The one who was serving knew from experience that Don Bosco would have said nothing but he did not have the heart to present him with a dish of leftovers, so he went to the cook and rebuked him, “You give this stuff to Don Bosco?” But the poor cook was beside himself with rage and said, “Who is Don Bosco? He’s just like anybody else!” The server, either though annoyance or perhaps to make sure he would not be blamed, repeated those foolish words to Don Bosco exactly as they had been spoken. Don Bosco took a spoonful of rice and raised it to his mouth saying laughingly, “The cook is perfectly right!”





	Another was the refectorian who was admonished by Don Bosco himself because he had not changed a dirty tablecloth in time. He did not accept the reproof but wrote a letter in which he went so far as to say that this was the first time he had seen Don Bosco with such a serious face. Far from taking offence, Don Bosco called him and, referring to the unfortunate phrase which by this time had done the rounds of the oratory, said with kindness: “Don’t you know that Don Bosco is human like everyone else?” From St Paul to our own times, every man who is truly of God has seen himself as the servant of all, of the foolish no less than the wise.� And to return to St Bonaventure, it is conversation with God that makes the soul of the superior humble: devotio cor humiliat (prayer makes the heart humble).�


	


	Abbot Amadeus Peyron, eminent philologist and orientalist, professor at the Regia University in Turin, was considered a very important person. On one occasion he was presiding at a meeting of priests on matters concerning priestly ministry. The discussion came round to the need for educational publications suitable for the ordinary people. Don Bosco took the ball on the hop and mentioned his Letture Cattoliche.  A pity he spoke! It was as if he abbot was waiting for his opportunity. He launched a scathing attack on the Letture, criticising the language in them as poor in both grammar and style. The man’s position, the fury of his onslaught and the sarcasm of his words left the entire audience aghast.





	Among that audience was the Servant of God, Leonard Murialdo,� He was mortified at the embarrassment caused to his friend and he was also aware that many of those present had little sympathy for Don Bosco. He waited anxiously to see how Don Bosco would react. He knew very well how sensitive writers can be to criticism of their work, and especially when they are attacked in public. When the storm ended, Don Bosco had this to say: “I am here precisely to receive help and advice. Please tell me what you think needs to be corrected and I will gladly correct it. Indeed, I would be very happy if others, who are better writers than I am, would revise each pamphlet.” Murialdo was able to relax. Later in 1896, recalling that dramatic episode, he said that he realized from that time that Don Bosco was a saint.





	He had his problems also with other notable ecclesiastics, not so much due to any malice on their part as to their preconceived ideas. Don Bosco had to endure some very difficult meetings, but he did so with total detachment from self and complete peace of mind. These are the fruit of uninterrupted contact with God. Wherever the Lord is, there is no commotion.� In a well known city outside Italy, where he had recently opened a college, Don Bosco went to visit an important religious institute. After a long delay in the waiting room, he was accorded a welcome that can only be described as icy. As soon as they crossed the threshold his companion was about to complain, but Don Bosco said, “Don’t worry, don’t worry. They will feel worse than we do at the way they have treated us.” Then, without the slightest sign of upset, he went on to discuss more important matters.





	In the same city, during one of Don Bosco’s visits to the college, the local Parish Priest, although he was a good man, attacked Don Bosco with some very violent language and went on at great length. It was one of those impulsive outbursts which are not all that rare even in well intentioned people. Don Bosco waited until the storm had abated, bowed his head slightly as if asking permission to speak, and said, “Father, you are right to complain. I am sorry I was not able to meet your wishes fully. You are our benefactor and I remember with gratitude the kindness you have shown us. We will always do all in our power to help you. I have not long to live but I have left it in my will for my successor to pray for you.” Every word of Don Bosco fell like a gentle soothing balm on the angry mind of his proud assailant who finally begged forgiveness and they became friends as before.





	Something has to be said about the newspapers! You could build a fine monument with all the bricks that were hurled at the Oratory and at Don Bosco from various publications of every persuasion. I myself have a very painful memory, one I shall never forget. As a child, the first time I heard the name of Don Bosco was from a small piece in a hostile newspaper. It contained an ugly caricature with a vile caption mocking, in an incredible way, the work he was doing for poor and abandoned youth. But, let the dead bury the dead. Even when they were alive, Don Bosco let them talk. He did not permit any revenge, retaliation or rancour towards his denigrators, happy to allow his works to speak on his behalf.





	When snide remarks appeared in the newspapers, he would raise his eyes and his hands to heaven and say something like, “Ah! Patience! This also will pass. They have a go at Don Bosco who is only trying to do good. Are we to let them lose their souls? They are attacking the work of God without knowing it. He knows best how to foil their plot.”





	The unfavourable attitude of some of the authorities hurt Don Bosco more than the foolish talk of the newspapers. By his own admission he had a fiery temperament and he found it difficult to put up with opposition. He sought only the glory of God but he underwent some bitter moments when he found the way blocked by the representatives of various authorities. And yet in such circumstances, he was the most conciliatory and peaceful man in the world, thanks to the power of grace.





	During periods of public unrest the State authorities, at the instigation of the sects, often came down suddenly and heavily on Don Bosco. He often succeeded in winning over even those who were most opposed to him. Before getting into dispute with them, he used to turn to God in prayer and he experienced for himself the power of prayer in moving the hearts of the most powerful. “By this means,” he used to say, “you can obtain what you want, if it is for the best, and we should ask for this especially for those who have neither love nor respect for us. God will touch their hearts so that they will react favourably to our proposal.” Here we see the source of his generous zeal in difficult and disconcerting circumstances.





	In 1862 they tried to force him to close the school at the Oratory. The regional inspector of schools granted him an audience after keeping him waiting for two hours. He received  him, sitting in his comfortable armchair, while Don Bosco was left standing in front of him. Before Don Bosco could open his mouth, the official let out a torrent of evil words against priests and friars, against the Pope and against Don Bosco, against his schools and his books. Don Bosco stood there calm and motionless, without making any attempt to defend himself, to the point where the official thought he was dealing with someone incapable of understanding.





	Then Don Bosco spoke. In a gentle serious tone he first asked him to realize that what had been said so far had absolutely nothing to do with the reason for his visit, and he went on to explain why he had come. The inspector had never before dealt with anyone like Don Bosco. He could not believe his eyes or ears. He felt within him a growing esteem and affection for the man he had vilified a few minutes previously. He was totally changed and now treated Don Bosco with kindness, like a friend or protector. Not for the first time Don Bosco could make his own, with due modifications, the words of Nehemiah.� I prayed to the God of heaven and then I spoke to the king … and the king granted me everything because the helping hand of God was with me.





	The spirit of prayer which the Servant of God Contardo Ferrini calls “a feast of holy thoughts” has indeed this quality that it arouses in the mind holy and joyful thoughts, even in circumstances which are in themselves troublesome and disconcerting. What a  burden it must have been for Don Bosco, “faithful and prudent servant of the Church” as Pius XI later called him, when he found himself in difficulty with the ecclesiastical authorities. And what mental skill he exercised in seeking to reconcile his duties as a subject and his rights in justice. He sought from God the solution to insoluble problems.





	There is a document in the archives which contains this brief note in different handwriting: “Poor Don Bosco! If God had not been with him, he would not have survived.” It concerns an official report drawn up and sent by an excellent Monsignor in the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Religious, the official appointed by the Holy See to deal with the Piedmontese Government. It describes the life of Don Bosco’s clerics in such negative terms that it was bound to delay the much desired approval of the Salesian Society.





	The good prelate judged the situation as someone who knew nothing of Don Bosco and his spirit, using outdated criteria and methods which in their over-simplification went completely contrary to all traditional pedagogical ideas. When Don Bosco got to know of the report, he sensed the disastrous consequences it could have, but in informing the Chapter of the Society of the matter he spoke in polite terms of the author. He even welcomed him repeatedly to the Oratory with a sincere display of respect and when the opportunity came to do the man a good turn, he did it generously and magnanimously.





	The negotiations for the approval of the society forced Don Bosco to swallow far more bitter pills. He had recommendations from individual bishops but it would have helped if he had had a collective recommendation from the Ordinaries of the Turin Ecclesiastical Province. The opportune moment came when Archbishop Riccardi called together the Suffragan Bishops before the Vatican Council. Don Bosco presented his request very humbly, to be read at the assembly, in which he had many supporters. He had no reason to doubt that the outcome would be favourable. Alas, however, some prior interventions served to muddy the waters. He had to suffer the let-down of a reply that was worded very courteously but was equally evasive in content. Bitterly disenchanted, he merely said, “Patience! May it all be for the love of God and the Blessed Virgin.”





	On one of his visits to Rome for this business of the approval, a very unpleasant surprise awaited him, right on the eve of his departure. He received support from people of Rome of every class. As he paid his farewell visit to the Vitelleschi family, lo and behold the arrival of Cardinal Altieri was announced. Don Bosco had not had time to visit him and the eminent Cardinal was quite put out by this. When Don Bosco approached him to greet him, he answered with a cold buon giorno, and in the conversation that followed - in a house where Don Bosco was held in the highest esteem - not one compliment, not a word or look, was granted him. His illustrious hosts were on edge and remained ill at ease, knowing the inflexible character of the Cardinal. The one most at peace was Don Bosco. “It’s nothing,” he said. “By tomorrow everything will be all right.” In fact, the following day, after recommending himself to the Lord, he requested an audience during which every cloud was lifted and he was able to give tangible proof that he was at peace again with the Cardinal.





	Since we are dealing with misunderstandings with the hierarchy, why don’t we go the whole way right to the top? Don Bosco had a misunderstanding even with His Holiness Pope Pius IX. On one occasion, taking advantage of the favour he enjoyed in the Vatican, he agreed to recommend a Piedmontese lawyer, later Senator, Tancredi Canonico for a private audience with the Pope. This man was one of the followers of the fanatical Polish visionary Towianski, forerunner of the modernists - something Don Bosco was completely unaware of. When he arrived in the presence of the Holy Father, he proceeded to air his views, totally forgetful of where he was and with whom he had the honour of speaking. The Pope interrupted him indignantly and signalled to him to leave. Before he left however, he placed on the table a book he had written in which were contained all the things he knew he would not be able to say directly. Don Bosco was sent for immediately after the audience and the Pope said to him, “Either this man is a great rogue or Don Bosco is very naïve.” Don Bosco smiled. Pius IX noticed this and asked him, “Why did you bring this man here? And now you are laughing at my indignation!” Don Bosco answered, humbly and calmly, “I am laughing because it is the indignation of a loving father.” He explained how it had happened and was happy to see that even the Vicar of Christ smiled at his honest words.





	One day Don Bosco wrote to one of his Salesians to comfort him in some misfortune. “Cheer up! Courage, and let us pray for each other!” For Don Bosco, prayer was the secret of his calmness and peace of mind in the midst of affliction, as the inspired word of the Apostle James teaches.�





�    	Luke 10, 41-42.


�      	1 Cor. 6,17


�      	L.c., VII, 2: Devotio pium et affectuosum facit (Prayer makes him kind and loving)  speaking of the sixth wing of the superior, which is prayer.


�      	Rom. 1,14


�      	L.c., ibid.


�      	Now St Leonard Murialdo


�       	cf I Kings, 19,11


�      	cf Nehemiah 4,8


�      Jas 5,13. If any one of you is in trouble, he should pray.























