Chapter 11





PREACHER





	The intimacy with God which inspired Don Bosco the confessor was equally evident in his preaching. Don Bosco’s words from the pulpit were never intended to boost his own ego but were always filled with the breath of God.





	Sadly, the tendency to show off is a great temptation for those who speak the word of God. It creeps in slowly and subtly by way of the cleverness of the ideas, the originality of the images, the erudite expressions, the elegance of style, even the tone of voice and the manner of one’s gestures. The adulation that follows then, under pretext of courtesy, does the rest, for anyone who is foolish enough to believe it. Unfortunately, when pride takes hold of a preacher it is very hard to let go of it. Despite precautions, it comes out at every opportunity, distracting the more superficial from the serious thoughts that the word of God should inspire, and upsetting more serious listeners. It is precisely that adulterating the word of God�  that St Paul speaks of which renders it sterile to a greater or lesser extent.





	Even Don Bosco was not beyond such temptations in his early preaching, and he does not hide the fact. His sharp intelligence, serious study, retentive memory and the sprit of the time all pushed him in that direction. However, his love for God soon got the better of the devil of his own ego.





	Don Bosco prepared humbly for the task of preaching and, indeed, he advised beginners that the sermon which produces good fruit is one that has been well studied and prepared. He began with humble prayer. When he was in Turin he went to confession regularly every week, but during his hard apostolic work he used to go more often. He never suffered from scruples but he had recourse to the sacrament of penance solely in order that he might be a less unworthy instrument of divine grace for the souls of others. And so, wherever he went to preach the word of God - and he preached a lot in many different places both in Italy and beyond - he went as an authentic minister of the Lord, sent to give the people knowledge of salvation.�





	At his first Mass, Don Bosco had asked fervently for the grace of efficacy of the word, that is to say the power of persuasion in order to do good for souls. His prayer was answered to such an extent that he could hardly have wished for more. At the end of his life he was able to write, humbly and truthfully, “I think the Lord heard my humble prayer.”





	His sermons went from introduction to pleading with no break, no flights of imagination, hardly any gestures, at a rather slow pace, in monotonous style, using the language of the ordinary people, often indeed in plain Piedmontese dialect. There were times when his sermons went beyond the usual length, sometimes reaching unbelievable length. Still, people liked them and listened with pleasure, such was the fervour and genuineness which marked them.





	At Saliceto di Mondoví, for example, the people forced him once to preach for six hours on end, with only brief intervals. Remember also that his sermons were on well worn topics - the importance of saving one’s soul, man’s final destiny, the brevity of life, the uncertainties that surround death, the enormity of sin, lack of final repentance, forgiving injuries, restitution of ill-gotten goods, false shame in confession, intemperance, blasphemy, putting poverty and afflictions to good use, keeping feast days holy, how to pray and the necessity of prayer, frequenting the sacraments, holy Mass, the imitation of Jesus Christ, devotion to Mary, the ease of perseverance. Nevertheless, people stayed to hear him without batting an eyelid - the noble and learned as well as the ordinary people, even ecclesiastics and bishops. I won’t say they were fascinated because that would sound bad, as if it were the effect of some human suggestion. They were captivated by divine ardour, like the two disciples on the road to Emmaus.�





	How truly can it be said of Don Bosco what the Trappist monks say in their beautiful responsorial for the Feast of St John the Evangelist.� “Resting on the Lord’s breast, he drank directly from that divine source the saving waters of the Gospel, and he spread the grace of the word of God throughout the world.” All the Evangelists are inspired but how can we deny the particular eloquence of St John, which comes from the heart and touches our hearts? And where did he drink if not from that Heart on which he laid his head at the Last Supper, and which is always the true source of priestly eloquence? This is the heart which inspires and sanctifies the catholic priest.  It is not for nothing that Don Bosco bore the name of the disciple whom Jesus loved.





	This detail, which in itself means nothing, reminds us of the reason for Jesus’ predilection for John, as given by St Jerome.� This leads us to refer to a testimony on Don Bosco’s preaching left us by a young chronicler at the Oratory, who wrote on 29 May 1861: “When we came out of the Church many of us were amazed and we shouted out, ‘Oh, what beautiful things Don Bosco said this morning! I could pass the day and the night listening to him! Oh how I desire that God would grant me the grace, when I become a priest, to be able to make the hearts of the young and of all fall in love with this beautiful virtue in the way Don Bosco does.’” Don Bosco had spoken that morning about purity.





	One principal idea predominated in Don Bosco’s preaching - the necessity of saving one’s soul. In this matter we priests are ambassadors of Christ; it is as though God were speaking through us.�  We are spokesmen for God in the things that concern the salvation of souls. Don Bosco was convinced always that this was his serious duty. He never forgot it, not even in a panegyric which is the kind of preaching in which orators easily lose the run of themselves, and where something original and flowery is expected. That explains why Cafasso had little love for panegyrics. But in those of Don Bosco, the master would have found no reason to reproach his disciple.





	Let’s take one as an example - a sermon on St Philip that he gave in Alba in 1868. Passing over everything else, he took as his theme what he called the key point on which the Saint based the practice of all the other virtues, namely “zeal for the salvation of souls”. He described St Philip’s apostolate vividly and then, knowing that there was a good number of priests present, he went on to speak clearly and directly to them. He proceeded saying that he had heard the comment that St Philip worked so many wonders for the salvation of young people because he was a saint. And to this hypothesis he replied, “I disagree. Philip worked these wonders because he was a priest who corresponded to the spirit of his vocation.” And he went on to insist on the necessity of priests imitating St Philip in gathering children to teach them catechism, to encourage them to go to confession and to hear their confessions. Then, after warning parents, employers and teachers, he went on with apostolic zeal: “What a dreadful situation it is for a priest who arrives before the divine Judge and hears him say - ‘Look down at the world: how many souls are walking in the way of iniquity and are on the road to perdition! It is on your account that they find themselves on that evil way. You were not concerned to make your voice heard calling them to duty, you did not seek them out, you did not save them. There are others who through ignorance are falling into one sin after another and now they are heading for hell. Oh how many of them there are! Those souls are crying out for vengeance against you. Now, useless servant, serve nequam, give an account of yourself. Give me an account of the precious treasure I entrusted to you, a treasure which cost me my passion, my blood, my death. Your soul will take the place of the soul that is lost through your fault. Erit anima tua pro anima illius.’” Finally he concludes his sermon exhorting all to trust in God’s mercy and grace.





	 As can be seen, Don Bosco the preacher cashed in on the popularity that went with his name and person. Even in the ill-famed panegyrics he did not bother about the opinion of others, but went always to the point. Some religious sisters in a well known monastery in Rome discovered this when they asked him to sing the praises of their patron, a holy martyr. They were longing greatly to hear him, expecting something extraordinary from him. Don Bosco had got word that some noble ladies and gentlemen would be present and launched into his sermon. He began by reminding them that the saint’s praises had been sung in that place for more than a hundred years and that little would be gained by repeating things they already knew. He thought it better therefore, if for no other reason than out of love for the truth, to change topic and speak about the necessity of striving for perfection and the salvation of their souls through the sacrament of confession well made.





	In this way, without any human respect and with complete disregard for himself, he killed two birds with one stone. He spoke to the sisters of perfection and he reminded the lay people of the importance of saving their souls. He got all of them to examine their consciences with regard to previous confessions. Were the fruits of his sermon lost because of their disappointment? Apparently not, if we can judge by the devout attention with which they listened to him. Anyone who does not realize that the first rule for the preacher is to forget himself, might find this hard to understand. Blowing one’s own trumpet in the pulpit is to be simply a gong booming or a cymbal clashing.�  But from the mouth of one who preaches Jesus Christ, comes that word of God which is something alive and active; it cuts like any double-edged sword� penetrating into the very heart of a human person.





	There was one occasion, the only one in his life, when a little literary exhibition in religious matters might have seemed not only permissible but even advisable, especially since he was well capable of it. After all, had he not spent ten years, day and night, even outside of school, reading and enjoying the classics? This was not by any means insignificant. The incident deserves to be known.





	In 1874 some Roman friends of his had him enrolled in the Arcadia Academy�.  Two years later, the Academy invited him to give the customary lecture on the Passion of Our Lord held each year on Good Friday. There were circumstances which Don Bosco could not ignore, nor did he pretend to ignore them: the literary style of the Arcadia; the more secular tradition of assigning the lecture to people outstanding in the world of literature (Montí and Leopardi were among previous speakers); the fact that the rest of the programme was of a literary nature; the quality of the interventions, and the presence of these literary giants. He himself said that he had been invited to give a literary composition, and he confessed that the eloquence of speech and the elegance of style that characterized that learned academy had filled him with not a little apprehension. He comforted himself with the thought that the skilled pen of others would soon make up for his inadequacies.





	However, as in every other time and place, he wanted to be there simply as a priest. In fact, after introducing himself as a humble priest, he went on to speak purely as a priest. He indulged neither in ascetics nor oratory, because he was not there to preach. He displayed neither erudition nor exegetical learning, because he was not there as a teacher. He took everyone by surprise by choosing as his topic the seven last words of Our Lord. To Don Bosco’s priestly spirit, it seemed absurd that a priest, speaking on that day and at that hour, should engage in a literary exercise instead of recalling the bloody sacrifice offered two thousand years ago by the eternal Priest. He was well aware that in doing so he was rowing against the current and so, when he announced his subject, he protested that he was leaving the lofty thoughts and poetic flights to the skill of others. He would be happy if his poor endeavour did not merit applause but rather offered his listeners an opportunity to show compassion and kindness.





	That was only the introduction! He felt he had done enough to satisfy the conventions and he went on to speak with calm simplicity as follows: “After a thousand torments and tremendous fatigue, after cruel scourging and crowning with thorns, condemned to an ignominious death on the cross, our most loving Saviour carried the instrument of his torture to Golgotha.” And he went on, in precise and objective terms. He drew upon Scripture, the Fathers, St Thomas and various spiritual writers, always with good judgement and good sense. He did not reveal his own sentiments. Don Bosco is a saint characterized almost by a spiritual shyness which does not allow him to reveal the secret movements of grace:  secretum meum mihi!�  But his intentions were very clear, priestly intentions as always, to enlighten souls in order to detach them from sin and unite them to God.





�    	2 Cor 2,17


�      	cf Lk 1,77


�      	Lk 24,32


�      	Supra pectus recumbens Evangelii fluenta de ipso sacro Dominici pectoris fonte potavit et verbi Dei gratiam in toto terrarum orbe diffundit.


�      	Contra Iovin., 1: Quem fides Christi virginem repererat, virgo permansit, et ideo plus amatur a Domino et recumbit super pectus Iesu. (The one whom Christ found a virgin, remained a virgin, and for this reason was loved more by the Lord and lay upon his breast.)


�      	cf 2 Cor, 5,20


�      	1 Cor. 13,1


�      	cf Heb 4,12


�       	A group of literary people dedicated to preserving the purity of the Italian language.


�      	My secret is for me.  Cf Is. 24,16
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