Chapter 7





PERIOD OF GREAT FOUNDATIONS





	During this period of his life Don Bosco’s name gradually came to be known throughout the whole world. Newspapers of various points of view, illustrated booklets, photographs that were spread widely because they were much sought after, lectures, all the means of communication vied with each other in spreading news of his work. No other apostle had ever had so much publicity.





	The success which crowned his arduous enterprises continued to confirm in people’s minds the opinion that he was, according to some, a great saint, and to others, a great man.  Moreover, he himself, in appealing for funds, spread news of his mission to the four winds, by means of circular letters in various languages to people of every kind and every nation. Silent modesty was not part of his approach! Some were scandalized but it was the scandal of the small-minded; his critics often felt compelled to imitate him.





	We have a statement made by Don Cafasso in 1853 to clarify things for some learned clerics who had some doubts in regard to Don Bosco. Its value goes far beyond the petty scope for which it was first given. In it Don Cafasso said: “How well do you know Don Bosco? For me, the more I study him, the less I understand him. I see him as both simple and extraordinary, humble and great, poor and yet undertaking huge projects that seem impossible. I have seen obstacles in his way and his situation impossible, and yet he succeeds splendidly in whatever he undertakes. For me, Don Bosco is a mystery! I am certain, however, that he is working for the glory of God, that God alone is his guide, and that God alone is the motive for all his actions.”





	Don Cafasso’s prudent reserve was easily understandable at that time. When word that Don Bosco was a saint entered the public domain, the reasons for such reserve were no longer valid. However, fame and renown may sound great in the ears of those far away but they don’t always produce the same effect in those closer to home. That is why the proverb says, ‘familiarity breeds contempt’ or, as the French say with a bit more imagination, ‘no man is great to his own valet.’





	But Don Bosco was different. Those who knew him well have attested unanimously that the better they got to know him, the more they were confirmed in their conviction that he was indeed a saint. Those who were close to him for a long time, and had opportunity to examine at their leisure the tenor of his intimate daily life, found themselves filled with a veneration for him that was almost like worship.





	This familiarity, far from lessening the attraction of the unknown, and reducing to more modest proportions the rumours of sanctity that were on the lips of the people, served only to give further substance to them. Anyone who knows anything about the spiritual life will know two things: no opinion of holiness could be formed nor could such an opinion endure, if the supposed saint were not a man of prayer; secondly, it would not take much to discredit it - to be seen making the sign of the cross carelessly even once would be enough.





	Don Bosco lived his life under the attentive scrutiny of very many people and his actions could be observed by many, some discreet and others indiscreet. Within the walls of the Oratory, true prayerfulness was well known. The true spirit of prayer was to Don Bosco what the martial spirit is to a good captain, or the spirit of observing things to the artist or scientist - a habitual disposition of the soul lived with ease, constancy and visible delight.





	Among those who grew up at the Oratory, special mention is due to those who were formed by Don Bosco and became his collaborators and later the first members of the Salesian Society. We knew them - men who were very different in terms of genius and culture, and different too in their skills and aptitudes - but there were some common traits that stood out in all of them. These might almost be called the founding characteristics of the Soiety.





	Among these traits one could mention a serene peacefulness in word and deed; fatherliness in manner and in expression; but particularly, in line with our theme, a prayerfulness that could be seen to be the essential fulcrum of their Salesian life.





	They prayed a lot. They prayed very fervently and they attached great importance to praying well. It seemed they could not put together four words in private or in public without bringing prayer into it in some way. And yet, none of them, not even Don Michael Rua for all his ascetical and almost mystical figure, attracted the attention of those who saw them. None of them appeared to have received extraordinary gifts of prayer. In fact we saw them fulfilling with simplicity the normal practices of our rule and our traditions.





	Yet what diligence they showed in their dealings with God! They were able to bring thoughts of faith into ordinary conversation on any subject and they did so with great naturalness. They had lived with Don Bosco and that had left an indelible mark on their lives. We could very well say of them something similar to what Paul wrote to the Christians at Corinth:� if you want to know Don Bosco’s spirit of prayer, just look at his disciples. They are like an authentic letter in which he himself is described.





	The absence of those great external signs which are frequently to be seen in the prayer of the saints, does not mean that Don Bosco’s spirit of prayer went unnoticed, even during the busiest period of his life when unceasing activity and troubles of every kind competed for his attention. The sense of God’s presence was so rooted in his mind that business and worry could not disturb his intimate union with God. His continuous awareness of God’s presence served to keep him alert and ever intent on his one purpose, which was to serve God. It was also for him a permanent source of joy in a sea of worries. In all his activity he sought only the fulfilment of God’s will.





	Once when writing to a good priest to ask his help in the administration and supervision of the hostel which was packed with boarders he used a joking remark which was typical of his style: “Come and help me to say the Breviary.”





	Going from one activity to another without a pause was, for Don Bosco, like a continuous recital of the psalms, because in  everything he did he gave praise to God and sought lovingly to do his will. In fact the book which the priest uses in his daily ritual of prayer tells him that he must also carry out his daily activity in a spirit of prayer before God. A similar analogy is found in St Augustine.�  Urging the Christian to make of his whole life a hymn in praise of God’s glory, the great Doctor, refers to David’s musical instrument and says: sing to God not only with your tongue but also with the psalter of your good works.  This was Don Bosco’s Breviary.





	I had already drafted this chapter as far as this point when I read Pope Pius XI’s discourse of 19 March 1929 for the decree on the miracles of Don Bosco. It included a personal memory and it came at just the right time. The Holy Father recalled how he had once passed a few days with Don  Bosco, staying under the same roof and sharing the same table. On more than one occasion he had had the joy of spending a considerable amount of time with the Servant of God. He noticed that Don Bosco was always very busy and yet one of the characteristics that impressed him most was “a peacefulness, a self-control in the use of time so that he was able to listen to all who came to him in perfect calm as if he had nothing else to attend to.”





	If we wanted to relate all the facts and include all the testimonies that support the accuracy of this observation, there would be enough material to fill a large volume. The observation refers not only to his mastery of time but also to his control when things went wrong. He faced opposition, disappointment and misfortune with calm and peacefulness. Nothing caused him to be upset.





	We still remember well something that was said to us by Don  Bosco’s first successor: when Don Bosco appeared more cheerful and happier than usual, his collaborators in the light of experience would whisper among themselves, “Don Bosco must have some serious problem today because he looks more cheerful than usual.”





	In his evidence during the process of Beatification, Don Rua had this to say: “In these situations his strength came from prayer.” Even if we did not have such a reliable testimony, no other explanation would be possible.





	The author of the Imitation� states that perfect peace and serenity can come from one source only, which is complete abandonment to God by one who lives closely united to Him. In the words of the soul to his Beloved, You render the heart tranquil and give great peace and joy.�





	One good proof of union with God is an ease in speaking about Him. Don Bosco’s sons were well aware of this gift. His conversations with them often began with expressions like: “How good is the Lord, and what good care He takes of us!” “God is a good master and does not allow to go un-rewarded even a cup of water given for love of Him.“ “Let us love God, let us love Him!” “Can you see how good He has been to us? He created everything for us. He instituted the Eucharist to remain with us. At every moment he bestows blessings on us.” “When it is a matter of serving God, who is such a good father, we should be ready for any sacrifice.” “Remember that faith without good works is dead.” “Let us do all we can for the glory of God.” “All for the Lord, all for His glory!” Even the most material concerns did not diminish this readiness to speak about God.





	The revered Don Rua says: “Sometimes, when I accompanied him as he went to rest late at night, he would stop to contemplate the starry sky and remain there, forgetful of his tiredness, talking about the immensity, omnipotence and wisdom of God. On other occasions in the countryside he would point out to us the beauty of the fields, or the abundance and richness of the fruit, and this led to a conversation about God’s goodness and providence. We often exclaimed, like the disciples on the road to Emmaus: Did not our hearts burn within us as he talked to us on the road?   He displayed the same ease with strangers, inside or outside the house, people of humble or noble state, clerics or lay people. At Marseilles in the house of an outstanding benefactress, he took a forget-me-not and said to the lady: “Here, I am giving you something to remember, the thought of eternity.”  With or without flowers, he never forgot to leave some pious thought, no matter who it was that came to him.  One of his sayings was, “The priest should never deal with anyone without leaving him a good thought.”





	A more striking example of habitual union with God is an ease in speaking about heaven. According to Cardinal Cagliero, Don Bosco “used to speak about heaven with such conviction, such pleasure and joy, that everyone who heard him was impressed. He talked about it as a son talks about his father’s house; the desire to be with God inspired him more than the rewards promised by God.”





	Whenever he heard people complaining about their difficulties, or fatigue or the duties of office, he would encourage them by saying, “Remember that you are suffering and working for God who is a good master. Work and suffer for the love of Jesus Christ who has toiled and suffered so much for you. A little bit of heaven will make everything all right.” Whenever someone told him of difficulties or opposition he would reply, “There will be none of this in heaven. The sufferings of this life are momentary, the joys of heaven are forever.”





	A certain rich man, an unbeliever, intrigued by the things he had heard about Don Bosco, came to visit him out of pure curiosity. Don Bosco bade him farewell with these words: “Let’s hope that you with your money and I in my poverty may meet one day in heaven.” Whenever holidays were mentioned he would say, “Our holidays will be in heaven.” Returning tired from the city after a hard day’s work, if he was asked to rest a while before going to his desk or to the confessional, he would answer, “I will rest in heaven.” At the end of long discussions he would conclude, “There won’t be any more controversies in heaven; we’ll all be of the same point of view.”





	Often he used to exclaim, “What joy there will be when we are all in heaven!” “Just be good, and don’t be afraid!” “You don’t think, do you, that the Lord created heaven to leave it empty? But remember that heaven costs sacrifice.” On one occasion he met with a theologian, a wealthy man who had the reputation of being over-fond of money. Don Bosco spoke with such feeling that the good man went to his safe, took out as many pieces of gold as he could hold in his two hands, and consigned the lot to Don Bosco with all the good will in the world.





	Another day he was sitting outside the house with several priests. The conversation was about the excellent quality of the fruit they were eating. Don Bosco began to speak about heaven and he spoke with such warmth of feeling that his companions stopped eating and remained spellbound by his words. One witness who knew him well says that if someone asked straight out, “Where are we going?”, Don Bosco would answer, “To heaven!”  As St Augustine says�, the constant desire for heaven is constant prayer.





	Another very good proof of habitual union with God is the ability to say a good word always. According to Don Albera, his second successor, even when he was taken unawares or when engaged in something completely different, Don Bosco “seemed to interrupt his colloquy with God to attend to someone else, and it seemed as if his thoughts and his words of encouragement were inspired.” We have many examples of his ability to speak about the Lord in seemingly unpropitious moments, but there is one more such example to be found in his biography, one that was repeated on many occasions.





	It often happened that the priests of the Oratory and especially the superiors went to him for confession during the time that he allocated to dealing with his voluminous correspondence or to business matters. Even so, Don Bosco was able to speak to the penitent with such fervour and devotion that it was as if he had just come from celebrating Mass.


	His deeds matched his words. When he spoke, he spoke like a man united to God. His actions were marked with the characteristic of priestly zeal.  Zeal indicates fervour of soul. In the Christian tradition, zeal is defined by St Ambrose as fidei vapor (the vapour of faith) and devotionis fervor (fervour of devotion). Zeal is therefore the external outpouring of inner faith. It is an ardour of devotion to God which cannot contain itself and boils over, releasing power and heat. Zeal is not just enthusiasm, an extraordinary urge that soon wears out. Zeal is sustained by higher values. It is something continuous and progressive, no matter what resistance it may face.





	Don  Bosco’s zeal was modelled on that of Jesus - ardour for the glory of God and the salvation of souls together with war on sin, but always marked by kindness in dealing with people, small and great. The young people at the Oratory were won over by Don Bosco’s zeal and they stated their view in a phrase which says a lot about the faith and devotion of the place: “Don Bosco seems like Our Lord.”





	In these words we see Don Bosco coming and going, working hard with his feet on the ground and his hands on his work, but with his eyes resplendent with that light that comes from above, which illumines the heart and fills the whole body with light.� It is here that we should look for Don Bosco, rather than in any of his institutions.





	St Bonaventure� distinguishes three kinds of prayer: prayer in common, private prayer and continuous prayer. He recommends this third kind especially to superiors who are busy about many things.� It requires three things: that the mind be kept on God during all one’s occupations; that the person seeks always God’s honour and that every now and then, almost furtively, he be recollected in prayer. Seen in this light, all Don Bosco’s actions were penetrated by prayer, from the sign of the cross to the celebration of Mass, from a quick word to a sermon, from domestic details to major business. In major undertakings this spirit of prayer was the strong driving force that made him seek always the glory of God.





	Before getting deeply involved in any activity, instead of calculating whether or not he had sufficient material resources, he looked at the problem from an angle foreign to human prudence. He used to say, “I keep to this rule in all my undertakings. I first examine very carefully if this work will be for God’s greater glory and the benefit of souls. If it is, I go ahead, certain that the Lord’s help will not be lacking. If later it turns out that it was not as I imagined or believed, and it all goes up in smoke, I am equally happy.





	What were Don Bosco’s thoughts when one of his plans became reality? A certain Fr Felix Giordano of the Oblates of the Blessed Virgin Mary was curious enough to ask Don Bosco how his works succeeded so well, even though they were such huge undertakings. And Don Bosco replied, “Look. It has nothing to do with me! It is the Lord who does everything! When He wants to show that something is His work, He makes use of the poorest instrument. And this is what happens in my case. If He had found a poorer priest, one less worthy than me, He would have used him as His chosen instrument for that work, and let poor Don Bosco follow his natural vocation as curate in some country parish.”





	The whole world was speaking about his work, and he himself used to speak about his work to the whole world. He allowed people to speak and he would say, “It is a question of glorifying God’s work, not that of man. How many more wonders the Lord would have worked if Don Bosco had had more faith!” As he wanted others to give praise to God for the work done, it was only natural that he himself should do so through the various means of publicity he used. His practical criterion was as follows: “It is right that those who give to charity should know where their gift goes. We live in an age when the world wants to see things and touch them. It is all the more necessary then that our good works should be known, so that God may be glorified.”





	In the canonical process many conscientious witnesses, who had heard him speaking about his works, all expressed the opinion that in such matters Don Bosco placed the focus much higher than on his own person. His strong conviction that he was the humble servant of divine Providence sustained him in moments of extreme difficulty. Indeed, God permitted that people did not always immediately give a favourable judgement on Don Bosco’s works. Even the highest authority in  the diocese was slow to understand Don Bosco, and seemed to believe that he was rendering honour to God by going against Don Bosco. What a bitter chalice this was for poor Don Bosco! But the only complaint that fell from his lips or issued from his pen during this whole painful trial was that these annoyances caused him to waste time when he could have been doing so much good for the glory of God. This was always his ultimate aim.





	One day the voluminous collection of his letters will document abundantly the great desire he had to promote God‘s glory, and to enkindle the same longing in the priests, both secular and religious, with whom he exchanged correspondence, and especially in his own sons. Among the many fatherly admonitions given to his sons, they themselves assign pride of place to the following: “In treating of spiritual things, they should always be resolved in the way that gives most glory to God. Commitments, spite, revenge, rights, pretensions and even honour must all be sacrificed in this case.” This is the language of someone who is used to passing among men with his mind fixed on God.





	St Paul tells all Christians� without distinction to seek the glory of God, each one according to his own vocation, and thus the priest should do so as a priest. Now the mission of a priest, the minister of Christ, cannot be different from the mission of Christ Himself, which is to save souls from perdition: for the Son of Man has come to seek out and save what was lost.� 





	From the day of his ordination, Don Bosco wanted nothing other than to be a priest. He aspired to no office other than those belonging strictly to his priestly ministry. He had ambitions for no title other than that of a simple priest. He would allow no badge of honour on his person save those of a priest. He never thought of giving glory to God in any way other than through his priesthood, and specifically in that which Pseudodionysius has called the most important of all: the most divine of all divine things, is to cooperate with God in the salvation of souls.�





	On this matter the Salesians have from Don Bosco a masterly teaching which forms part of the living patrimony of our family traditions. Don Bosco said: “A priest is always a priest, and should be seen as such in his every word. To be a priest means to be obliged to keep always in mind the great interest of God, which is the salvation of souls.”





	A priest should never allow anyone who approaches him to go away without hearing some word that expresses the desire for the eternal salvation of his soul. Don Bosco put this eminently priestly objective as a precondition for all his foundations, beginning with the one that was destined to be the mother of all the others. “Remember,” he used to preach to his sons, “that the Oratory was founded by the Blessed Virgin for the sole purpose of saving souls.” This is why the motto Da mihi animas  was included in the Salesian crest. For him it was the first rule of his entire life.





	It would be impossible for us to follow him step by step through his life’s journey. Let someone else glean diligently from this vast field for the instruction and edification of his brothers in the priesthood. Let others tell of the schemes he devised, the fatigue he endured, the heroic sacrifices, the tears and sighs and prayers - especially the prayers, for without prayer he would not have had the strength to sow amid such tears and to reap with such abundance.�





	A modern theologian� has written, “Where there is no interior life, external actions are of little value, because the grace of God does  not give fruit to a ministry in which there is no place for prayer. It is necessary to begin external works with the spirit of prayer …”





	Sin is the great enemy of God because sin drives God from our souls. It is the great enemy of our souls because it pushes them to hell. Don Bosco fought for the whole of his life against sin in a war to the death. One night he could not sleep because he knew that one of his pupils had committed sin. The following evening during the “good night” he looked like sadness personified. At the thought of a mortal sin committed by one of his boys his whole soul was revolted.�  His spirit was filled with a deep affliction like the Apostle Paul on seeing the Athenians worshipping idols.





	When he preached about the gravity of mortal sin he wept and the words seemed to stick in his throat, obliging him to cut short what he was saying. Even in conversation, at the mere mention of an offence against God his face contracted and his tone of voice, or sometimes his silence, expressed his grief. He suffered physically when faced with sinful acts or on hearing an accusation of certain grave faults. For example, when he heard someone blaspheme, he felt like fainting. When his boys confessed impurity he felt like vomiting or he experienced an unbearable stench or a tendency to suffocate.





	Don Francesia once saw him developing a sudden eye problem and asked him if he had worked too much that night. Don Bosco replied that he had been hearing confessions in the prison and he had offered to do penance on behalf of his penitents since they were not in a position to do much penance themselves. Where sin was being committed it caused him a real martyrdom, the hardest one could imagine. At the same time, it increased his determination so that, as he used to say, he would never give in, even if he had a whole army against him.





	Whenever sin was committed, especially if it was a case of scandal, it caused him to shiver, and to cry out in anguish. “Oh, what a disaster! What a disaster!” The fear of sin created in him such distress that he used to wish that the Oratory would be wiped out and his houses razed to the ground if they no longer fulfilled their purpose which was to prevent sin. In one of his rare statements about himself he said, “Don Bosco is one of the nicest men in the world. Run, shout, play tricks and he will put up with it, because you are young. But do not give scandal, do not ruin your own souls and the souls of others  by sin, because then he will become ruthless.”





	A man of prayer can quickly find his own way of preventing offence against God when others would not even think of it. It happened once in Don Bosco’s presence that a cart overturned when being pushed by a fifteen year old boy. The boy got into a rage and uttered the name of Jesus with total disrespect. Don Bosco called the boy over and gently and kindly asked him why he had misused the name of Jesus. “Because the cart overturned,” he answered. “But do you not know that you should not speak the Lord’s name without respect and devotion?,” said Don Bosco, and he asked again, “Do you know the commandments?” “Yes,” said the boy. “Then recite them for me, please.” The boy did as he was asked. Don Bosco let him go only as far as the second, You shall not take the Lord’s name in vain.   He stopped him and asked, “Do you know what it means, not to take the Lord’s name in vain? It means that you should not speak the name of God who loves us so much, without good reason and without devotion. Otherwise it is a sin, an offence against God, especially when it is said in anger, as you did just now.” “My father says it always,” replied the boy. “But from now on I will not do it again!” interjected the father who was there present, mortified by the scene.





	On another occasion while Don Bosco was waiting for a train, he heard the son of the café-owner muttering every now and then, “Chisto! Chisto!” Don Bosco beckoned to him and said, “Come here, my boy. Do you want me to teach you to pronounce your words well. Listen now. Pay attention. It is Cristo, not Chisto! Like this, In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Sia Lodato Gesú Cristo.� Remember that, Cristo, not Chisto!





	In May of 1860 he had to undergo the unpleasant experience of a personal police investigation. As Don Bosco was opening the door one of the three policemen read in mocking tones the inscription over the door, Praised be the names of Jesus and Mary.  Don Bosco stopped, turned to him and said, Praised for ever! Then in commanding voice he said to the three men, “Remove your cap!” And when none of them obeyed, he repeated, “You started, now you must finish with due respect,” and he ordered them again to remove their caps. The man of God won and the policemen made a virtue out of necessity. The he concluded, “be the name of Jesus, the Incarnate Word.”





	These examples explain many things - the hours he spent in the confessional forgiving sin, the images of Dominic Savio with his motto, Death rather than sin, his educational method aimed at preventing sin.





	They also explain how there existed in the Oratory a sacred horror of sin, not only mortal but even venial sin. It explains the spirit of reparation which moved so many young people to make reparation for the sins of others, not only by prayer but also through mortification. It also explains how the best of the boys were always and everywhere careful to ensure that sin did not enter or take root among their companions.





	It is very moving to note how, in the canonical process, the witnesses, lay and clerical, who had lived in that environment, laid so much emphasis on the zeal of Don Bosco. They speak, not with the colourless language of someone who is trying to drag up some long forgotten memory, but with the vivid tones of people who sense within them a deep and loving impression. 





	There is a beautiful passage of St Thomas Aquinas� which helps to clarify the matter. He argues as follows: “The love of friendship has this property that it seeks the good of the beloved. When such love is ardent it moves the lover to react against everything that is harmful to the friend. A person  has zeal for his friend when he seeks to prevent everything in word or action that could harm his friend’s interests. Similarly one is zealous in relation to God when he uses every means in his power to oppose whatever is contrary to God’s honour or God’s will. We say that one is devoured with holy zeal when he does his best to make up for any evil he sees being committed, or if that is impossible, he bears it with tears.” Here we see why sin hurt the heart of Don  Bosco so grievously.





	Don Bosco was consumed with love of God and he felt that every sin was an offence against God. Frequently he was heard giving vent to his feelings with expressions such as this: “How is it possible that a person with common sense who believes in God can allow himself to offend God grievously? Why should anyone treat the Lord so badly? See how good God is! Every day he bestows his gifts upon us. Why offend him? It really must be said that whoever offends the Lord shows by this that he is not true to himself.” These are some of the things he said, but who can ever tell what he felt in his soul that was so much in love with God? 





	A little chapel stands beside Don Bosco’s family home. It serves as a symbol. He himself prepared it in 1848 for his own convenience and that of his boys whenever he went there, either alone or with a group of boys, to spend some days in his native air. Everything is preserved as it was from the beginning.





	On your right as you enter there is a couch on which he used to sit as he heard confessions. Straight in front, in the centre of the altar is the tabernacle, undecorated but solid and secure for the reservation of the Blessed Sacrament; and above the altar a picture of the Blessed Virgin. Here we see the three principal means used by Don Bosco for his own sanctification and for that of his followers: frequent confession and communion, and devotion to Mary Most Holy, who calls us to Jesus through the sacraments of reconciliation and of love.





	In a letter of 13 February 1863, Don Bosco said to Pius IX: “Your Holiness, please accept and support this lofty thought and may God inspire you to proclaim everywhere devotion to the Most Holy Sacrament and to the Blessed Virgin, the two anchors for the salvation of suffering humanity.” The enormous amount that he did during the years of his major foundations to instil love and devotion to the Blessed Virgin in those around him and to promote it to the ends of the earth, could not be explained if he himself had not had a fervent love for the Mother of God. Indeed this devotion contributed greatly to his spiritual formation and to the growth of his interior life.





	St Bernard�, whom the Church acknowledges as ‘master of masters’ of devotion to Mary, exhorts us with the words Mariam cogita, Mariam invoca - think of Mary and invoke Mary. The thought of Mary and invocation of Mary were never absent from the heart and lips of Don  Bosco. His devotion to her was always in line with the genuine uninterrupted Catholic tradition.





	He constantly celebrated the glories of Mary, ancient and modern, and he sought always to infuse in others the filial trust in her that he nourished in his own heart. He never ceased to invoke the help of  his heavenly patron. Public declarations of gratitude were ever on his lips for the innumerable graces and benefits he had received through the powerful intercession of the Help of Christians. “How good Mary is!”, he used to exclaim frequently. Whenever he was praised for his achievements he felt embarrassed and would quickly correct his admirers saying, “These good people don’t know who Don Bosco is; it is Mary Help of Christians who does everything.”





	He was often moved to the point of tears when preaching about the greatness of Mary. He was heard to repeat insistently that he had never taken any step without recourse to Mary. At least three times he went on pilgrimage to the famous Sanctuary of Oropa near Biella to receive guidance when faced with important decisions.





	In his letters we often find phrases like, “May the Blessed Virgin keep us always hers!” At the end of a lovely story about Mary, (of which we do not know the author), we find written in Don Bosco’s handwriting this beautiful exhortation which comes from the depths of his heart: “Dear reader, wherever you may be, whatever work you do, you can have recourse to the Blessed Virgin Mary in prayer. Turn to her in faith for she is a dutiful mother who can help and wants to help her children. Pray to her from your heart, pray with perseverance, and be sure that she will be a help to you in your spiritual and temporal needs.”�





	Elsewhere there is a description of the apparition of Mary to St Stanislaus  Kostka, when the saintly young man received the command to enter the Society of Jesus, and Don Bosco has added, “Christians, you who love Mary, pray to her with all your heart that she obtain for you this beautiful grace of offering yourself totally to God. Tell her that in this way she will be taking you away from the great dangers of the world. Tell her who can do everything, to command you as she did St Stanislaus, and be very quick to obey. From the time of his childhood Venerable Father Charles Hyacinth used to ask Mary for this grace of being called to the religious state, and he obtained it.”� These are two examples of spontaneous and lively devotion to the Madonna.





	We need have no scruples about prolonging our discussion of a topic as delightful as this. As Don Bosco’s heart rejoiced at the thought of Mary, so our hearts are happy to recall his devotion, and we do so all the more eagerly because he did not usually share with others the inner feelings of his heart. There were some circumstances when, despite his natural reserve, his emotions poured forth.





	We have a letter of Don  Bosco, written from Oropa on 6th August 1863 and addressed to the students, his “very dear sons”, in which he waxes lyrical. The good father calls on them all to share in spirit the transports of joy which he experienced in that Marian atmosphere, in that royal dwelling place of the Holy Mother of God.





	The devotion in that place took such a hold of his meditative spirit, and he found such joy at seeing so much prayer being offered to his heavenly Queen, that he felt the need to share right away with his sons the same delight. “If you, my dear sons, found yourselves on this holy mountain, you would certainly be moved. There is a large building, and at the centre of it a Church, commonly known as the Sanctuary of Oropa. Here there is a continuous throng of people, coming and going. Some of them have come to thank the Blessed Virgin for graces received, others are asking to be freed from some spiritual or temporal evil, yet others are praying for the help they need to persevere in goodness, and others still for the grace of a happy death. Young and old, rich and poor, ordinary country people and gentlemen, knights, counts, marquises, craftsmen, merchants, men, women, pastors, students of every kind can be seen here continuously in great numbers approaching the sacraments of confession and communion and going then to the foot of the magnificent statue of Mary Most Holy to beg her heavenly assistance.”





	His joy however soon turns to sadness that he is not with his boys in the Oratory to lead them all to pay homage to the blessed Mother. “In the midst of such people my heart had one big regret. What was it? I didn’t see my dear students among them! It saddens me that I do not have my dear students here with me, that I cannot lead them to the feet of Mary, offer them to her, place them under her powerful protection, make them all like Dominic Savio or St Aloysius.”





	In this sadness at not being able to honour the Blessed Virgin in a solemn way with the participation of his sons, Don Bosco finds comfort in a promise and a prayer. “To find some comfort for my heart, I went before the splendid altar or Our Lady and I promised her that, when I got to Turin, I would do all in my power to instil in your hearts devotion to Mary. Entrusting myself to her, I begged these special graces for you: ‘Mary,’ I said to her, ‘bless our house and drive away from the hearts of our boys even the shadow of sin. Be the guide of our students, be for them the seat of true wisdom. May they all be yours, and always yours. Take them as your sons and keep them always devoted to you.’ I believe that the Blessed Virgin Mary has heard my prayer and I hope that you will help me, so that we can respond to Mary’s call, and to the Lord’s grace.”





	Finally, Don Bosco’s heart rests in firm trust, as if he saw the Madonna up there among the beautiful mountains of Oropa, raising her right hand to bless his beloved Oratory of Valdocco and extending the mantle of her motherly protection over all who dwelt there. “May the Blessed Virgin Mary bless me, may she bless all the priests and clerics and all those who expend their energies on behalf of our house; may she bless all of you. She will help us from heaven and we will make every effort to earn her holy protection in life and in death. Amen.”





	Leaving that holy place, with his mind fixed on the future, Don Bosco must have said tenderly and fervently, “I lift my eyes up to the mountain from where my HELP shall come”�. This was just the time when he was about to build his own Sanctuary to Mary Help of Christians.





	Don Bosco had in mind the design of an  extraordinary picture to adorn that Sanctuary. In the centre, on top, there would be Mary Most Holy amid choirs of angels. Close around her would be the apostles, then the martyrs, prophets, virgins, and confessors. Lower down there would be symbols of Mary’s victories and of the people who sought her help. He outlined the design with so many words and in such detail that it seemed as if he was describing a real picture that he had already seen. It is true that the artist persuaded him that it would be impossible to fit so many figures into such a limited space, but the grandiose idea of Don Bosco and the manner in which he explained it showed that it was the fruit of long contemplation, and that Don Bosco was very familiar with the design.





�      2 Cor., 3, 2-3. You are yourselves our letter, written in our hearts, that anybody can see and read, and it is plain that you are a letter from Christ, drawn up  by us, and written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on stone but on the tablets of your living hearts.


�      In Ps. CXLVI, 2


�      Lib. III, 34,1 


�      In Cattolico Provveduto,  written under Don Bosco’s guidance, we read among the resolutions to be made on the day of Communion: “Be careful not to lose your peace of spirit, without which nothing good can be achieved. To preserve it, stay closely united to God.” p. 507 (1888 edition). A well known modern author observes very well: “It is unlikely that souls will be open with one who appears to be constantly worried or too absorbed in business.” (R. PLUS: Irradiare il Cristo,  Marietti, Torino, p.29)


�      Ep.CXXX, 19.


�      cf Matt., 6,22


�      De sex alis Seraphim, 12-14


�      Speaking to religious who live in their cell, the Holy Doctor addresses this advice to superiors since only they  were occupied in business.


�      1 Cor., 10,31


�      Luke, 19,10


�      De cael. hier., 3


�      cf Ps.CXXV, 6


�      Tanquerey, Comp.di teol. ascetica  e mistica,n.611, Desclée, Rome


�      Acts., 17,16.


�      Sia lodato Gesú Cristo - Praised be Jesus Christ..


�      Ia IIae, q.XXVII, a IV, corp


�      St Bernard,  Hom. Il super Missus est, 17.


�      Maria provvidenza e soccorso di chi la prega.  Appendix I in the May 1865 edition of the Letture Cattoliche, entitled “The History of the Inquisition”


�      L.c., Appendix II


�      Ps. CXX, 1.























