Chapter 19





THE QUIET TWILIGHT





	After a life extraordinarily rich in supernatural graces, like that of Don Bosco, some might expect that the end of his life would be preceded by special signs, the prelude of eternal splendour. But it was not like that. Everything happened as one might expect for someone whose life was marked by long and painful suffering. Having said that, there was nothing extraordinary about the way Don Bosco bore his sufferings to the end. Holiness keeps growing to the end of one’s life - it is then, rather than earlier, that one is seen to be truly holy.





	“The death of a saint,” writes Faber� “is a work of divine art, a supernatural masterpiece resplendent with eternal beauty. No two of them are alike and all are wonderful.” The same author, listing the deaths that are most precious in the eyes of God, mentions one which he calls “death of detachment.” It is the kind of death of one who has nothing to sacrifice, nothing to deprive himself of, either because his soul was never attached to this earth or because it has been detached for a long time, so that, before his physical death, he had already died spiritually to earthly things. “In this case,” he says, “death is purely an act of love. It could be called the celebration of a sacred rite, rather than a punishment. The detached person is no longer a child of the earth but an angel in the chains of a mortal body.”�





	We see this in the last six weeks of Don Bosco’s life when he was preparing to leave this life for heaven. He was no longer of this world, but totally wrapped up in confident expectation of good things to come. The Lord willed that during this lengthy period of illness he should edify others from his bed of suffering, through his heroic patience, his inextinguishable ardour for the good of souls, and his fervent prayer - the threefold effect of that intimate union with God, which made him suffer for the love of God, love his neighbour with a supernatural charity, and look to the Lord with filial tenderness.





	Along with these three fruits of his union with God, there was also his unconditional loyalty to the Vicar of Jesus Christ. But Don Bosco is always Don Bosco! We should not expect to find impressive external manifestations of his intimate sentiments - these are seen, rather, in calm measured signs. Anyone who observes them cannot fail to notice the interior life of those whose life is hidden with Christ in God.�  We will now examine each of the fruits mentioned above, one by one.





	Don Bosco’s patience never left him, through all the sufferings that afflicted him, because it was strengthened by the three theological virtues. His faith enabled him to see illness as something sent to him by God for the good of his soul. Hope gave him an imperturbable peace of mind as he waited, trusting in God, for the help to bear the discomfort caused by his illness. Charity inspired perfect conformity to the Divine will as he suffered for pure love of God. He exercised humble patience in thought, word and deed. 





	During those six weeks nobody heard him complain in the slightest about his sufferings, the attention he received, nor the cures that were offered him... And yet it is such a common thing for sick people to want to talk about their illnesses! It is one of nature’s ways of coping. They love telling everything that has happened to them. They want everyone to know how they got through the night and how they passed the day. They love to describe the progress of the illness and predict future developments. And if they don’t deliberately look for sympathy, at least they enjoy it when it comes spontaneously from those who come to visit them, especially if they are praised for how well they are bearing their illness. There was none of that in Don Bosco!





	During the process of beatification, the Brother who stayed up with him at night for those six weeks described with simplicity how Don Bosco acted during this period. “He practised the motto that he often repeated to me when he was in good health: ‘fare, patire, tacere - work, suffer and keep silent‘. When he could no longer work, he suffered in silence. He kept silent about his sufferings, but he never ceased to speak, for as long as he was able, whenever it was a question of doing good.





	Once only, two days before he died, he said, “My friend, how much I am suffering!” Immediately he went on to say humbly, “If it continues, I don’t know if I’ll be able to bear it.” Then he picked up again, raised his eyes to heaven and said with great faith, “God’s will be done in everything.”





	Often he hid his sufferings, as was usual for him, passing some witty comment to distract the attention of those who were around him, as for example after his operation of which I spoke above.� A few minutes after the operation, when someone asked him how he was, he replied, “They did an expert cut!” When someone said, “Poor Don Bosco, you must have felt a lot of pain.” he answered, “I don’t think that bit of flesh they cut from me felt anything.”





	One evening the Economer General, Don Sala, said to him, “Don Bosco, you are not feeling well, are you?” “No,” he replied modestly, “but everything passes and this will pass too.” When he heard this, Don Sala asked if there was anything he could do to alleviate the pain. “Pray!” was the response. Then Don Bosco joined his hands and began to pray. When people said they were sorry for him, he used to answer, “The Lord suffered more than I am suffering.”





	He was patient in everything. His illness was hard and lasted a long time. Experience shows that in such cases even the strongest temperaments can begin to waver. They become nervous and excited. Don Bosco placed himself in the hands of the doctors who were looking after him and others who assisted them. It is easy to imagine the concerns of these people. The sick man, forgetful of his own condition, used to express regret for the sacrifices they had to make for him. He suffered from myelitis which caused him to have spasms when he moved. The people around him noticed this but he used to pass some witty comment to put them at their ease.





	Moving him from one bed to another was a major task. Even though his helpers were as gentle as possible, it still inevitably caused him serious pain, especially since they did not have the appropriate equipment, and they did not have the skill or experience of professional nurses. The poor patient remained always calm and allowed himself to be moved as if he were a statue. He even managed to say something pleasant every now and then. He had to be moved almost every day. One night he wanted something to drink but they had to refuse him, because he was vomiting so much. He did not get upset but simply said, “I have to learn both to live and to die.” He made no demands for any delicacy or any bit of comfort. Indeed once he got upset when he felt he was getting special treatment.





	In the last few weeks he suffered from a tremendous thirst, which neither water nor ice seemed to ease, so they gave him soda-water. This appeared to bring some relief, but he refused it because he thought it was too expensive. They had to show him that it cost only seven cents a bottle to get him to agree to it. Another comment of Faber is very apt:� “There is no characteristic more common among the saints than their dislike of exemptions, and the more they need and deserve them, the greater their dislike.”





	As we move on with our account, we will see the thoughts that occupied his mind. Here in reference to patience, it is enough to mention his spirit of resignation to God’s will. After a life as active as his, it would seem natural that he would think often of the good he would be able to do when he got his health back. Sick people love to dream about what they will do when they are well again, and often think they are doing so only out of a desire to serve God. But genuinely holy souls know that the best way to serve God is in the way He decides. If then God wills that they suffer illness - so be it!





	Never for a moment did Don Bosco lose this perfect resignation. Eyewitnesses are unanimous in stating this. Repeatedly one or other of the Superiors would encourage him to pray for a cure. They were convinced that if he prayed for it, this grace would be granted. But he did not agree. All he would say was, “May God’s holy will be done!” On one occasion when one of them was saying some short prayers for him to repeat, he tried to slip in, almost surreptitiously, “Mary Help of Christians, let me be healed,” but Don Bosco remained silent.





	To express his resignation he used to raise his arms towards heaven and then join his hands. When eventually his right side became paralysed and he could no longer raise his right arm, he continued to raise the left as he said, “Your holy will be done!” When finally he could no longer speak, he would raise his hand every now and then in the same manner, seemingly renewing with this gesture the secret offering of himself to God.





	All Don Bosco’s life he had practised the advice of a great ascetical writer who said, “A priest’s conversation should always suggest a Sursum corda - lift up your hearts.”�  He could not forget it at the end of his days. Just to see him there, suffering yet resigned, was a source of edification. Still, he always had words that did good to those who were present and encouraged them to do good to others. In truth he was able to say but few words, but his heart, united to that of Jesus, made his voice tremble in a way that caused deep emotion in those who heard him.





	For those who were most frequently at his bedside, like the Brother mentioned above and his young secretary Don Viglietti, he always had expressions of affection and gratitude. Whatever services they rendered him, he encouraged them to do for supernatural motives. To the Brother, for example, he would say, “Remember, my friend, that at the end of our lives we gather the fruits of all the good deeds we have done. Try to work for the glory of God and the Lord will pay you well.” And to his secretary he used to say with fatherly kindness, “Tell your mother I was asking for her. Tell her to make her family a good Christian family and to pray for you that you will be a good priest and save many souls.”





	The saving of souls was one of his most frequent recommendations. He said one day to Mons. Cagliero, “I ask only one thing of the Lord, that I may save my poor soul. Tell all the Salesians to work zealously. Work, work! Always be diligent in saving souls.” To the Superior General of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians he said, after blessing her, “Save many souls!” And again to Cagliero, five days before he died, he whispered with great effort, “Save many souls on the Missions.”





	Cagliero loved to recall, and comment enthusiastically on, our dear Father’s warm recommendation about work. It is not for nothing that Don Bosco used to repeat it at the end of his life in preference to other recommendations. Work is one of the genuine traditions of the Salesians. We can extend to the sons of Don Bosco what Don Marmion says of the sons of St Benedict.�





	Like the Benedictine Rule, the Salesian Rule does not prescribe extraordinary penances such as the hair-shirt or the discipline. For both of these religious families, work is its special form of penance. All who enter religious life do so to seek God. Both of these rules say that God is to be sought not only in prayer, but also in work: ora et labora - pray and work. The more we give glory to God, the more we will find Him, and we glorify God by generously using all our strength in doing his will according to obedience. This is in a nutshell the thought which prompted Don Bosco’s solemn appeal from his deathbed.





	Naturally the two congregations founded by him were in his thoughts. His last recommendations were for the sanctification of their members, and for their perseverance and fruitful activity for the good of souls. When the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians asked him for a memento, he said, “Obedience. Practise it and get others to practise it.” He said to Don Bonetti, just three days before he died, “Listen. Tell the Sisters that if they obey the Rule, their salvation is assured.” The following day he said to Mons. Cagliero, in an encouraging tone of voice, “The Congregation has nothing to fear. It has men well formed. Take it to heart. Help the other superiors in every way you can.” That evening Don Sala found him a bit rested and said to him, as if to cheer him up, “Don Bosco, you must be happy now with the thought that, after a life of such hard work and so many difficulties, you have succeeded in founding houses in different parts of the world ] and the Salesian Congregation is firmly established.” “Yes”, he replied. “Whatever I have done, I have done for the Lord. I could have done more. My sons will do it. Our Congregation is guided by God and protected by Mary Help of Christians.”





	It should not cause any surprise if we include here a mention of the loyalty and devotion Don Bosco had towards the Vicar of Christ, and this too was seen on his deathbed. Did he not believe and teach that the Supreme Pontiff is the chain that unites men to God? Pius XI paid a magnificent tribute to him, when he said that he knew, from his own personal experience, that Don Bosco put the faithful service of God and of Jesus Christ, and of His Vicar, ahead of any personal glory.


	


During his illness he was able to reopen his heart to some of the noble sentiments that had motivated him in the course of his life. In this regard he revealed to Mons. Cagliero something that he had kept secret until then. And the jealously guarded secret was this: “The Congregation and the Salesians have as their special scope to uphold the authority of the Holy See wherever they are and wherever they work.”





	Anyone who is familiar with the times he lived in will well understand why he kept from the eyes of the public this particular part of his programme of action. He spoke of the topic again during a friendly visit that Cardinal Alimonda made to him. He no longer referred to it as a secret but rather as a wish, expressed in these solemn words: “Eminence, I have lived through difficult times. But the authority of the Pope … the authority of the Pope … I have told Mons. Cagliero: ‘The Salesians are to defend the authority of the Pope, wherever they work, wherever they are. Remember, Eminence, to say this to the Holy Father.”





	Two months later, during the solemn commemoration of the deceased, the Cardinal told of his visit and repeated Don Bosco’s words. He went on, “In these words the venerable man revealed to me his testament. But why do I say revealed? His whole life - public and private - is known to the world as testimony to his loyalty to the Pope.” When his successor, Don Rua, in his first audience with Pope Leo XIII recalled these sentiments of Don Bosco, the Pope exclaimed, “Oh! You can tell that Don Bosco was a saint. He was just like St Francis of Assisi who, when he was about to die, warmly recommended to his religious always to be devout sons and supporters of the Roman Church and its Head. Do what your Founder told you and the Lord will not fail to bless you.” Whoever undertakes a study of Don Bosco’s loyalty to the Vicar of Christ will find abundant material to prove that his loyalty and devotion were based upon deep veneration, cordial love and absolute obedience.





	We have still to speak about his piety, manifested and nourished as always by prayer, his two principal devotions and the Sacraments. “He prayed continuously,” says the Brother who testified during the process. ”He was always absorbed in God,” said his secretary, and he added, “This could be seen from his humble and devout demeanour, his ardent glances at the Crucifix, the way he kissed the scapular and medal of Our Lady, the numerous and frequent aspirations that fell from his lips. The scapular was that of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, given to him during his illness at his own request by a Salesian who had the faculty of enrolling in it. Apart from the Crucifix that he normally wore around his neck, he had received one during the last days of his life to which a plenary indulgence was attached, and this brought him great joy. Sometimes when he was suffering more than usual, the bystanders would encourage him to think of the sufferings of Jesus, and he would say, “That is what I do always.”





	Despite the ills that troubled him, he wanted his secretary to pray with him every morning, to read the mediation and other readings. Every morning up to the Feast of St Francis de Sales (which at that time was on 29 January) he assisted devoutly at Holy Mass, propped up by pillows. It was the secretary who celebrated Mass in the chapel attached to his room. During January, when he was often confused, he said, “I seem to be praying all the time, but I am not sure. You help me.”





	Not only did he pray, but he got others to pray too. From the beginning of his illness he told the Superiors to pray and get all the Salesians to pray for him, that he should die in God’s grace, for he desired nothing else. On the afternoon of 24 January he was feeling very ill and called the young sacristan Palestrino, whom he regarded highly. He made him promise that he would spend all his free time in prayer to Jesus and Mary that his faith would remain strong as he awaited his end. Later when the young man was admitted to see him, he repeated the same thing with great emotion, and then gave him a blessing. Towards evening he usually felt a bit better, which is the opposite of most sick people. Don Lemoyne says it was due to the prayers of that good young man. Later, when he found it very difficult to speak, he asked those around him to keep suggesting to him some short pious aspirations.





He gave many new proofs of his devotion to Mary and to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. He loved to receive the Blessing of Mary Help of Christians according to the formula approved by the Congregation of Rites. He kept the rosary beads always in his hand. Once as he kissed the medal, he exclaimed, “I have always had great faith in the Blessed Virgin.” But even if he had not said it, anyone who saw him kissing her image could have said the same thing.





	Towards the end of December he said to several Superiors, “I recommend to the Salesians devotion to Mary Help of Christians and frequent communion.” Don Rua thought this was intended as the strenna to be sent to all the houses for the New Year, and suggested this to Don Bosco. He replied “This is for the whole of their lives!” but then he agreed to Don Rua’s suggestion. A little later he turned to Mons. Cagliero and said, “Spread devotion to Mary Help of Christians in Tierra del Fuego. If you only knew how many souls Mary Help of Christians wants to win for heaven through the Salesians!” He said the same thing to him on another occasion: “Those who wish to obtain favours from Mary Help of Christians should help our Missions and they will surely receive them.”





	In early January when all were fearful of the impending catastrophe, there was a sudden unforeseen improvement in his condition. Everyone saw this as a special grace as a result of all the prayers that had been offered for him everywhere. On the evening of 7 January he dictated a message to his secretary for Don Lemoyne. It said, “How can you explain that someone, after three weeks in bed, almost without eating, with his mind extremely feeble, suddenly gets better, begins to notice things, feels strong again, is able to get up, write, and work? Yes I fell healthy at this moment, as if I had not been ill. When someone asked him how, he replied, Quod Deus imperio, tu prece, Virgo, potes - What God does by command, you, oh Virgin, can do by your prayers.” The joy that this unexpected good news brought to the Oratory was indescribable. This short Latin verse in praise of Mary’s intercessory power was written on posters and displayed on the walls in various places in the house, where all could read it. 





	How often during his life he prayed to the Madonna, to help him to save his boys and to direct the Congregation well. The memory of so many invocations, sustained him in moments of drowsiness, as he remembered the many times he had turned to Mary, fervently and spontaneously, to seek her help.





	Once when he woke suddenly he clapped his hands and shouted, “Quick! Quick! Save those poor boys! Mary, most holy, help them! … Mother! Mother!” Another day, half awake and half asleep, he was heard to shout out: “Look! They are in trouble! Courage! Keep going! Keep going, always! … Mother! Mother!” He repeated this tender invocation about twenty times. A short while later, when he was fully conscious, he joined his hand and three times he repeated fervently, “Mary! Mary! Mary!” That calling on the Blessed Virgin in such a filial manner was a very frequent occurrence towards the end, for as long as he was able to speak.





	His seraphic devotion to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament was visible in his face when he received the holy Eucharist. He received Communion every morning, apart from the few exceptions when he had been unable to keep the fast. It seemed he could never be well enough prepared and, nearly every day, when his confessor came to visit him, he sought forgiveness. He received communion right up to 29 January, Feast of St Francis de Sales. That morning some thought he should not receive communion because he was not conscious but the majority were of the opposite point of view and they decided on the best moment. When they told him that the Lord would be coming soon, he did not move. But as soon as the celebrant approached and said in a loud voice, Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi - the Body of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the sick man roused himself, opened his eyes, looked at the Host, joined his hands and received the Lord. He remained recollected and repeated the words of thanksgiving suggested to him by the Superior who was with him.


	


	This was his last Communion, but he had asked for Viaticum much earlier. Three days after he had taken to his sick bed, he said to his secretary; “Get everything ready for the holy Viaticum. We are Christians and must be always ready to offer our lives willingly to the Lord.” His tone of voice was so determined that none of the Superiors dared to suggest delaying it, and so it was fixed for the next day, Christmas Eve. He was told when everything was ready. Then, as if worried, he said to those present, “Help me, help me, all of you, to receive Jesus. I am confused. In manus tuas, Domine, commendo spiritum meum. - In to your hands, Lord, I commend my spirit.”





The procession was approaching, made up of all the altar servers and as many priests and clerics as could take part. When he heard them singing, Don Bosco became emotional, and when he saw the Blessed Sacrament appear, carried by Mons. Cagliero, he burst into tears. The chronicle notes that he was wearing a stole and he “seemed like an angel.” During the process, Mons. Cagliero said that he seemed to him like St Jerome of Domenichino.





	He did not delay either in asking for the Holy Oils, but insisted on being anointed by Mons. Cagliero the same evening that he received Viaticum. He had earlier expressed a wish that they ask for the Pope’s blessing and this was done as quickly as possible. After receiving the sacraments he spoke only of eternity and spiritual topics.





	The serenity which shone forth from his face and eyes and in his voice impressed everybody. He maintained this serenity to the end. Indeed, it remained visible on his face even when he had lost all perception of the world around him. I feel obliged to add that I myself saw him that last evening, and it seems as if that gentle image will never disappear from before my eyes. Even after his death, the look on his face was one of quiet peace, which made one exclaim: “How beautiful in the eyes of God and of men is the death of the saints.”





	I referred above to the visit made to him by the great Cardinal Alimonda. As he said later at the commemoration, “Visiting him had a profound effect.” He was amazed to see him so peaceful in spirit and so full of the thought of God. When he came out from visiting him, the Cardinal turned to Mons. Cagliero who was with him and said, “Don Bosco is always with God, in intimate union with God.” The signs of this habitual contact with God did not disappear with the approach of death, or even with death itself. 
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