Chapter 4





BEGINNINGS OF HIS MISSION





	To find out what a star or planet is made of, physicists use an amazing process. They cause a ray of light from the star to pass through a prism . The light is broken up and produces a long multi-coloured trace called a spectrum, which falls on a white screen. Analysis of the colours which make up the spectrum allows the scientist to collect information. To the present day there is no other way of studying objects at such an immense distance.





	In Don Bosco, a soul filled with God, the spirit of prayer did not have any manifestation which might allow us to perceive immediately its nature and intensity. To know the quality of his prayer and measure its degree, we have to do a diligent examination of other aspects of his ordinary life.





	Few men were so extraordinary and yet managed to appear so ordinary as Don Bosco did. In great things and in little things he always showed the same naturalness, which at first sight revealed nothing more than a good priest.





	For a start, not everyone recognized the merit of Don Bosco. It required someone who had, first of all, the privilege of observing him on some occasion when he was alone, or at a meeting or during some mishap or enterprise. Then secondly it needed a sharp eye to recognise the effectiveness of his way of operating. Or else it required someone who had a particular intuition which can readily recognise an exceptional person, like Pius XI for example. We need not wonder, then, if some did not understand him immediately, or even if they underestimated or completely misunderstood him. These last were very few, and became fewer as time went on, but there were indeed some.





 	It is true to say, then, that in his years of greatest activity, not everyone recognised Don Bosco for the man of prayer that he was. Indeed we might also say that not even those who wrote about him were always aware of his deep spirit of prayer, so keen were they to write about his great achievements. On the other hand, the biographical material that has been handed down lends itself very well to a thorough scrutiny of his interior life. These pages  are a modest attempt to do precisely that.





	The festive oratory was a spontaneous fruit of the soul of Don Bosco as soon as he became a priest. He did not create it from nothing, nor was he the first to coin the name. There were the Sunday catechism classes for young people in the various parishes, and there had been the Oratories of St Philip Neri and St Charles Borromeo.





	Don Bosco realized that many young people no longer knew what parish they belonged to, so he organised inter-parochial oratories where he could gather the stray sheep. Alongside the catechism classes he introduced a whole range of activities to fill the entire Sunday. From his great love for God, Don Bosco drew his lively awareness of the Gospel injunction let the little children come to me.�  He was aware of the multiplicity of threats to young people. Writing of his early experience as a priest he says, “My delight was to teach catechism to the young people, to spend time with them and talk to them.” It would even seem that the young people instinctively were attracted by that delight for, as soon as he settled in Turin he found himself surrounded by a band of youngsters who followed him in the streets and squares. Gathering them together in big numbers proved much easier than trying to find a place for them.





	His zeal knew only one goal: to lead them to God through obedience to God’s law and the laws of the Church. His first concern was to see that they observed the precept of Mass on Sundays and Holydays. He then taught them to say their morning and evening prayers, and finally prepared them to make a good confession and receive Holy Communion. Gradually he introduced religious instruction by means of catechism classes and sermons adapted to their ability to understand.





	 At the same time, he invented a whole variety of entertainments which served as a magnet to increase their number and ensure that they returned. The most powerful magnet was Don Bosco himself, with his inexhaustible kindness. In this way it could really be said that Sunday was sacred to the Lord. � The name ‘oratory’ suited these gatherings. Don Bosco chose it out of many others precisely because it corresponded fully to his ideal





	The name had become very popular in Italy, even if the dictionaries did not yet recognise its new meaning, giving only the traditional meaning of “little church.” Don Bosco’s Oratory was a spiritual house� built with living stones,� the hundreds of boys and adolescents who flocked there on Sundays to adore the Lord and to learn to adore Him for the whole of their lives.





	Don Bosco’s piety found its natural expression in the work of the Oratory! He began on 8 December 1841 with just one boy. Before giving him his first lesson in catechism, he went on his knees and said a Hail Mary to Our Lady to help him to save that soul. In a talk he gave to the Cooperators on 8 December 1885 he compared the then state of the Oratory with what it had been forty-four years previously. He said that it was all the work of Mary Help of Christians in response to that Hail Mary “recited with fervour and right intention”. He did not have long to wait for the first fruits.





	The following Sunday the boy returned with a group of companions, poor street boys like himself. They were welcomed by Don Bosco and received with kindness and charm. From one week to the next their number grew and so did their obedience and happiness.





	At Christmas many of them made their first communion. Later on the Feast of the Purification of Our Lady and again on the Feast of the Annunciation a choir of youthful voices, capably trained by Don Bosco himself, sang hymns in honour of Our Lady and many of the better prepared went to the sacraments. For Don  Bosco it was as if he were in heaven.





	These first meetings were held in what was usually a place of silence, almost a cloister, in the Ecclesiastical College in Turin, where new priests from Piedmont went through the final stage of formation. They did further studies in moral and pastoral theology and in the exercise of priestly ministry under the guidance of a team of experts, the most outstanding of whom was Blessed Joseph Cafasso.





 	Don Bosco could not have had a better preparation for his mission as a zealous apostle of the young. The three years that he spent there contributed powerfully to mould his spirit in a definitive manner. Providence placed him in the hands of that saintly teacher of priestly souls, and the graces he received there bore much fruit.





	At the school of Cafasso he eagerly imbibed that spirit of prayer which he had already acquired intuitively in spite of the prevailing fashion of the times he lived in, prayer based on “unlimited trust in the goodness and loving-kindness of God towards us”. From Cafasso’s conferences on theology and his spiritual direction, he learnt how to hear confessions “with prayerfulness, knowledge and prudence”. In the lessons on sacred eloquence he heard it emphasized that a priest does not go into the pulpit to show off, but “to preach on observance of the divine commandments, prayer, devotion to Our Lady, frequent reception of the sacraments, avoidance of idleness, fleeing from bad companions and occasions of sin, charity towards one’s neighbour, patience in affliction - and he learned never to end a sermon without reference to the eternal truths.”�





	He accompanied Cafasso in offering religious assistance to prisoners and took part with him in retreats, growing in fervour as he prepared for his apostolic work. Even in their daily conversations, he heard and took on board wise recommendations on “how to live in society, to deal with the world without becoming a slave of the world, to become true priests armed with the necessary virtues, ministers capable of giving to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.”





	But alas, giving to Caesar is not the only reason why we sometimes take from God! Being always on the go, doing good, can unfortunately deceive us in the long run, making us think that generous work for our neighbour excuses us from the obligation of attending to our interior life and our relationship with God.





	It was at this time that Don  Bosco added a footnote, if we may call it that, to his programme of life as a priest. It was probably one that he learnt from experience, a great teacher of wisdom to those who are capable of learning from it. We repeat it, exactly as he wrote it in a notebook: “Breviary and confession: I will make sure to recite the breviary devoutly, in church if possible, so that it will serve as a Visit to the Blessed Sacrament. I will approach the sacrament of penance every week and I will make sure to put into practice the resolutions I make in confession. When I am asked to hear the confessions of others, if there is any urgency I will interrupt the Divine Office and I will shorten my preparation and thanksgiving for Mass, in order to be available for this holy ministry.”





	When the spirit of prayer becomes a habit, it gives a person an air of serene dignity and an alert sense of good judgement which are readily seen by observers if they are not too superficial. This was the case with Don Bosco.





	Business people and big shots from among the politicians and nobility of Turin used to go to the Ecclesiastical College to receive spiritual direction from Don Cafasso. These experienced people noticed Don Bosco and regarded him even then as “a man who belonged wholly to the Lord”.  They held him “in great veneration” and his biographer was able to get testimony to this effect from the lips of those same men.�


�           Matt. 19,14


�            cf Nehemiah 8,9


�            I Peter 2,5


�            Vespers for the Dedication of a Church


�            Can Giacomo Colombero, Don Giuseppe Cafasso, Torino 1895


�            G. B Lemoyne, Memorie Biografiche di D. Giov. Bosco, vol. II, p.191























