Chapter 18





GIFT OF PRAYER





	The extraordinary phenomena described above are wonderful external signs that manifest the presence of God in the soul. God dwells in us when we are in union with him by grace. In some souls God makes his presence felt with an indescribable touch which reaches the very essence of the spirit - a phrase used by the mystics. It happens then that the higher powers of intellect and will are totally taken up in the divine operations, while the senses are more or less able to function, as happens in ecstasy.





	 None of this is verified in the earthly life of Jesus or in the life of Mary. They enjoyed continuously an experience of the supernatural life, yet, because of their state of perfect integrity, which implied the complete subjection of the senses to reason, they suffered no loss of their lower faculties.





	Now we ask ourselves: since the external manifestations that accompany the mystical life are seen in the life of Don Bosco, can we say with certainty, that he was truly raised to a state of mystical union?� And to what degree? In other words, since this comes about through infused contemplation, is it possible for us to discover whether, and in what measure, this gift of infused contemplation was given to the chosen soul of Don Bosco?





	A priori, looking at the nature of things, it does not appear rash to answer in the affirmative. In fact, Benedict XIV,� basing himself on history, felt it was possible to assert that “nearly all the Saints, and especially the founders of orders, have received divine visions and revelations.” He added, “Without doubt God speaks familiarly with his friends and favours especially those chosen by him to do great works.”





	Poulain� says that ordinarily the canonized Saints, who reached the level of heroic virtue, have been favoured with mystical union. He goes on to observe that if some of them appear not to have had it, this does not mean that they did not in fact have this gift, but rather that we should deplore the lack of documents to prove it. Fortunately all Don Bosco’s precautions did not succeed in depriving us of manifestations of his mystical life, so we also have arguments a posteriori.





	We would love to have the same certainty regarding the degree of his mystical union with God. After careful study it seems that, leaving aside special moments of greater intensity, we can prove that he habitually possessed that gift of prayer which St Teresa calls complete union. Poulain calls it full union. Others, especially Italians like Scaramelli and St Alphonsus de’ Liguori, call it simple union. St Alphonsus describes it as follows�: “In simple union the faculties are suspended, but not the bodily senses, although these are greatly hindered in their operation.”





	Prayer of this kind has two characteristics: the soul is totally absorbed by the divine object without any other thought and without distraction. The senses continue to act more or less, and they can still communicate with the external world. The person can see, hear, speak, and walk, and therefore can emerge freely from the state of prayer. Authoritative mystical writers� draw on St Thomas for the fundamental notions of this delicate matter. They list seven effects of simple union. To avoid getting things wrong, we will look at these seven effects rapidly and see if we can recognize their presence in Don Bosco.





	However, the nature of the topic suggests that we should not proceed until we have highlighted a concept that the reader may well have formed, at least vaguely, from what we have already said. Don Bosco’s soul enjoyed uninterrupted union with God. It seems that he received the gift of never being distracted from loving attention to the Lord, even though his work and his preoccupations were many and serious.





	We will run through the Summary of the Positio super virtutibus, particularly the seventh chapter on his heroic love for God, picking out the most relevant statements from a dozen different witnesses. They are all of importance because they are given by people who could say about Don Bosco what it says in the introduction to the first letter of St John: Something which has existed since the beginning, that we have heard, and we have seen with our own eyes; that we have watched and touched with our own hands … we say it and we are giving testimony.





	We will give the first word to the three successors of Don Bosco. Fr Michael Rua, whose cause for Beatification has been introduced, �says in his testimony: “What I noticed repeatedly was his constant union with God … these sentiments of love of God appeared with such spontaneity that it was clear that they came from a mind and heart always immersed in contemplation of God and his attributes.” Fr Paul Albera stated:� “Such was Don Bosco’s union with God that it seemed that he received from God the advice and encouragement he gave to his sons.” Fr Philip Rinaldi testifies:�  “It is my firm conviction that Don Bosco was truly a man of God, continuously united with God in prayer.” We add the word of Fr John Baptist Francesia to that of the Rector Majors: “I saw that it came easy to Don Bosco to be recollected in the Lord.”





	Now we shall hear the testimony of seven other Salesians, highly regarded for virtue, learning or office, or for all three. In their evidence they say that “the life of Don Bosco appeared to be one of constant union with God.” This was true to the extent that “no matter when someone asked him a question, even if he was engaged in serious and demanding business matters, he replied as if he had been absorbed in meditation.” “Love of God shone through in his union with Him,” “He lived always in the presence of God and his thoughts were always directed to the Lord.” “Mental prayer could be said to have come natural to him.” “He had a heart so full of love for the Lord, that his thoughts and his words were always directed to Him.” “Don Bosco always showed a true and deep spirit of prayer and of union with God, and we were assured of this every time we approached him.” And finally, “He had a perfect union of spirit with God.”





	There is also the testimony of two Bishops. The first of these is Monsignor Tasso, a Vincentian, Bishop of Aosta, who had been a pupil of Don Bosco from 1861 to 1865. He says, “Don Bosco burned always with a great love for God, and I am convinced that he lived in constant union with God. I remember that among us as boys there was a belief that he spoke directly with the Lord, especially when it had to do with advice concerning our future.” 





	Cardinal Cagliero testifies: “The love of God shone in his face and from his whole person and from all the words that came from his heart when he spoke about God from the pulpit or in the confessional, in public or private conferences, or in friendly conversation. This love was the only yearning of his heart, and the most ardent desire of his entire life. Thousands and thousands of times I heard him say, ‘All for the Lord and for his glory!’ … He was always in intimate union with God, whether meeting someone, or working at his desk, with us in recreation or praying with the fervour of an angel before the Blessed Sacrament, or when he was celebrating at the altar …No matter when we approached him, he always received us with the most delightful charity and love, as if he was coming from the most fervent prayer or straight from the divine presence …. I repeat what Cardinal Alimonda said to me, that Don Bosco was always in union with God.”





	How often the word “always” occurs in these testimonies! Cardinal Alimonda, who when he became Archbishop of Turin was a great support to Don Bosco in the last six years of his life, repeated what he had said to Cardinal Cagliero when he spoke on the occasion of the Month’s Mind Mass for Don Bosco. He simply defined Don Bosco as “constant union with God.”





	We crown all these testimonies with an observation of Pope Pius XI which fits Don Bosco perfectly. This great Pope loved to recall, even in public and with obvious satisfaction, that he had met with Don Bosco and had more than a passing acquaintance with him. He states that he had seen in all Don Bosco’s actions, even in private, “a wonderful spirit of recollection, tranquillity and peace which was not just the fruit of silence, but of the kind that comes from a real spirit of union with God. It enables us to realise what was the object of his constant attention, what it was that engaged his heart - the presence of God and union with God.” �





	A chronicler said about St Bonaventure long ago that in his writings he made a prayer out of every truth. We can say the same of Don Bosco, that everything he did became a prayer.





	This long list of testimonies means that the rest of the chapter will be short. We leave it to the readers’ intelligence to draw on the appropriate examples as we go through the seven effects of simple union as mentioned above.


	


	The first effect of the prayer of simple union is the only one which is almost impossible to prove. We can refer to it as a melting of the soul, terminology suggested by the biblical phrase: My soul failed at his flight.�  It could be called a deep longing of the heart through a burning fire of love. In plain language, without any metaphor, it is a powerful sentiment of divine love which fills the soul with inexpressible joy to the point where it brings about in the body a mystical languor, which sometimes leads to swooning. Did physical phenomena of this kind occur in Don Bosco’s life? We will respond with two general observation and three specific facts.





	First observation: one of most outstanding fruits of contemplation is humility. The contemplative, who is more aware than others of God’s greatness, has also a better sense of his own nothingness. Far from taking pride in his awareness of God, he is almost afraid that it will become known. He does not speak of it to others, except when he needs to seek advice. Indeed, he uses every means to keep it to himself. However, not everything that happens is a decision of the will - temperament also plays its part. Grace works in nature but does not suppress it. We have seen in the case of Luigi Comollo that, if he had not been able to give expression to the strength of his feelings after communion, his heart would have burst. Don Bosco, on the other hand, restrained his fervour, and would have liked his friend to do the same. Comollo did not have the same physical strength that he had.





	And a second observation: Don Bosco was master of his emotions. He had a temperament of steel, or, in less profane language, he was a man to whom we can apply the words of the Psalm: I carry my life in my hands�  He had a strong will capable of controlling his lower powers and suppressing his feelings. The absence of the kind of phenomena mentioned above would not in itself prove that he did not receive the gift of infused contemplation.





	Moreover, how do you explain that someone, when afflicted with serious problems and suffering, is actually more cheerful than usual? Do afflictions give rise to joy? In hearts favoured with contemplation, suffering is transformed mystically into love, and love gladdens the heart. This is the first of our three facts.





	The second is that, in the last years of his life, Don Bosco used to spend the morning receiving visitors and then in the afternoon he would spend at least an hour alone in his room. Those close to him often surprised him sitting erect at his desk, hands joined in at attitude of fervour, totally absorbed in heavenly things.� This was precisely the time at which the Sister found him in ecstasy, as mentioned in the previous chapter.





	And the third fact: towards the end of his life, his strength was exhausted and his emotions began to get the upper hand. When celebrating Mass he became visibly moved, and his whole body appeared to tremble, especially at the moment of the elevation.�





	It is worth mentioning here, to illustrate and support what we have said, evidence given by Don Cerruti during the process.� Speaking of the last two years of Don Bosco’s life, he testified: “When headaches and pain in the chest and his poor eyesight no longer allowed him to do any work, it was a sad but comforting sight to see him sitting for long hours on a poor sofa, in semi-darkness because his eyes could not bear the light, always peaceful and smiling, rosary in hand, lips moving in prayer, hands raised every now and then in a silent prayer of union with God and acceptance of His will, for he no longer had the strength to express it in words. I am totally convinced that his life, especially in his final years, was one continuous prayer to God. Others feel the same. Whenever we entered his room to see him or talk to him, we always found him like one who was in deep meditation, even though there were no external signs of it. His face was always happy, serene and tranquil, and the words that came from his mouth were words of peace, love and faith.”





	The second effect of passive prayer is a gentle need to weep. St Catherine of Siena gives a lovely image. She says that in the intimate union of the soul with God, the loving knowledge of the divine goodness awakens such sweet and lively emotions in the heart that it can no longer contain them and seeks the help of the eyes.� Don Bosco had the gift of tears and often did not have the strength to control them.





	During his last visit to Rome, when he was celebrating Mass in the Church of the Sacred Heart, he burst into tears more than fifteen times. The priest who was assisting him did his best to distract him, so that he would be able to finish the Mass. The tears came back later and those around him were moved in an extraordinary way. Throughout his priestly life, whenever he was preaching on certain topics, he sometimes deliberately said silly things to prevent him weeping, but it was no use.� His tears did an enormous amount of good to those who witnessed them, and maybe this was part of the design of providence in giving him tears that he could not control. We have given further details elsewhere� and there is no point in repeating them here.





	The third effect is to be aware of the presence of God with a certainty that excludes even the possibility of doubt. St Teresa expresses it this way:� “God comes to dwell in the intimacy of the soul in such a manner that it cannot in any way doubt that it is in God and God is in it. This truth remains so firmly impressed that, even if one goes several years without reaching that elevated state, one cannot forget the favour received nor doubt its reality.”





	Don Bosco was full of the thought of God. To prove it here would be simply repetition of what we have already said. This explains the fascination of which Mons. Tasso speaks when he says: “It was enough to spend even a short time with him to realise immediately that he was indeed a man of God. The supernatural shone from his every word and his whole person. I know this from my own experience.”�





	The fourth effect is strength, courage and patience in suffering everything for the love of God. These souls are so kindled with divine love that they yearn to suffer for God. This desire is always growing together with the desire to belong to him always. Don Bosco was like that. Many of the preceding pages speak of his superhuman courage in the face of pain, and two new testimonies re-echo the same idea.





	The first of these is from Don Rua.� Referring to Don Bosco’s moral suffering he says, “He always showed admirable patience, resignation and courage. It seemed that difficulties and tribulations gave him added strength. He suffered, especially when the opposition came from the ecclesiastical authorities, but he did not lose his peace of mind. Indeed it seemed that in times of tribulation, he acquired greater courage for he seemed more cheerful and more jovial than usual.” Regarding his physical sufferings, which were many and serious, as we have already described, Don Lemoyne testifies:� “He never prayed for a cure for himself and so his sufferings became voluntary. He never complained nor grew impatient and he continued to work.”





	The fifth effect is an ardent desire to praise God. The person is so inflamed with divine love that he would wish to be nothing other than a voice giving praise to God. His one desire is for God to be known, loved and glorified by all. He knows well that God is beyond all praise and yet his greatest delight is to honour, adore and thank God.


	


	In order to satisfy this burning desire St Francis of Assisi called on all creatures, even irrational animals and inanimate things, to join with him in praising their common Creator. But, as St Francis de Sales observes, there is both unity and variety in the Church. The wonderful diversity of the Saints is founded in the gold of love: “In holy Church all is by love, in love, for love and of love”�





	Don Bosco, completely in love with God, had three ways of his own of inviting and encouraging others to praise God: he practised the most exact diligence and decorum in divine worship, he spoke with fervour about God and divine things to all, even to those he met only in passing, and he sacrificed himself with unsurpassed zeal in working for God’s glory.





	These three things, especially the last which includes them all, have given us reason to write so much heretofore that, if we were to remove it, very little would remain of the present work. And yet what we have said so far is only a rough outline compared to the full picture.





	The sixth effect is a great desire to help one’s neighbour. The soul which lives in God often manages to be of help to its neighbour without even realising it. When welcoming or consoling or offering help - which according to St Thomas are the three ways of helping the needy - the person united to God receives help from above which renders his work fruitful.





	To speak about Don Bosco is to speak about charity: inexhaustible charity in dealing with his neighbour, unlimited charity in helping the afflicted and comforting the dying, heroic charity in going in search of means of doing good. It is for this reason that the world loves Don Bosco: we have put our faith in love.�





	On this theme of supernatural charity it is only right that we should read what Don Rua has to say. He was Don Bosco’s alter ego and for many years he bore with him the burdens and the heat of the day. “His entire life,” says Don Rua, “was consumed in the exercise of charity. His charity could be considered partly a gift from God, but one that went on growing as he advanced in age. He saw in his neighbour the work of God and God Himself. He saw in every person his brother or sister in Jesus Christ. He loved them for God’s sake and he did not spare himself in his efforts to draw all people to God. His was not just natural sympathy. It was the love of God, the charity of Jesus Christ, which led him to spend himself entirely for others.”�





The seventh and last effect of the prayer of simple union, and the most wonderful in a poor descendant of Adam, is the habitual practice of the theological virtues, and the cardinal and moral virtues, to a heroic degree. By this we mean to an extent which exceeds, in intensity and constancy, the limits found in ordinary virtuous people. When God bestows His gifts on a soul with such largesse, enriching it with every virtue, it is for the good of the whole Church. Heroism in the practice of virtue brings honour to the Church and is a source of edification to all. So abundant are the heavenly graces that all the soul has to do is to consent and cooperate.





	There is no danger that the soul become proud, as if forgetful of its true state. Indeed, the more the soul is exalted in the knowledge and love of God, the more it becomes aware of its own nothingness. As the soul grown in humility, it also grows in grace and in enthusiasm for every virtue without exception.





	In this regard it is worth noting a comment of Poulain who writes,� “God does not come alone into the soul. His sanctifying action is all the greater according to the level of one’s prayer. The soul which is filled with God in mystical union feels itself - at the same time and without knowing how - filled with love, humility and the spirit of sacrifice. God Himself gives it occasion to grow in this union, sending trial upon trial: temptation, sickness, failure, injustice, contempt.”





	To start describing the heroic quality of Don Bosco’s virtue now, when the Church has already given its judgement, would be pointless. One thing, however, should be said, and it leaps out after reading the sentence just quoted. Don Bosco experienced without interruption the kind of divine intervention described by Poulain. The Letter to the Hebrews says, �“Suffering is part of your training. God is treating you as His sons.” This kind of language, which the world does not understand, shows that tribulations are the means used by God to purify souls and lead them along the way of perfection. They are, in themselves, proof of God’s love. Don Bosco had proofs of this kind all through his life, and he gave proof of his love for God by practising heroic virtue in the midst of his crosses from the beginning to the end of his life. His life is before us with transparent clarity. Nothing is hidden from our scrutiny, and we see nothing there that is not holy.





	Before we finish, we must repeat the words of Cagliero:� “I have frequently received evidence of the heroic nature of his virtue during his youth and childhood from my fellow townsmen. Confreres who knew him well testify to his heroic virtue as a priest, as Rector of the Oratory, as Superior of the Congregation. When I came back from America, I found him gentler, more ardent in charity, more united to God, more filled with goodness. Unless my love for him is deceiving me, I saw him in his old age surrounded by a kind of heavenly light. He was like an angel - it was if he was already glorified. He had sacrificed his entire self for the glory of God and the salvation of souls.”





	One more question: was Don Bosco a mystic? We are well aware that many find this idea strange, but it is not the fault of mysticism! Worldly people often have two false ideas in relation to mysticism. They think mystical is the opposite of real, whereas in fact it is the opposite of physical or natural. Mystical means belonging to the realm of supernatural reality. And they also think that mystics live so absorbed in their contemplation that they see nothing and understand nothing of the things of this world.�





	One author well versed in the matter describes mystics in this way: “True mystics are practical people and people of action, not just ideas and theory... They are organised, able to command, and well skilled in business matters. The works they found are useful and lasting. In conceiving and directing undertakings they show prudence, courage and a realistic grasp of what is possible. They display good common sense. Indeed, common sense would seem to be their outstanding characteristic - common sense that is not led astray by flights of fancy or imagination, but is accompanied by a rare capacity for discernment.”	If I am not mistaken, this describes Don Bosco very well. In him, action was enlightened and directed by contemplation.





	Donoso Cortes once said that if he had to deal with a very difficult diplomatic question, he would seek the advice and guidance of a mystic. Who was more of a mystic than St Bernard? And yet he dealt with everybody and everything, so much so that it is impossible to write the story of his life without writing the story of his times. The same is true of St Teresa and many others. What was said of St Bernard can also be said of Don Bosco: “The periphery did not disturb the centre of his life, and the centre did not disturb the periphery.”� The periphery was his external activity and the centre was his mystical recollection. The idea that contemplative souls are of little practical use, says the author mentioned above, is an entirely modern discovery.
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