Chapter 5





SECOND STAGE OF THIS MISSION





	In the seminary Don Bosco had made the acquaintance of a priest named Don Borel who had come there to preach a retreat. This was an acquaintance that was to prove very precious to him. “He appeared in the sacristy,” writes Don  Bosco, “with a cheerful air, and with humorous words that were, nonetheless, always rich in moral thought.” They say that first impressions are true. Perhaps this is not always the case for impressions can be very subjective. In this instance however it proved to be well founded and very true. A priest shows himself to be a priest in those things which are of God.� It is there that one can see whether he is a man of prayer or a poor man acting only out of habit.





	The cleric Bosco observed “his preparation and thanksgiving for Mass, and his dignity and fervour in its celebration,” and saw immediately that he was “a worthy minister of God.” That word ‘immediately’ is significant. A few signs are enough for an intelligent man. In matters of prayer the cleric Bosco was quick to see and to understand. When he heard him preaching he need nothing further to convince him that he was “a saint” and he wanted “to confer with him on the affairs of his soul.” When we say that he wanted, we mean a spontaneous wish on his part. And what did he want? Not just to go to confession as was the custom, but to confer with him, in other words, to have serious and weighty discussion with him. And this discussion was to be about the affairs of the soul, by which he means the things he needed in his spiritual life. 





	The memory of that retreat remained firmly imprinted in the mind of Don Bosco. During his three years at the Ecclesiastical College he was always happy when he could exchange a few words with this exemplary priest. Don Borel on his part knew Don Bosco well and was glad to invite him to serve at sacred functions, to hear confessions and to preach. These invitations were quite frequent, given Don Bosco’s well known zeal. They led to his being noticed by his companions who nicknamed him il bersagliere di santa Chiesa - the Church’s crack marksman. These two priests were kindred souls who understood each other very well.





	Don Bosco was already familiar with Don Borel and with his residence when, at the end of his three years in the Ecclesiastical College, he was invited to take a room with him. The idea, or rather the inspiration, came to that other holy priest Don Cafasso, who was determined that Don Bosco should not leave Turin.





	Don Borel lived at The Refuge, the name by which the people of Turin referred to a whole complex of charitable institutions founded by the extraordinary generosity of a kind and wealthy woman, the Marchioness of Barolo.� He was Rector and Spiritual Director there.





	With the docility of a son towards his spiritual father, Don Bosco saw in Don Cafasso’s recommendation a pure and simple manifestation of God’s will. Leaving aside any other ideas he may have had, he transferred to the Refuge the headquarters of the Oratory which was now becoming an institution in its own right.





	Headquarters may seem too grandiose a word for the small room assigned to Don Bosco for his accommodation, but not when you consider that for three years it was the place of command of a veritable army of young people. Staying with the military image, we could say that the head of staff was Charity with all the accompanying virtues described in the famous Chapter 13 of St Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians.





	He had many occasions to call to mind that love is patient.  His three or four hundred urchins got on the nerves of the Matron of the Refuge until one fine day, she could bear it no longer and felt compelled to send them away. She saw that Don Bosco was not willing to abandon his work for boys and sadly she resigned herself to having to do without his services. They disturbed the quiet life of the people who lived in the area where he held his Sunday gatherings. They offended the sensibilities of the civil and political authorities who came to the assistance of some private citizens. The authorities drove Don Bosco and his boys from one place to another, and kept a careful eye on them, as if they were a danger to the social order. The local parishes were alarmed and worried about the possible consequences of this new development. Don Bosco and his boys ran foul of people who had an interest, not always honourable, in throwing a spanner in the works. Rejected on every side they were forced eventually to hold their meetings in a field well away from any inhabited area.





	Worried but not beaten, saddened but not put off, he met the growing hostility with that heroic fortitude which is the gift of the Holy Spirit. Fortitude from such an exalted source makes a man ready for anything, without fear or pride, and this is precisely what we see in the case of Don Bosco. It was no joy for him, humanly speaking, spending the entire Sunday among so many rough, noisy quarrelsome boys. There was no joy in teaching slow-witted young men, often headstrong or listless. Nowadays even boys from a poor background appear clean and neat on Sundays, like little gentlemen. Not so the gangs of noisy, illiterate, poorly dressed ruffians that wandered the streets and squares of Turin in those days! Don Bosco should have been admired and helped, or at the very least left in peace, among the gang of rogues of whom he loved to proclaim himself the leader. But God’s work was attacked by friend and foe alike. He suffered quietly, raising his eyes to heaven, because it was there he sought help and comfort. Whenever he encountered something difficult or repugnant to his nature, he seemed to take it in his stride easily and calmly.





	The fortitude of the Saints does not have the hard, inflexible edge of the stoic.  The Saints trust in the supernatural power of grace; they pray, and suffer patiently and emerge victorious. Philosophical fortitude does not go beyond a selfish satisfaction which is part of the self-love from which it draws its motivation.  The Christian on the other hand uses his intelligence to seek out ever new ways, sometimes humble and even humiliating ways, of reaching the desired goal, without any ambition other than the glory of God and the welfare of his neighbour.





	Members of the Oratory from those early days, who stayed with Don Bosco or close to him, preserve in their hearts a lively memory of those heroic early days. They recall especially his fatherliness. They remember him as loving and good, with the kind of goodness that the young man in the Gospel saw in the face of Jesus when he asked him: Good Master, what must I do to inherit eternal life?�   In a man as good and as complex and complete as Don Bosco, goodness has none of the softness that easily falls into weakness. The goodness of Don Bosco, enlightened by intelligence and inflamed by habitual union with God, was expressed in a supernatural love shown in equal measure to all and for the benefit of all.





	Those boys from the early years of the Oratory scarcely recognised the difficult times Don Bosco was going through. It was only later that they understood how much he suffered. They saw him always calm and peaceful, making himself all things to all people with kindness and affection.  This was how he stole the hearts of the young people. Wherever he went to hear confessions, they did not want to go to anyone else, but thronged around him, cheerful and confident. When he was driven out of his little bit of land within the city walls and forced to transfer the Oratory to open countryside, the young people followed him faithfully, despite the severity of the Turin winter. They brought with them their bite to eat and stayed with him the whole day until evening. Later as adults those first boys remembered their experience with him and said,  “He was an angel in our midst.”





	This judgment in his regard reminds us of the first martyr, St Stephen. We read in the Acts� that when he was falsely accused his face appeared to them like the face of an angel, such was the calm and dignity he showed, being filled with grace and power.�





	The extraordinary composure of Don  Bosco in the midst of such difficulty had the same supernatural origin. This was recognised in the Churches on the outskirts of Turin where he used to lead his gang of youngsters in pilgrimage to seek heavenly blessings through prayer and sacraments. It was known at the Sanctuary of the Consolata where he often came with his sons to pray at the miraculous image of Our Lady, and where he received much supernatural encouragement.  It was known also to Don Borel and other good priests who saw the religious fervour he was able to arouse in the souls of those young people. It was well known also to some of the better boys whom he used to take aside so that he could accompany them in prayer and direct them towards greater perfection.





	These things need to be remembered if we are to understand fully these words from his Memoirs: “It was amazing the way that crowd allowed themselves to be controlled by me, even though they were unknown to me a short while previously, and it could be said of them, in the main, that they were ‘like a horse or mule, without understanding.’  





	I must say, however, that despite their great ignorance, I always admired the great respect they had for everything in church and for the sacred ministers, and their eagerness to learn more about religion” - not bad indeed for unintelligent horses and mules! But their tamer and trainer possessed in abundance that gift of intellect which they lacked at first but which later came to light in them. Now we can understand a bit better how Blessed Cafasso, after trying to rebuff the various complaints against Don Bosco, invariably finished up with the refrain, “Let him go on!  Let him go on!”





	Sunday was only one day of the week: what about the other six? Don’t believe for a moment that a real Oratory only involves Sunday work. The Oratory, as conceived by Don Bosco, is a centre of fatherly concern which wins over the minds and hearts of the young people, and then follows them everywhere. Don Bosco intervened on their behalf with parents, employers, teachers, whenever and wherever it was possible to exert a salutary influence on their behaviour. Then, in addition to the Refuge, Don Bosco had a field of work that knew no bounds: religious institutes, colleges, public and private schools, prisons, hospitals, evening classes, sermons, study, publications …





	Such an amount of activity put him in contact with people of every class. Many of them, in need of his help or a word from him, chased after him wherever he went to say Mass. Proof of this is a resolution he made in 1845. We include it here, not because we want to do the work of his biographers, but because it serves our purpose. In it he says: “Since, more often than not, it happens that when I arrive in the sacristy I am met by someone who wants a word of advice or wants me to hear his confession, I will be sure to make some brief preparation for Mass before leaving my room.”





	This resolution is very significant. The word ‘brief’ removes any thought of scrupulosity on the part of Don Bosco, but the resolution shows how he prefers to anticipate his preparation rather than omit it on the convenient excuse that he was leaving the Lord for the Lord.





	From this period also there are some cards, handwritten  by Don  Bosco, carrying a selection of thoughts that he wanted to keep close to his mind. He used these as bookmarks in his breviary for some forty years. They included eleven passages from the bible which reminded him of Divine Providence, trust in God, fleeing occasions of sin, detachment from earthly goods, the joy of a good conscience, the Lord’s goodness towards the generous, the importance of thinking before speaking, the divine judgement, love for the poor, the honour due to those in authority, and forgiveness of offences.





	Five quotations from the Fathers reminded him of the need for frequent examination of conscience, humble and complete adherence to the teachings of the Church, careful custody of secrets, the power of good example, and zeal for the souls of others as well as his own. Three more from the poet Dante (from the end of the canticles) served to raise his mind to the stars, to contemplate paradise. Last of all were four lines from Silvio Pellico. They are worth quoting not because they are anything out of the ordinary, but because they seem to us to have served as a statement of  the kind of politics suited to a man of God, at a time when political passions were raging in Italy - the politics of an Italy united in faith, hope and charity:


     


	Let Italy believe in every noble virtue.


     	May the State hope for every grace from God.


     	Believing and hoping may she love and 


     	proceed to the conquest of the eternal truths.





Pellico and Don Bosco knew each other well. The poet nourished a sincere esteem for Don Bosco and had written for him the well known eulogy which begins Angioletto del mio Dio (little angel of God). As secretary of the Marchioness of Barolo it would have fallen to him to pen the letter in which the noble lady communicated to the Rector of the Refuge her decision regarding Don Bosco. He worded in diplomatic terms her brusque either/or: either leave the Oratory or leave the Refuge. 





	The long letter bearing the signature of the aristocratic lady, but scripted in the charming style of her secretary, is precious to us for two short sentences which are most enlightening: “I liked Don Bosco from the moment I first met him. I found in him an air of recollection and simplicity that is found only in saintly souls.” The writer expressed in elegant terms her ladyship’s opinion which surely corresponded to his own.





�      	cf Heb, 5,1


�      	Nowadays, by government decision, it is called “Institute” since the name Refuge is considered  humiliating. 


�      Mk, 10, 17; Matt. 19,16


�      Acts 6, 15.


�      Acts 6, 8.























