Chapter 17





DREAMS, VISIONS, ECSTASY





	The title of this chapter is suggested by a passage from Isidore, quoted by St Thomas. He writes,� “Isidore describes the gift of prophecy according to the manner of foretelling. Regarding the way in which the images are received, he makes three distinctions: dream, vision and ecstasy.” These are gifts freely given which do not of themselves imply or require holiness, but usually accompany it. Through them God reveals hidden things to some souls in a supernatural way.





	These gifts play such an important part in Don Bosco’s life that to omit to talk about them, would be to ignore an aspect that is of great value in coming to an understanding of his intimate communion with God. Anyone who has passed through a Salesian environment will have heard of the so-called Dreams of Don Bosco. That way of referring to them came from Don Bosco himself and is in use in all Salesian houses. It requires no explanation.





	We are not going to try to prove that his dreams were really supernatural. That would be knocking at an open door. We are well aware of the young men shall see visions and old men shall dream dreams � listed by the prophet Joel among the gifts which would be poured out by the Holy Spirit in the days to come, which, as St Peter explains, refers to the messianic times. We will go on rather to discuss the dreams of Don Bosco without further delay.





	There were an extraordinary number of these dreams, coming at short intervals from the time of his childhood right to the time of his old age. For a few of them we have the text written or reviewed personally by Don Bosco himself. For others we have reports from trustworthy people who heard him telling them. For many of them there are word-of-mouth accounts circulating here and there. For many more there are only vague memories or even just vague clues to their existence. In the eighteen volumes of the Biographical Memoirs a good hundred of them are recorded, some narrated in detail, others with just the main headings.





	Usually the scenes described relate, more or less dramatically, to one of three topics: the Catholic Church, the Salesian Society, or the Oratory at Valdocco. Those relating to the Church can be explained in the light of future events or in the general life of the Church or affairs of the Church in some particular nation. Those regarding the Congregation indicate the work to be done, the path to be followed, or dangers to be avoided. Sometimes the state of conscience of some of the boys is revealed, or their vocation, or deaths that are to occur in the near future. His state of mind when dreaming can be deduced from the way he used to speak.





	For example, speaking of a dream he had one night in 1867 or 1868, he said: “It was the kind of sleep in which you know what you are doing, hearing and saying, and you can answer questions.”� He usually had some person alongside him as guide and interpreter, but not always the same person. There are indications to suggest that it was sometimes a pupil who had died, sometimes St Francis de Sales, or St Joseph or some other saint, or an angel of the Lord, and sometimes Our Lady. On some occasions there were secondary apparitions accompanying the guide.





	What did Don Bosco think of his dreams? At first he was slow to believe in them, and put them down to tricks of his imagination. When recounting them, if there were predictions of the future, he was always afraid of making a mistake or of saying things that should not be taken seriously. The fact remains however, that he was well able to distinguish between some dreams and others. Some of them passed without making any impact on him, others made a deep and lasting impression. Talking about them in familiar conversation with close friends, he said that often, after relating dreams of this latter type, he used to go to confession to Don Cafasso saying that he had spoken rashly. The holy confessor listened and reflected seriously on the question, and said to him one day, “Since what you relate does come true, you should carry on without any worry.” 





	Still he did not think it right to abandon all caution immediately. One of the chronicles we have already mentioned, on 13 January 1861, reports what he said about a dream that he had in three parts on three consecutive nights. “On the first day I did not want to pay any heed to it, since the Lord forbids it in Sacred Scripture. But these past few days I have had several experiences. I called different boys aside and told them what I had seen in my dream, and when they assured me that things were exactly as I had seen, then I could no longer doubt that this was an extraordinary grace that the Lord has granted for all his sons at the Oratory. Therefore I feel it is my duty to tell you that the Lord is speaking to you. He lets you hear his voice, and woe to those who resist it.”





	Nevertheless, with great humility he took several precautions. Under 15 January we read: “I will say what I have already said. I had that dream and for a while I did not want to pay any attention to it. However it seemed important and I examined it very carefully.” The examination consisted in questioning again three boys whose sorry state he had seen in his dream and whom he found to be exactly as he had seen. Seven years later, on 30 April 1868, he spoke again as follows: “My dear boys, last night I told you that I had something unpleasant to tell you. I had a dream, and I had decided not to say a word about it to you, partly because I thought it was just an ordinary dream like those that come to our minds when we are asleep, and also because whenever I relate one of my dreams there is always some comment or complaint. But I have had another dream which obliges me to speak of the first one.” In this second dream, as he later explained, the guide had said to him, “Why do you not speak?” Don Bosco was prudent in this as in other matters.





	What we have said so far helps us to understand something he said in confidence, and with a certain sense of worry, to Don Giulio Barberis in 1876: “When I think of my responsibility in the position in which I find myself, I tremble. The things I see happening are such that they leave me with an immense responsibility. What a worrisome account I will have to render to God for all the graces He gives us for the good progress of our Pious Society. It could be said that Don Bosco sees everything and that Our Lady leads him by the hand. She is present at every step and in every circumstance.”





	How did Don Bosco relate his dreams? His state of mind in telling them is clear enough from the quotations reported above, but there is something else to be added... He described things “with simplicity, seriousness and feeling” according to one witness.� He usually began very casually, avoiding anything that might impress or suggest that there was any merit or privilege on his part. He used to throw in witty or jocose comments to distract the attention of his listeners from anything that might suggest that he was special. However, there were also individual insights which they understood and recorded.





	Always with a view to playing down any impression of the extraordinary, he would give very ordinary names to the personages who accompanied him. He would call them guides or interpreters or simply say that they were unknown. Only in one-to-one discussion with a few people did he give more precise indications. He made a particular point of emphasizing anything that tended to embarrass or humiliate him. For example, relating a dream in 1861, he mentioned his great sorrow at seeing boys from the Oratory who ignored his advice or did not cooperate with his recommendations, and he continued, ”Then my guide rebuked me. Pride, what pride! Who are you to think you can convert others, just because you work hard? Do you think that your boys will do what you want, just because you love them? Do you think you love them more, and labour and suffer more for them than our divine Saviour? Do you think your word should be more efficacious than that of Jesus Christ? Do you perhaps preach better than He did? Do you think you have shown more charity and taken greater care of your boys than Our Divine Saviour did with the apostles? You know that they lived with him continuously, and benefitted at all times from gifts of every kind. They heard his warnings and his teaching and they saw his works, which should have been a strong stimulus for the sanctification of their lives. How much did he not do and say for Judas? And yet Judas betrayed him and died unrepentant. Are you perhaps better than the apostles? The apostles chose seven deacons, only seven, carefully chosen, and yet one of them failed. And do you wonder then that, among five hundred boys, there should be this small number that does not respond to your care? Do you expect to succeed and have no one bad or perverse? Oh what pride!”





	It is all very well to play down as much as possible anything that might point to the supernatural, and to humble oneself by reporting these stern rebukes, but truth also has a right to be heard. He warned against making fun of the things he had heard and invited everyone to take to heart whatever applied to him. And even these comments were marked by humility.





	Allow me one more quotation, a rather lengthy one, but it will be the last. The dream of 1861 in which he received the rebuke we have just referred to, was told on three consecutive evenings and this is how he concluded: “Now that I have told you these things you will think, ‘Don Bosco is a great and extraordinary man, surely a saint!’ My dear boys, to stop foolish judgments about me I leave you all complete freedom to believe or not to believe these things, to give them whatever importance you wish. I ask you only one thing - do not make fun of them either among your companions or with outsiders. I think it well to tell you that God has many ways of revealing his will to us. Sometimes he makes use of the most unsuited and unworthy instruments, as he made use of Balaam’s ass, making it able to speak, and of the false prophet Balaam who predicted many things regarding the Messiah. The same can happen with me. I tell you therefore, don’t look at my actions to decide how you should act. All you should do is to pay attention to what I tell you, because this will always, I hope, be the will of God and will be for the good of your souls. As for what I do, don’t ever say, ‘Don Bosco did such and such a thing, therefore it is all right.’ No! Observe what I do and if what you see is good, imitate it. And if by chance you see me doing something that is not good, take care not to imitate it.”





	Not everything he saw or heard in his dreams was told in public. Some things were communicated privately to the people concerned. Others were made known to some who were closer to him, or who asked him face to face. Yet other things he kept to himself, as if intended for him personally. One of the chroniclers tells us that in the case of some of his dreams they heard new bits every now and then, enough to double or treble the original material. There were others, according to the same source, which would have needed several volumes if everything were to be recorded.





	For example, going back to the dream of 1861 already mentioned, Don Bosco said that he learned more theology in those three nights than in all his years at the seminary. He intended to write about these theological questions, leaving aside “the specific facts of the last night,” and concentrating on “the theology of the first two.” From this we can see that he selected carefully the bits to be told in public. His purpose was to edify and to comfort, to help others or to warn them, so that the dream might be of benefit to his listeners. The results could be seen even by a blind man. In particular he inculcated a horror for sin, more frequent confession with greater sorrow, an increase in the number of general confessions, better participation in Holy Communion. It all added up to what he himself called “bankrupting the devil.”





	There is more than enough evidence therefore to subscribe wholeheartedly to this opinion of the Canon quoted above: “We were no longer children, but we could find no reasonable or plausible explanation other than the extraordinary gifts given to Don Bosco by the Lord.” This is all the more significant when we bear in mind that Don Bosco did not look for nor did he want dreams of this kind. Indeed he feared them, because they caused him serious physical disturbance. Sometimes it happened moreover that, immediately after narrating the dream, he could not remember what he had said. This is something known to happen when people are speaking under supernatural inspiration. In addition to what we have said above, there are two other notable characteristics of Don Bosco’s dreams which show that they cannot be considered the same as ordinary dreams. 





	The first characteristic is of a psycho-physical nature. In ordinary dreams the imagination rules or runs riot, uncontrolled by reason. The normal condition for the beginning of sleep is tiredness. Tiredness produces substances which slow down the activity of the brain, but without stopping it completely. Nature has arranged that at a certain point these substances act like a switch and slow down the motor apparatus which consumes energy. This cuts off from the nervous system the psychophysical energy necessary for normal activity, more or less, depending on the individual’s need for sleep. The small amount of psychophysical energy that remains is enough for the activity of dreaming, but too little to activate the central nervous system.





	Now, when you consider that Don Bosco, when he went to bed, was always in extreme need of sleep, you have already a reason why the vividness of his dreams had no human explanation.





	And there’s more. The mechanism which reduces the psychophysical energy of the central nervous system affects the imagination, causing the double phenomenon of irregularity and sudden change, something we have all experienced during sleep. This is because the lack of psychophysical energy makes it impossible to follow one idea for long, but any little external stimulus is enough to direct the small amount of energy that remains in another direction, with the result that the whole image of the dream breaks up. For this reason, during dreams the activity of the imagination is not directed by any positive intention and so, in ordinary dreams, there is neither an orderly rational representation nor any logical sequence of thought. Instead the imagination jumps from one thing to another, with sudden bizarre movements and quick darts into the ridiculous or extravagant.�





	The exact opposite happened in the dreams of Don Bosco. They are symbolic representations similar to those seen by St Peter� in his ecstatic vision of the sheet being let down from heaven, full of clean and unclean animals. The plot is more or less complicated and the scene drawn out for a considerable time with distinct actions as in real drama. Moreover, and this is what makes them special, there can always be seen in the images a succession that follows a particular line of reason, and the words heard or read have a value and meaning that form a single whole with the images.





	Every dream revolves around a central idea and is directed to a specific scope. The action develops progressively and in ordered fashion, as in a well composed drama. The symbolism is in line with the ordinary mentality but there are no odd or vulgar or frivolous elements not in keeping with a holy man. It would be nice to give examples but the size of the book does not permit.





	A second characteristic of Don Bosco’s dreams is their prophetic nature. Our imagination evokes various notions in sleep but it does not foresee the future, not even when we bring our intelligence to bear on them when we are awake. Yet the dreams of Don Bosco contain, not vague uncertain predictions, but clear and precise revelations of events that are hidden in the future.





	It is true to say that Don Bosco had the spirit of prophecy. He made many predictions of events that were to take place in the future, even after his death, at the time and in the manner he foretold. Canon Ballesio, whom we have already mentioned several times, writes as follows: “In Don Bosco this was not a sudden inspiration or a quick flash of the intellect. It seemed to be the ordinary state of his mind. He prophesied when at prayer, in conversation, when joking. He prophesied when neither he nor those who were listening to him were aware that he was prophesying.” He prophesied also when he was dreaming.





	The prophetic content, if it was not the whole of his dream, was always a significant part. For example, how often did he foretell the death of someone, because he had been told of it in a dream! He did not give names but he gave precise dates. Sometimes he revealed in public the first letter of the name and at other times he communicated it privately to someone, on condition of secrecy. Most were happy when the dream came true, pleased to hear what he had to say, and the doubters remained silent. They were few but they guaranteed then and now that the predictions did actually take place. There is no need to give episodes - we leave that to the biographers. Instead we will allow Don Bosco two further comments.





	One of the writers of the house chronicle records an observation he made on 17 February 1861 in relation to the prophecies that occurred in his dreams. “If outsiders heard of some of the things that happen and are spoken about in our house, which are unusual and should remain among ourselves, they would regard them as fables. Our belief is that when something is for the good of souls, then it is certain that it comes from God and not from the devil.”�





	The enemy of God and of souls had another field where he launched his attacks against Don Bosco. Poulain,� who is an expert in matters of mysticism, has this timely comment to make: “It appears from the lives of the Saints that, if they suffer serious attacks, this happens mainly when they reach the point of ecstasy, or even just of divine revelations or visions, whether these graces continue or are temporarily suspended. The extraordinary intervention of God is followed by an extraordinary intervention of the devil.” The world is a battle ground also for the Saints of the Church militant.





	We have accounts of the war waged by the devil against Don Bosco in official bulletins drawn up from the beginning. They are enough to give us an idea of the whole campaign which lasted three years. The devil displayed his hostility towards Don Bosco especially by not allowing him to sleep at night. Sometimes a loud voice in his ear deafened him, at other times it was like a strong wind that blew against him. The room was ransacked, papers were scattered and books thrown around.





	Don Bosco was writing a booklet entitled The Powers of Darkness. Some nights when he finished correcting the draft copy, he left it on his desk. When he got up next morning the papers were scattered on the floor or sometimes they had simply disappeared. Flames flared up from the stove, even though the fire had gone out. As soon as he got into bed a mysterious hand pulled the blankets slowly towards his feet, and when he rearranged them he felt them sliding down again. When he lit the lamp the phenomenon ceased only to start again once it was dark. On one occasion the light was extinguished by a powerful puff of air, seemingly from nowhere. When he was on the point of falling asleep, the pillow under his head would begin to dance. The sign of the cross or a prayer would restore peace but as soon as he fell asleep, the bed would begin to move. The door creaked as if it was being pushed by a powerful wind. Frightening noises were heard in the room, like the sound of chariot wheels in a race, and very loud .shouts were heard without warning. One night the door was flung open and a horrible monster entered with its jaws wide open as if to devour him, but it fled when he made the sign of the cross.





	A brave priest decided to keep watch in his room but he could not remain there. At midnight he was terrified by an infernal noise and fled in haste. Two clerics volunteered to stay together in the library adjoining his bedroom... They also had to beat a hasty retreat, because they developed terrifying convulsions. Poor Don Bosco went to see the Bishop of Ivrea, in order to attain some peace. He had one quiet night and then the enemy returned worse than ever. This is enough to give an idea of the terrible struggle he endured against the spirit of darkness. Speaking of it in 1865, Don Bosco indicated that he had found a remedy that was very effective, but would not explain further. It may well be that the remedy was some extraordinary penance.





	These supernatural dreams belong to the category of visions which the mystics call imaginative, because they take place through images impressed on the imagination by a higher cause. But visions of this kind can also occur when one is awake. We are well used to referring indiscriminately to all these visions as the Dreams of Don Bosco, even though they can be of both kinds and they differ considerably. The vision that appears in the imagination when one is awake is always accompanied by some kind of ecstasy or abstraction from the senses.





	This is how Don Bosco saw a complicated series of public events that had happened in 1870 and were still, in a certain sense, ongoing. The introduction to the text which he wrote at the command of Pius IX seems to confirm this. He expressed himself in the following terms: “On the eve of the Epiphany of this year 1870 everything in my room disappeared and I found myself confronted with supernatural happenings. It did not last long, but I saw a lot. It is very difficult to communicate to others what I experienced, but what follows will give some idea. The word of God is in agreement with the word of man.” On numerous occasions he saw before him the holy young man Louis Colle from Toulon, whom he had known shortly before he died at the age of seventeen. This young man appeared to him several times between 1881 and 1885 while he was hearing confessions, saying Mass or distributing Holy Communion, and once at the railway station in Orte when he had a four hour wait for a train. These apparitions were always bright and joyful, sometimes with conversation and sometimes without.





	He had a similar vision at Lanzo Torinese, probably in August of 1887. A Daughter of Mary Help of Christians, keen to have his blessing and tired of waiting in reception for someone to introduce her, gently pushed open the door of his study, and what did she see? She saw Don Bosco standing, listening, as if in ecstasy. His face was transformed with a bright light. He looked gentle and peaceful. His arms were raised and he kept bowing his head as if in agreement. “Praised be Jesus! Excuse me, Father!” the sister said repeatedly, but he did not answer. Finally the scene, which had lasted at least ten minutes, came to an end when he made the sign of the cross and bowed with great reverence. It is worth noting that by that time, 1887, Don Bosco found great difficulty in standing without the support of someone’s arm and he was always stooped, but on this occasion he stood perfectly erect.





	Apart from visions of the imagination, there are two other types of vision, one of lesser significance and one greater. The less significant type consists of corporeal visions, perceived by the senses and seen by the eye. In these the senses perceive external things that could not be seen or understood without supernatural assistance.





	Don Bosco had a vision of this kind when the future of the young man Cagliero, then gravely ill, was revealed to him. Don Bosco went to visit him, to help him to prepare for death. He had just arrived at the door of the room when he had two apparitions, both very brief. In the first a bright dove carrying an olive branch in its beak did a few rounds of the room, then flew down to the dying youth, touched his lips with the olive branch and then let it fall on his head. This was an image of his future missionary apostolate and the fullness of priesthood that he would receive. Then a crowd of wild men of strange appearance bent anxiously over the young man. Among them were men of two different races. Subsequent events enabled him to recognise them as representing the people of Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego.





	The other type of vision, the highest class of all, goes under the name of intellectual visions. This is when the mind intuits supernatural truths without any accompanying images of the senses. Did God grant this gift to Don Bosco? We cannot say so with certainty. But who will ever know the abundance of supernatural charisms which enriched his soul?





	His natural spontaneity in all things and the habitual simplicity of his lifestyle were designed to conceal the secret operations of grace, whenever knowledge of them was not for the benefit of his neighbour. At any rate, do not the cases of levitation and the shining light that sometimes surrounded his figure, support the hypothesis that even visions of the highest order were accorded him?





	On three different occasions in 1879, when he was saying Mass in his private chapel, a bright light was seen radiating from his face and lighting up the whole room. Then he was seen rising from the predella and remaining suspended in mid air for about ten minutes.





	On three successive evenings, the historian Don Lemoyne saw his face being lit up gradually and assuming a radiant transparency. His whole face shone with a bright, gentle splendour. The Rector Major, Don Rinaldi, told this present writer that Don Bosco had appeared unexpectedly to him on three separate occasions, when he was aged ten, again at twenty-two and yet again when he was about thirty. These appearances occurred in broad daylight and in very different places. Don Bosco’s eyes were shining, and the light extended to his whole person, forming a brilliant halo around him, brighter far than the daylight. Agility and splendour are two beautiful gifts reserved to the glorified body. If we find them anticipated miraculously in the bodies of living people, is it not legitimate to conclude that, when this phenomenon occurs, they are experiencing a divine vision, resembling more or less their future beatific vision?





	Knowledge of these heavenly favours was not as widespread as his fame as a wonder-worker, which spread far and wide right to the end of his life. We do not intend to delay on the question of miracles but a brief reference, in accordance with our purpose, will not seem out of place, before we conclude this chapter.





	In 1884, when he was already an old man, Don Bosco gave us a souvenir, written with a shaky hand but an open heart. It is a kind of fatherly testament containing reminders and warnings that would be useful to his sons. We will take from it a few sentences that serve our purpose. In it the good Father expresses sentiments which those who lived with him daily were well convinced of, even if he had said nothing about them himself. For us at a distance, his statements are more than we could dare to wish for when it comes to knowing his intimate thoughts about the supernatural gifts which filled his spirit and were revealed to others, earning him fame as a miracle worker.





	With complete simplicity he writes: “I recommend warmly to all my sons to be careful when speaking or writing, never to say that Don Bosco received graces from God or that he worked miracles in any way. That would be a harmful mistake. God has been good to me but I have never pretended to know or do anything supernatural. I have never done anything except to pray and ask God for graces, like any good soul. I have always found the prayers of our boys to be very efficacious, and God and His holy Mother have always come to help us in our need. This is seen especially whenever we needed something to provide for our young people who are poor or abandoned, and even more so when their souls were in danger.”





	We conclude by making our own an observation made by the advocate of his cause, when he says that the gift of miracles confirms clearly the supernatural nature of his communications.�
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