Chapter 8





IN THE TRIBULATIONS OF LIFE





	All those who were pleasing to God passed through many tribulations and remained faithful.�  Looking from a distance one might think that Don Bosco’s life was a path of roses, but indeed his whole life was filled with many thorns. There were thorns in his family - poverty and opposition which first blocked him completely and later made his journey to priesthood a difficult one, strewn with hard and humiliating trials. There were thorns at the founding of the Oratory: opposition from private citizens, from parish priests, from municipal, political and school authorities, There were thorns and worse at the hands of the Protestants - every issue of the Catholic Readings led to a new trial. There were the thorns that came from a lack of means: he had so many boys to care for and so many works to sustain and no secure means to do it. There were thorns that came from his own personnel - the sacrifices he had to make to form them and the painful desertion of some of them. And finally there were thorns and tribulations that came from the diocesan authorities: misunderstandings, opposition and resistance without end.


	


	The founding of the Salesian Society was a real Calvary, so much so that Don Bosco was to say later: “The work is done. But how many difficulties there were, how many headaches! If I had to begin now, I don’t know if I would still have the courage to undertake the task.” The physical sufferings constituted a prolonged martyrdom. No one could withstand so many trials and reach the goal with peace and calm if he did not have, as the Letter to the Hebrews says, “his eyes fixed on Jesus, who leads us in our inner faith and brings it to perfection: for the sake of the joy which lay ahead of him, he endured the cross, disregarding the shame of it.”�  Such triumphs are reserved to interior souls.





	Let’s look at Don Bosco and observe him closely at some of the more critical moments of his life. St Augustine says that the Psalmist, in the midst of trials inflicted upon him by evil people, takes refuge in prayer - orat  multa patiens - and exhorts us when we are suffering in the same way to pray as he did: ut, communicata tribulatione, coniungamus orationem.�  This is the great lesson we learn from the Saints, the only true masters, after Jesus, in the art of suffering well.





	Huysmans� had to omit many things from his short but beautiful life of Don Bosco but dedicated a whole page to the events of Palm Sunday 1846. This was really a day when Don Bosco experienced his own share of the Passion! Chased from every corner of the city, but followed faithfully by his ever-growing flock, he was reduced to celebrating the Church services in a field.





	But even from there he was evicted. There was no respite, not a ray of hope. All his searching had been in vain. He met only mistrust and everywhere doors were closed in his face. He was heartbroken. He heard the confessions of his boys there in the field  and then led them in pilgrimage to the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Campagna, a couple of kilometres away. They sang and prayed and received Communion with great fervour as he celebrated Mass for them. It served only to increase his sorrow at the thought that these devout youngsters were about to be disbanded, after all the efforts he had made to bring them together and keep them together. In his sermon he compared them to young birds that were about to be thrown from their nest. They prayed with great fervour to the Mother of God that she might find a better and more permanent home for them.





	That afternoon the recreation was held in the field but Don Bosco was heartbroken. When evening came, he still had absolutely nothing. One last attempt to stave off the embarrassment had failed. It was too much for him and Don Bosco was reduced to tears. Worn down by sorrow he was seen going off on his own and was heard praying aloud and in tears. The older boys, who knew him well by now, could not bear to see him so sad and they followed him. They heard his prayer of sorrow and of hope: “My God, my God, your will be done, but do not leave these little ones without a place of refuge.” His prayer was not in vain. The response was almost immediate. The following Sunday they were able to celebrate Easter in joy.





	One of the gallant youths who stayed with Don  Bosco in his hour of desolation was called Giuseppe Brosio, a name that is remembered with love in the history of the Oratory. He was Don Bosco’s right hand man on many occasions. To him we owe the following account.





	One Sunday after the services Don Bosco was not to be seen in the playground. This was so unusual that it could not pass unnoticed. The ever faithful Brosio went in search of him and found him in a room, very sad and almost in tears. Don Bosco was very fond of him and when Brosio questioned him he replied that one of the Oratory boys had insulted him in a manner that had caused him grave offence. “It does not matter about me,“ he added, What worries me is that the misfortunate boy runs the risk of perdition.” Brosio was hurt to the quick. He could not restrain himself and made as if to rush off to teach the boy a lesson he would not forget. Don Bosco’s face changed and he stopped him just in time. “You want to punish the boy who offended Don Bosco? You are right! Let’s take our revenge together. Do you agree?” “Yes,” said Brosio with determination, raging with anger. Don Bosco took him ever so gently by the hand, led him into the Church, got him to pray alongside him, and remained for a long time in prayer. He must have prayed also for the young man beside him because his anger changed to love in an instant. When they went outside Don Bosco said to him, “You see, my friend, a Christian gets revenge by forgiving his enemy and praying for him.”





	How many opportunities Don Bosco had to put into practice that same holy maxim. From 1848 to 1854 there were several serious attempts on his life. One day while he was teaching catechism, a shot from a gun passed through the sleeve and the breast of his cassock. On another occasion two assassins were lurking in a corner of Piazza Castello, waiting to beat him up, when some people arrived just in time.





	Twice he was called to the bedside of people who were said to be dying and only his presence of mind enabled him to escape poisoning on one occasion and an attempt to kill him on the other. Three times he narrowly escaped being knifed by a hired assassin. Once in his room he was threatened by a gunman and was saved only by the sudden entry of one of his helpers who was keeping watch, suspecting that something might be amiss. One day, as he was walking along the street in Moncalieri, he might have had his neck broken by a heavy blow of a cudgel had he not managed a timely push which caused his attacker to fall into the deep ditch that ran alongside the road.





	And what about the four attempts on his life that were foiled by the appearance of the mysterious dog?  High ranking criminals, who themselves remained in the background, provided the weapons for murderers who attacked him many times, because he refused to desist from his campaign Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice (for the Church and the Pope). This campaign was conducted mainly through the Letture Cattoliche� which were much feared by the enemies of the Church. So many and so serious were the dangers he faced that men without courage would have been overwhelmed by them, but they did not even disturb Don Bosco‘s calm as he went about his ordinary duties. Very few in the house knew the risks he was facing, and even these few came to know them only gradually. He himself tells us of the spirit that sustained him throughout this dangerous period.





	In 1853 two gentlemen whom he had welcomed courteously resorted to ugly threats to force him to stop publication of the periodical. He told them, loud and clear: “When I became a priest I committed myself to work for the good of the Catholic Church and for the salvation of souls, especially those of the young. You obviously do not know catholic priests or you would not have recourse to such threats. You should know that the priests of the Catholic Church work willingly for God for as long as they live. If they were to die in the course of their duty, they would consider death a privilege and an honour.”





	He insisted also that violence must never be opposed by violence, because “the priest’s power lies in patience and forgiveness “ Indeed, anyone meeting Don Bosco after incidents such as these would have found him thanking God and the Blessed Virgin, praying for his unfortunate persecutors, thinking before God about how to repay evil with goodness and trying to regain his peace of soul through communion with the Lord.





	As well as the armed attacks there were others, more prosaic and much more frequent - from his providers and creditors! In carrying on his works of religion and charity Don Bosco often found himself reduced to dire straits. This did not stop him, however, from drawing strength from his deep faith, nor did it affect his joy and peace. “God is a loving Father,” he used to say. “He provides for the birds of the air and he certainly will not fail to provide for us.” As for himself and his mission, he reasoned, “I am only a humble instrument in all this work, God is the craftsman. It is up to the master craftsman and not to the instrument to provide the means and lead the work to a fruitful conclusion. He will do that, in the way He judges best. It is up to me only to show myself obedient and docile in his hands.”





	In the little talks he gave each evening he spoke often of this habit of seeing things in a supernatural light: “Pray, and those of you who can, receive Holy Communion, for my intentions. I assure you that I also pray! I find myself in difficulties. I need special graces. I will tell you later what it is about.” A few evenings later he would keep his word, telling, for example, how a rich person had come and brought enough  money. He would add, “The Blessed Virgin today, this very day, obtained a great grace for us. Let us thank her from the heart. Meanwhile, continue to pray. The Lord will not abandon us. But woe to us if sin should enter the house! The Lord will no longer come to our help. Be careful therefore to reject the wiles of the devil and to frequent the sacraments.”





	There are some short sayings that the boarders used to write down, evening after evening, and which our archives guard jealously. They are a faithful echo of the voice of our father and a precious document of the truth of what he declared publicly in 1876: “We have no human means but we keep our eyes raised to heaven.” The proof that someone has his heart continually in God and God in his heart is in that ability to regain strength,� to start again with renewed force when it would seem that everything points to giving up - a stability that is an intimate sharing in God’s immutability. Cagliero says, “In thirty-five years I have never seen him annoyed, discouraged or disturbed for even one instant, when the care of his boys was at stake.”





	In addition to the violent incidents and the daily difficulties there were other painful episodes which hurt him where he felt it most. It is enough to mention the sorry example of what befell him on the occasion of the centenary of St Peter.





	One of Don Bosco’s great loves was always his love for the Pope. In times that were very hostile to the Papacy he displayed an active zeal for the Roman Pontiff that was well known to all and was often cruelly tested. To attack Don Bosco’s love for the Pope was to injure him at the very heart of his being, and yet God allowed even this trial to befall him..





	There were worldwide celebrations to mark the centenary. Don Bosco had published in his Letture Cattoliche  a booklet on the Prince of the Apostles, a small work that received much praise. However, somebody or other, for whatever reason, referred the little booklet to the Sacred Congregation of the Index. It was like a bolt from heaven! He received from the office the report of one of the Consulters. It contained a grave charge and a serious, even rude, attack against the person of the author, almost as if he had attempted to undermine the Pope’s authority by erroneous teachings. Don Bosco prayed long and hard, sought advice and then wrote a respectful reply.





	The night before sending it to Rome he called one of his helpers with good handwriting to transcribe it - which allows us to know something of an incident that might otherwise have remained buried in the darkness of those difficult times. In the silence of the night the secretary heard the groans and sighs of Don Bosco from the adjoining room, utterances of heartfelt prayer. At midnight he opened the door and said gently, “Do you see how they have treated Don Bosco?” Then looking at the crucifix, he exclaimed, “ Oh my Jesus, you know that I wrote this book with good intentions. Ah! My soul is sorrowful even unto death!  Thy will be done!  I do not know how I will get through this night. Oh my Jesus, help me!” God alone knows how Don Bosco got through the rest of that night. What we know is that at five in the morning, when the secretary returned to his desk to put the finishing touches to the letter, he saw Don Bosco coming down, serene and peaceful as always, to hear confessions  and to celebrate Mass. He seemed a completely different man with joy and happiness shining from his face.





	His defence was sent. Pius IX himself stopped the procedure. At the end of the day, when everything had been examined, it was a matter of two slight amendments to be made in the new edition. It was no more than a storm in a teacup but for Don Bosco it was a very grievous blow. The humble prayer that had supported him during his days of suffering was transformed into acts of thanksgiving to Our Lady as soon as all was at peace again.





	This nightmare which lasted four months was nothing compared to another persecution that dragged on for fully ten years. This is not the place for bitter words and the nature of this work precludes any polemics. History will tell the tale and indeed has already begun to do so. The heroism of Don Bosco’s holiness shines out during those ten years. For us it would be a grave omission, in speaking of Don Bosco’s union with God in time of tribulation, were we to pass over in silence the greatest tribulation of all and the one that caused him most pain.  We have on one hand Don Bosco who sought by every means to smooth over the differences, and on the other hand people who seemed to try to multiply the incidents and make matters worse.





	Ten years is a long time to suffer such painful disagreement, enough to try the patience of Job. And yet our good father, whenever he felt compelled to speak about these distressing events, was always meek. Only once, in a letter to Cardinal Nino, did he express his own wishes or make any lament: “I have never sought, and will never seek, anything other than peace and tranquillity, in order to be able to work in the sacred ministry on behalf of souls exposed to so many dangers.” For Don Bosco, only souls mattered. The rest, his good name, his reputation, related interests, all counted for nothing. In such bitter suffering, what did he do? He did what the saints do: The Psalm says, I pour out my trouble before him; I tell him all my distress,�  and the apostle says, persevere in hardship; keep praying regularly.�





	In the acts of the process of his beatification we come across a few lines in which that unfortunate period is defined as “the crucible which purified the gold of his virtue from all worldly dross, rendering it resplendent especially for his spirit of faith and union with God.” Concerning the authors of his tribulations, Don Rua gave this testimony: “I know that he was not content with forgiving them. He prayed for them and got others to pray for them.”





	One thing Don Bosco never prayed for was relief from the physical illnesses that he suffered, although he did allow others to pray for him as an act of charity. Physical sufferings accepted with such perfect conformity to God’s will constitute a great act of love for God and of voluntary penance. And we really should see to what an extent Don  Bosco suffered! The ailments that afflicted him all through his life were many and serious. It is no exaggeration to say that his body never got relief. He began spitting blood just after his ordination and this recurred periodically during his life. From 1843 on, he suffered a burning sensation in his eyes and eventually he lost the sight of his right eye. In 1846 he developed swelling in his legs and feet, which got worse as the years went by. He had to wear elastic stockings. Those who helped him in his latter years to put on or take off  his shoes and socks testified that his skin had become loose and flabby to the point where it covered the top of his shoes. He used to refer to this swelling as his daily cross. He suffered from headaches so severe that it seemed his skull was enlarged, terrible neuralgia which caused serious pain in his gums for weeks on end, indigestion, and heart palpitations so severe that it seemed a rib would give way under the pressure.





	During the last fifteen years of his life he often had fever accompanied by a rash on his skin. He developed a fleshy growth the size of a nut on the sacrum, and we can only imagine the pain this caused him when he sat on a chair or lay on his bed. He never mentioned this to anyone, for reasons we can easily guess, not even to the doctor. It could easily have been removed with a small incision, as in fact was done during his final illness. When people noticed his difficulty in remaining seated, he would simply say, “I am better standing or walking. I get tired sitting.”





	There was another cross of which some were vaguely aware, but  no one knew the extent of it until after his death. In 1845 there was an epidemic of petechiae� in the Cottolengo hospital. Don Bosco, a frequent visitor, caught the disease and traces of it remained in his system till the end of his life. The undertaker who prepared his corpse was faced with a pitiful sight: a kind of herpes all over his body, especially on the shoulders. A more painful hair shirt it would be hard to imagine!





	In the last five years of his life, his backbone was so weak that he went around painfully bent over under the weight of so many crosses, supported by the strong arms of his sons who loved him greatly.





	A renowned French doctor, who visited Don Bosco during an illness he suffered in Marseilles in 1880, said that his body was like an old worn-out garment that had been used day and night - beyond repair and fit only to be conserved as it was. Another doctor, the one who took regular care of him, wrote that after about 1880 Don Bosco’s entire organism was reduced to a “walking pathology cupboard.”�





	Despite all these illnesses, there was never a complaint, never the least sign of impatience. Indeed, whether he was working at his desk, hearing confessions for long hours, preaching or travelling, he seemed like one in perfect health, always in good humour, cheerful in appearance and encouraging in his words. When it was suggested to him that he should pray and ask the Lord to relieve his pain, he answered, “If I knew that one short prayer was enough to have me cured, I would not say it.” Don Bosco looked on his sufferings as sent by God and loved them all the more, the greater their number and severity.





	This fact alone reveals a depth of interior life that is almost beyond belief, if we did not know how admirable God is in his saints.� It prompts us to recall the well-founded teaching of Taulero� who says, “Of all the prayers offered by Jesus during his life on earth, the highest and most excellent is that raised to the Father when he said: Father, not my will but yours be done.�  This is the prayer which gives most glory to the Father and is most acceptable to Him, the prayer which is of most benefit to men and most terrible to demons. It is thanks to this resignation of the human will of Jesus that we all, with God’s help, are saved. This is why the greatest and most perfect delight of truly humble souls lies in doing God’s will with the utmost exactness.” And this is the prayer that Don Bosco prayed to perfection  during the whole troubled course of his life.
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