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THE " LI TTLE PRI EST' OF VALDOCCO
Natal e Cerrato

How tall was Don Bosco? W could settle for 166
centinetres.

A few years ago a journalist with historical anbition
vilified Don Bosco as 'the tough little priest of
Val docco'. He portrayed him as a man of very limted
intellect and character, and to get a |laugh he maintained
t hat Don Bosco was only 163 centinetres tall

O course, we know that the size of a man is no neasure
of his <character or intelligence. However, just how tall
was Don Bosco?

The Boscos of the Becchi were known by the people of
the district as |I]j Boschet, or Boschetti (little Boscos)

119], and this nicknane could give the inpression that
they were dimnutive in size. But Francesca Bosco, great-
grand- daughter of Joseph Pin dij Boschéet, Don Bosco's
brother, wote in a letter dated 28 Novenber 1980 that the
dimnutive was nerely a |ocal usage and had nothing to do
wth the stature of a person. The Becchi Boscos were
called Boschetti just as the Cavallos were called
Cavallini. * Possibly, too, the nicknane may have been
used to distinguish the Boscos and the Cavallos from
others of the sane nane but of different famlies or in
di fferent areas.

Don Bosco's biographer, Father J. B. Lenoyne, |ived
with the saint for twenty-four years and described him as
of ordinary height; and all his acquaintances declared
that he was of nedi um stature.

What then can we say of the 163 centinetres? Father M
Molineris, in his Vita episodica di Don Bosco (published
post hunously at Colle in 1974), offers us an expl anation.
The information we have on Don Bosco's stature is based
mainly on data taken from his first two passports - 1850
when he went to MIlan, and 1858 when he nade his first
journey to Rone °

On the first passport Don Bosco's height is given as 38
oncie. Since one source gives an oncia as equalling 4.28

' v, MO 119.
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cns, and another as 4.35 cns, we arrive at 162 to 165 cns.
In the second passport Don Bosco's height is given
directly in the deciml system as 167 cns. Wich
measurenent is nore exact? To split the difference, let us
say 166 cns.

Don Bosco cane under the mlitary law of 1815, and in
1835 would have been conscripted. The prescribed height
for a soldier in those days had to be at |east 154 cns
(about a dozen centinetres | ess than Don Bosco's 166 cns).

In the Kingdom of Sardinia during the period 1828-37,
25% of arny call-ups were between 154 and 162 cns in
hei ght. The sane percentage (25% of the Turin mlitary
call-ups of the sane period were identical to Sardinia's,
except that 18% of the Turin call-ups were only from 141
to 154 cns in height and declared tenporarily unfit for
service. *

Wth rather cruel irony Levra states in his history
that "the brave conscripts depicted in ‘“risorginental’
pai ntings who marched away in 1848 singing the praises of
Charles Albert, and in 1859 sang La bela G gogin, could
hardly be seen as nodel s of physical prowess'.

Don Bosco then, with his 166 cns, could have been
considered in those days as taller than normal. (O
course, he may even have been sonewhat taller.) Certainly
his physical strength was well beyond the normal, as is
borne out in his own nenoirs: M/ boldness and strength
made ne feared by all ny conpani ons, even those ol der and
bi gger than nyself'.

This he denonstrated when sone hooligans began to

bully his fellow student Luigi Conollo. | imediately
|l ost control and gave way to brute force. Instead of
grasping a chair or a stick, | actually seized one of the

bullies from behind and wused him to bludgeon his
conpanions.' Conollo was horrified and called out to him
“Your strength frightens nme. You nust renenber that God
did not give it to you to massacre your conpanions!' °

It is plain then that Don Bosco was of nedium height,
certainly not small for those tines, and of unusual
physical strength. Hence the journalist who wshed to
ridicule himfor his height gives hinself away as one who
ridicules what he has no know edge of.

The renowned Dom nican priest Ceslao Pera paints a very
different picture of the saint. ~Wwoever |ooks at the
pai nting of Blessed John Bosco nust agree with ne that on
t hat square-jawed and energetic face one can see the inmage

4 v, U. Levra, L'altro volto di Torino risorgimentale 1814-

48, Torino 1988, p.62
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of a rural Piednontese, sturdy and rugged as the nDuntaln
rocks...But this is onIy one aspect of this saint...'

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
June- Jul y- August 1995
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JOHN AND THE TI GHTROPE
Ter esi o Bosco

At Colle there is a snall nmonunent in bronze
constructed to recall the antics of young John Bosco when
he entertained his friends wth conjuring tricks and
acrobatics stunts.

Don Bosco tells us in his nmenoirs: “~On feastdays the
lads from the nearby famlies and even from distant
villages used to cone looking for nme, wanting ne to

perform for them a few tricks that | had |earned and
practi sed.

“Whenever there was a narket day or a fair | used to go
and study the various "~magicians' and acrobats. | watched
their conjuring with particular attention and studied
their dexterity. Wen | went hone | practised and
practised until | succeeded in reproducing what | had
seen. You can imagine how many tunbles | took, how many
falls, and accidents | had to risk! You will find it hard

to believe that at eleven years of age | had succeeded in
doing conjuring tricks and sonersaults and tightrope
wal king in quite a professional way.

"Every feastday | put on an afternoon perfornance.

"At the Becchi there is was a field with quite a few
trees in it. One of these was a autum pear tree that was
very robust. | would knot a rope round it and fasten it to
another tree nearby. Beside this | used to put a table
with a box full of equipnent for ny conjuring tricks. On
the ground | spread out a mat for ny acrobatics.

"When all was ready and | had a good nunber of
spectators eagerly waiting for me to start, | would invite
themto say the Rosary and sing a hymm. Then | stood on a
chair and preached them a sernon; (summarising the homly
they had heard at the norning Mass); or | would recount
sonme interesting facts that | had read in a book. After

6 P C Pera OP: I doni dello Spirito Santo nell'anima del
Beato Giovanni Bosco, Torino, SEI, 1930 p. 10-11.



this I would say a short prayer and start the show The
preacher was transforned into a professional acrobat.

"I went through ny sonersaults, wal ked on ny hands, and
performed wvarious daring gymastics. Then cane the

conjuring tricks. | swallowed coins and retrieved them
from the noses of spectators; | nultiplied coloured
pellets and eggs, | changed water into wine; | executed a

fow, chopped it into pieces and then brought it back to
life, chirping nerrily. Finally |I junped onto the rope and
wal ked along it as confidently as on a footpath: |eaping,
danci ng, hanging by ny hands, sonersaulting, and sw nging

by ny feet.
"A couple of hours of these activities Ileft ne
exhausted, and | finished the show with the spectators

joining nme in a prayer. Then we all went hone. Anyone who
bl asphened, indulged in bad talk or refused to join in our
comon  prayer would be refused admssion to ny
per f or mance. '

For young and old the admi ssion fee to John Bosco's
performance was the Rosary, the summary of the Parish
priest's sernon (there were sonme who lived a long way from
the church and could attend Mass but rarely), the entrance
prayer, the promse to avoid bl aspheny and bad tal k. Young
John was nost generous in giving up his tine and efforts.
But as a good Pi ednontese he always demanded a price: not
In cash but in sonme good deed for God and for inpoverished
youngst ers.

Where was Manmma Mar gar et ?
The first to hear these Menoirs were the oratory boys; and
they used interrupt, asking questions and seeking
expl anations. As Don Bosco wote these pages, he recalled
t hese questions and wote jotted down his replies:

"But going to fairs and markets and watchi ng conjurers’
sessi ons cost noney! Were did you find the cash?

"l earned the noney in a dozen ways. | used any tips |
got, any presents, any coins ny nother or others would
give ne on feast days for buying sweets. Also | used to
catch and sell birds; and | used to go nushroom ng, and
gat her herbs that could be used for nedicinal or colouring
pur poses.

"You also ask whether ny nother allowed ne to attend
markets and fairs and acrobatic shows.

"Well, | can tell you that nmy nother truly |loved ne. |
told her everything - ny plans, ny hunble adventures; |
woul d do nothing w thout her consent. She knew all that
was going on and she gave ne her permssion. |If | needed
anything she did her best to get it for me. My friends too
were generous in lending ne things | needed.

Noi sy enj oynent



John wused his shows and ganmes to spread happiness
anongst his friends. He had their imagination racing in
heal t hy, enjoyable and exciting fantasies. He had them
dreamng and enthusiastically hastening to attend his
di spl ays.

The kindness Don Bosco had for his pupils inspired
trust and happiness. He renenbered how he had hinself
revelled in his boyish jaunts through the Becchi hills and
knew the ecstasy of noi sy enjoynent, the sheer
exhilaration of running wld, exploding the energy
contained in that stick of dynamte we call youth.

To dash about breathlessly in the fresh air, to race
across an expansive green oval, was Don Bosco's ideal for
his boys. Hs call to them was to play, junp and shout.
Hs sole interest was that they should keep cl ose to CGod.

For Don Bosco a happy |ad was a heal thy | ad.
"Play, junp and be as noisy as you |ike. Just keep close
to CGod.'

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
June - July - August 1995)
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MAMVA MARGARET' S FOUNTAI N
Ter esi o Bosco

As one exits the Tenple at Colle and descends towards
the "pylon of the dreami there are signposts that lead to
Mamma Margaret's fountain that is only a few netres away
and is now clearly placarded. This was the spring where
all the famlies of the Becchi district used to cone to
draw wat er .

Every day Mamma Margaret nade many journeys down to
this fountain to fill her pail with the fresh spring water
and slowy nake her way back to the kitchen of the Bosco
cottage. Such frequent daily journeys for a housew fe were
very taxing, and the witer still renenbers the sighs of
his own nother (wth her bad back) and her delighted smle
when the first tap was installed in their house to supply
wat er fromthe communal aqueduct.

Joseph chosen before John
Don Bosco used tell of an interesting episode regarding
that fountain. On one sweltering day he and Joseph were
returning from the fields with their nother - all three



wth a maghty thirst. Margaret imediately fetched a
bucket of refreshingly cold water from the fountain and
placed it on the door step of the house. She then [ adled
out the the first drink and gave it to Joseph.

Four-year-old John was hurt that his nother had given
preference to his brother, and imediately began to sul k.
When his nother then brought the ladle to him he refused
It wth a pout.

Margaret did not wheedle himwth, "Poor little dear, |
|l eft you last and you are pulling a face! Never m nd! Next
time you will be first.' Instead she said nothing, but
sinply carried the pail into the kitchen and closed the
door. Very soon the door opened and in cane John.

"Mamme', he cried. "Yes, John?" "Aren't you going to
give me a drink? "But | thought you weren't thirsty!’
“Sorry, mamma.' "Here you are, then', and she filled the
| adl e for him

A love both maternal and paternal

Psychol ogi sts tell us that for proper character
devel opnent a child needs the demanding |ove of a father
and t he spontaneous, serene and joyous |ove of a nother.

The demanding love of a father stinulates and urges
commtnent, attainnent of ains and objectives; it always
insists that the child be “worthy of his father'. A
psychol ogi st recently described this situation with the
appropri ate expression that "the father is |aw .

A nother's love is spontaneous, serene and joyous, and
kindles a joie de vivre in the child. It has nothing to do
with a child s achievenents. It is a |ove that consoles in
times of disconfit; the child knows that he is |oved not
for his successes but for what he is, nanely, for the very
fact that he is her child.

Manmma Margaret possessed an instinctive balance that
enabled her to unite and alternate both a calm firmmess
and a serene joyousness. She was sweetness personified,
but also full of energy and strength. Her sons knew that
when she said no, she really neant no. There were no wly
tricks that could effect a weak change.

Don Bosco's | ove had the stanp of his nother's.

This love that was both serenely joyous and firmy
demanding was the first of the character qualities that
mar ked the personality of Don Bosco. He had never had the
experience of growwng up wwth both a father and a nother.
The only | ove he knew well was the |ove of his nother; but
she lavished on him the love of both a father and a
not her .

Thus Don Bosco was able to cultivate the sane sort of
| ove for his boys: a love that showed itself concurrently
and alternatively as calmy firm and joyously serene - a



| ove that was both paternal and maternal. And he desired
his Sal esians to foster this sanme kind of | ove.

As one lingers a nonent at the fountain of Manmma
Margaret, at the surrounding earth that is at tinmes green
or parched according to the sudden noods of the hillside,
one is easily given to serious thoughts. Qur young charges
(whether in their famlies, in various groups, or in our
schools) really need to experience a love that is both
calmy firm or joyously serene. Are we giving them this
kind of love? Are we able to be demanding wthout
upsetting them and gentle without spoiling then? Are they
convi nced that our no neans no and will not dither into a
yes by any wily whins or tantruns? Do they realise that
our yes or no springs froma genuine love for then? Do we
show ourselves irritable, noody, or offensive in our
behavi our? O have we | earned to control these problens?

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
Sept enber - Cct ober 1995
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DON BOSCO AND THE VOYAGES OF CHRI STOPHER COLUMBUS
Natal e Cerrato

Don Bosco had the happy knack of discerning the talents
of his disciples and encouraging themto use these talents
to the best of their ability - and he could achieve this
wi t hout pressure or manipulation. He was able to count on
their natural inclinations and the affection they had for
hi m

Thus it was that he was able to choose the vivacious,
talented, spontaneous, intelligent and inpulsive John
Cagliero, and turn him into the nost representative
character of the Salesian Society in South America. Such
was the case also with John Baptist Lenoyne, a priest of
sensitivity, of austere spirituality and ready pennmanshi p:
Don Bosco encouraged himto use his talents; and he becane
a polished speaker, poet and dramatist, and the first
historian of the Salesian Society. Many other Sal esians
received the sane sort of attention at the hands of our
sai nt.



In 1871 Don Bosco, who for 18 vyears had been
responsible for the publication of the Catholic Readi ngs
(a series of nmonthly religious panphlets for the masses)
wi shed to add to the collection the history of Christopher
Colunbus. For this enterprise he chose Father Lenoyne,
who, |ike Colunbus, was a native of CGenoa. On 4 March he
wote to his young protegé at Lanzo, where he was the
rector: ~“Surely it is nobst fitting for a Genoese to
undertake the task of witing about the maritine
adventures of another Genoese'. And he ended his letter
with a nunber of suggestions and a few snippets of
I nformati on.

"Do the work at your convenience', he wote, “and in
your usual attractive and buoyant style, with the short
sentences and clarity of thought that have distinguished
your ot her works.'

This was a fascinating challenge, for Father Lenoyne
was intensely interested in things historical; and he
I medi atel y set about the task.

In less than two years he produced a work of 549 pages,
subdivided into three parts. It constituted the first
three panphlets of the vyearly output (1873) of the
Catholic Readings. Under the title of Christopher Col unbus
and the discovery of Anmerica the three booklets were
printed at the Oratory and were widely distributed. Later
editions cane out in one volune, the tenth edition being
entirely redrafted and issued in 1892; this year was the
fourth centenary of the D scovery of Anerica and the
vol une received a special prize at the Col unbus Exposition
at Genoa.

It is plain, then, that Father Lenoyne's work was not a
hurried job rushed off wth little care for historical
exactness. It was no nere historical novel or " Hollywood
history', and we are assured of this too by the recently
publ i shed Christopher Colunbus, mariner, witten by the
famous historian Admiral Samuel Eliot Mrison. ° This work
nmakes it clear that Lenobyne's history is essentially
accurate history: the great GCenoese explorer Lenvoine
painted as deeply religious, fearless, nagnaninous and a
veritable genius in navigation accords exactly wth the
facts as found in Mrison's tone.

Fat her Lenoyne openly manifests his personal |ove for
Genoa - the very |love Don Bosco nade use of to induce him
to conpile such a demandi ng wor K.

" Correspondence 896.

Done into Italian by T. Colusso (Milan, Loganesi & Co.
1991) .



In the second chapter we read of the glorious Christian
traditions of Colunbus' city that added to the grandeur of
the fanmous navigator; and furthernore in part two of the
book, after having described the msfortunes of the third
voyage, Lenoine quotes from the last will or Charter of
| nheritance that Col unbus prepared in favour of his el dest
son Di ego:

"l direct Diego, or whoever will possess the aforesaid
goods, to fulfil the following duties: that in all
undert aki ngs, the honour, prosperity and progress of
the city of Genoa be always kept in mnd and that all
possi bl e appropriate neans be enployed to defend and
further the opulence and decorum of this Republic in
all that wll not be contrary to the Church of God and
the dignity of the King of Spain.'

It is interesting to note that Don Bosco had truly hit
the mark in entrusting to Father Lenoyne, Genoese, the
task of witing the life of Christopher Col unbus, the nost
illustrious son of his honme city, the man whom Mori son
does not hesitate to call "one of the greatest navigators,
If not the greatest, of all tine.

The adverse publicity resulting from certain recently
resuscitated anti-Col unbus theories, and the controversies
regarding his birthpl ace, detract nothing from the
significance of Don Bosco's venture into history and his
di scerni ng choi ce of Father Lenvine as his able executor.

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
Sept enber - Cctober 1995
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DON BOSCO THE CONTEMPLATI VE
Ni col a Cotugno

CONTEMPLATI ON, CHARITY AND THE GRACE OF UNITY IN DON
BOSCO

W do not identify contenplation with prayer, but we
categorically maintain that it is inpossible to achieve
contenpl ati on w t hout prayer.

Rat her t han t heori se about t hese t wo terns,
contenplation and prayer, |let us examne the charismatic
character of Don Bosco and see how he practised them both
and how they were interwoven one with the other. It wll

° Ed. 1892, p. 276.

10 s.E. Morison, op. cit., p. 8.



help us to better envision and understand the spiritua
life, and increase our generosity as we follow in the
f oot steps of Christ.

DON BOSCO AND PRAYER

W know that soneone once asked: Wien did Don Bosco
pray? The question inplies that Don Bosco was not seen as
one who dedicated hi msel f explicitly to long hours of
prayer as saints traditionally did - as did for instance
his contenporary Murialdo, for whom daily Mass (prayerful
preparation, celebration and thanksgiving) was a natter of
four hours. Father Ceria wote that Don Bosco "did not
spend a long tine in neditation as did other saints'.

However, since Don Bosco's holiness was officially
declared by the Church; and since the Church does not
recogni se holiness wthout prayer, the questions naturally
ari se: How did Don Bosco view prayer? How did he pray?

First of all, the fact nust be established that Don
Bosco really did pray.

Father Barberis wites: "It can be said that Don Bosco
never really ceased praying. | can say that | have seen
hi m hundreds of tinmes deep in prayer going upstairs and
downstairs. | also observed how he always prayed when

travel li ng, whenever he was not proof-readi ng docunents.
"He prayed on his knees, with bowed head, a snile on
his face. It was natural for those near him to endeavour
to pray well .’
Brother Pietro Enria wote that he lived with Don Bosco
for thirty-five years and always saw him praying in that
manner. ~Prayer was for him an absolute and indispensabl e

must. For Don Bosco prayer obtained everything and
triunphed over everything; it was like water to a fish,
air to a bird, a gushing spring to a deer; it was as
warnmth to the body, or weapon to the soldier'. ~Prayer
does violence to the heart of God'.

Don Ceria wote: "In Don Bosco the spirit of prayer was

like martial discipline to a good captain, observation to
an artist or scientist. It was the habitual disposition of
his soul; he prayed wth ease, constancy and | ove'.

It is interesting to note that Don Bosco referred to
his institution as an oratory, to indicate that his work
was founded on prayer. "He called his building an oratory
to enphasi se that prayer should be the only force in which
we should put our trust'.

The nane oratory was not a random choice: it was a
clarion call that right from the beginning Don Bosco
I ntended his educational efforts on behalf of the young to
be solidly based on the ideal of prayer. The pastoral
genius of the saint ainmed at inbuing daily living with the
exalted goal of Christian spirituality - which s



sanctity. In giving his life to the young, sanctity was
his aim

It was this purpose he had in mnd when he wote the
lives of Domnic Savio, Mchael Magone and Francis
Besucco. He strove to create an atnosphere that i nbrued
his boys with these values so that they actually becane
part of their lives.

A pedagogue is neasured by his ability to create an
educative atnosphere that <can transform pupils from
within. Don Bosco effected this at Valdocco so that the
Oratory anbience reflected his own way of I|iving and
praying. The value of a tree is judged by the quality of
its fruit. When we ponder on how people prayed at Val docco
we get sone idea of the nature and the manner of prayer
the saint inspired, encouraged and directed.

Father Ceria provides us with the follow ng inportant
statement: "W wtnessed Salesians of greatly differing
personalities and cultures and of vastly diverse habits:
yet they all showed certain common characteristic traits
that seened to mark themw th a common ori gin.

"They exhibited a cal mess and serenity in their words
and actions; a true fatherliness in manner and expression,
and especially did they exhibit a piety that was plainly
the nub and fulcrum of their Salesian life. They prayed
much and wth great devotion; there was neaning and
purpose in their prayers; prayer always seened to find a
place in their speech whether they spoke privately or
publicly. Yet these nen gave no signs of possessing
extraordinary graces of prayer: in fact, we saw them
fulfil wth trusting sinplicity nothing nore than the
practices of piety as prescribed by the Rule or our
traditional prayers.

PRAYER FOR DON BOSCO WAS APCSTCLI C
As Father Peter Brocardo maintains, Don Bosco's Gve ne
souls; take away all else was primarily a fervent prayer
rather than a notto; of its very nature it was an
apostolic appeal inbued with vocation and mssion (God
call s us and sends us).

Don Bosco prayed as an apostle and an educator,
essentially wth a view to action. As an apostle, he
prayed before, during and after all activities: prayer was
an essential and necessary factor in all his ventures.

He prayed after the manner of his particular era.
Father Caviglia wites, "~Don Bosco did not create any
special practice, prayer or devotion (such as the Hail
Holy Queen, the Rosary, Retreat or Stations of the Coss,
etc.) Forns and formulas did not take pride of place with
him for he was a realist and he ained at sinplicity and
substance. "Even as a founder', wites Father Brocardo,
"he did not feel the need to inpose on his disciples



further community practices than what was nornmal for good
Christians (or good priests in the case of the clergy)'.

In his constant striving for the grace of a wunity
I mbued with pastoral charity, Don Bosco built all his life
on prayer: he never ceased to further the glory of God in
hi s endeavour to sanctify the lives of his young charges.

Tenpi o di Don Bosco: June- August 1995.
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DON BOSCO THE CONTEMPLATI VE
Ni col a Cot ugno
Wrk - Prayer

Wrk and prayer! Martha or Mary?

The Benedictine notto, Ora et labora (Wrk and pray) is
wel I known throughout the world. It is frequently applied
to the CGospel episode of Martha and Mary, and Scripture
readers have been quick to assert that prayer is the
better choice, and should never be sacrificed for

activity.
It should be said imedi ately that of course the ai m of
prayer is union wth God. But the aim of all human

activity is union with God. Union with God neans to live
for the glory of God. The apostle Paul nekes this very
clear in his first letter to the Corinthians: So, whether
you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory
of God. And in his letter to the Col ossians, we read, And
what ever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the
nanme of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father
t hrough hi m

It would seem that Don Bosco followed the exanple of
Martha very much nore than that of Mary. However, this is
only what appears on the surface. Actually he was always
on the side of Mary in so far as all his activity was
realised in the closest union with the Lord. Yet at the
same tine he was always on the side of Mrtha since he
never ceased to carry out whatever the Lord inspired him
to do. Actually, contenplation is the union of both Mrtha
and Mary.

To be in harnony with both Mirtha and Mary is what

renders us, in the words of John Paul 11, contenplatives
in action. In other words, when we are active we are al so
contenpl ati ve, for our activity is the practical

expression of our being united with the Lord. It is here



that Don Bosco, w thout having witten anything explicitly
on the subject of spirituality, becane a naster of the
spiritual life, opening up vast horizons for the foll ow ng
of Christ for us today who belong to a culture of frenetic
activity.

Don Bosco was reared according to the principles of the
Mot her of Jesus: at Nazareth she achieved the suprene
human experience of union with God in her daily famly
life of work and prayer, of silence and sharing. Thus our
saint becane the Father and Master of young people
t hroughout the world, being a witness to them of the
nystique of activity, right to the point of achieving
“ecstasy of action'.

The question is, how?

Don Bosco transfornmed work into prayer

Today we view work and activity in general from a new
angle. John Paul 11's encyclical Laborem exercens speaks
of the spirituality of wrk or activity in a way
conpl etely unknown in the tinme of Don Bosco. However, in
daily living, Don Bosco was a nost val uable and prophetic
witness of this kind of spirituality. Mved by the Holy
Spirit, who had infused in him the supernatural gift of
pastoral charity, he actually succeeded in transformng
all his activity into genuine prayer. Wen Don Bosco
wor ked, he was actually praying.

Pius XI envisaged the life of Don Bosco as "a truly
genuine and profound nmartyrdom a Ilife of wrk so
gargantuan that the nere contenplation of it left one
exhausted'. One could say that Don Bosco was fettered to
an endless orbit of activity that nust have been a
material hindrance to prayer. However, the saint had
turned every one of his activities into an authentic psalm
of praise of God, so that all his life was transforned
into one great liturgical synphony to God's glory.

Don Bosco always had his breviary close at hand - the
breviary of good works in accordance with the graphic
expression of St Augustine: "Sing to God not only wth
your voice, but also with the acconpanying psaltery of
good works.'

W have already seen that in Don Bosco, pastoral
charity (the synthesis of theological life) achieved a
consi stency and unity in his life. Love of charity fused
the whole personality of Don Bosco into a perennial and
I ntense experience of wunion with God. Thus action and
nmeditation, work and prayer, are only tw aspects of the
sanme | ove. Between prayer and work there exists a perfect
relationship of identity.

Father Ceria considered this the great secret of Don
Bosco, the nost characteristic and distinctive aspect of
his spirituality. He says that "the specific difference in



Salesian piety is being able to turn work into prayer'.
And Pius Xl confirmed this: "Indeed this was one of the
nost splendid characteristics of the saint - he was able
to be available to everyone, in spite of being engrossed
I n endl ess urgent concerns and bel eaguered by innunerable
requests and consultations; in all this turnoil he
remai ned in the constant presence of CGod, unperturbed and
serene, ever in utter calm so that in him work was
effectively prayer, and the great principle of Christian
life was realised - that he who works al so prays. There is
no danger of overstressing the reality of this prayer-work
attitude in Don Bosco'.

Bi shop Bertagna, in his deposition for the canonical
process of Don Bosco's canoni sation, wote the follow ng:
"One could say that he regularly worked half the night:
and | often heard himremark that when he was in better
health he used sonetinmes sit witing at his desk for two
nights running. Despite all this, he was regularly in the
sacristy for norning Mass and avail able for several hours
I n the confessional.

Some of his letters contain certain confidential

remarks that really touch the heart: "Al this work is
getting ne down'; "I amworn out and can go on no |onger';
"I am tired and exhausted'. H's doctor wote, "He is

overdoing the night vigils and his incessant |abours and
they are wearing him out. At first he was not aware of
this; but about 1880, eight years before his death, one
could say that his body was reduced to a worn out engine
barely ticking over. Yet despite his bodily infirmties

his intellect still shone forth wth brilliance and
energy, and he never lost his ardent desire to attain his
glorious objective'. Professor Fissore of the Turin

University remarked, "He is worn out through so rmuch work.
He is not dying of any sickness; he is sinply a |anp that
Is faltering because of lack of oil".

And if for Don Bosco to work was to pray, we nay safely
affirm that his prayer was phenonenal, nonunental,
enornous in the highest degree - absol utely spectacul ar!

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
Sept enber - Cctober 1995
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DON BOSCO THE CONTEMPLATI VE
Ni col a Cot ugno
The world's highest nountain to be clinbed - union wth
God



Fat her Egi di o Vi gano, with hi s nount ai neeri ng
experi ence, once made the followng renmark: "To
participate in Don Bosco's spirituality nmeans to clinb
with him the highest nountain of all the nountain ranges
in the world: union wth God'.

W have already seen how Don Bosco's charismatic vision
of Christian spirituality consists of transformng our
daily work into genuine prayer. Let us now see how Don
Bosco actually attained this work-prayer union, since |ike
him we are called to strive for total holiness and |ike
himwe are immersed in a technical culture, in the turnoil
of our activity.

The grace of unity incorporates the character of Don Bosco
In Love

It is logical to argue that when Don Bosco prayed he
was united to God. However, it is not so easy to affirm
that in all his activities he experienced the sane degree
of union with God.

Nevert hel ess, he actually did. Through pastoral charity
the saint of Valdocco was able to transform work into
prayer.

Turning again to Father Vigano: "It is by exercising a
simlar pastoral charity that we too are able
- to transformwork into prayer;

- to unite and perneate consecration with mssion and
Vi ce versa;
- to effect the nutual suffusion of evangelisation and

human progress, (we evangelise by educating and
educat e by evangel i sing); and
- to achieve unity despite the many pernicious divisions
I n the human heart (a fusion that only this charity can
achi eve)'.

Father Vigano continues, "This is why we do not

identify the interior life with prayer; nor do we consider
It as a static attitude; nor elevate it to a definitive
goal '; though, of course prayer is a neans of arriving at
union with God. "W nust be convinced of this: we do not
pray to sanctify our work, as if holiness itself is to be
found only in prayer and not in apostolic |abours; we pray
and work, we are imersed in action and we contenplate God
because we are noved from within by the sanme pastoral
charity that is the soul of prayer and apostolic action.
Qur holiness is not identified with prayer; all holiness
Is identified with love. And the love that is engendered
by our holiness is the love that is pastoral charity' (E
Vi gano) .

Don Bosco clinbed the nountain of union with God



It would be an exaggeration to hold that Don Bosco was
born with this wunion with God. Analysing the saint's
interior life, his seventh successor commented that °the
vital forces of the interior Ilife inply a continual
growh'. Fifty years ago Father R naldi had affirmed the
sane truth, when he wote that "~Don Bosco attained
perfection by identifying his exterior activity, so vast
and full of responsibility, with an interior life that
arose from his sense of the presence of God...and that,
little by little it becanme a reality that was persistent
and vital, and devel oped into perfect union with God'.

How can we say that Don Bosco attained " perfect union
with God'" little by little?

At the risk of arguing on mninmal data we draw
attention to three st ages in this j our ney of
cont enpl ati on:

ecstasy of action;

nystique of action; and
perfect union wth God.

Ecstasy of action

St Francis of Sales wites: "Holy ecstasies are of
three kinds: intellectual, enotional, and operative. The
first is light, the second fervour and the third action.
The first consists of awesone reverence; the second, of
devotion; and the third of activity'.

The third kind of ecstasy, nanely action, was |ived by
Don Bosco to an heroic degree. It is a pity that the
saintly Bishop of Geneva did not pause a while to explain
t he neani ng of the expression ecstasy of action. Still, we
have his description of the Christian life that conveys
the neaning and clarifies one of the primary aspects of
the ecstatic dinension of the |ife of Don Bosco. He has
left us a description of the Christian |life that conveys
his thoughts and helps us understand a prinmary aspect of

the "ecstatic dinmension of the life of our Founder': Do
not steal, do not lie, do not commt adultery, |ove and
honour vyour father and nother, do not kill: in other
words, |ive according to the natural reason of man; but

| eave all your goods; |ove poverty; treat humliations,
persecutions and martyrdom as happiness and joy; keep
within the limts of total chastity; and finally, despite
all worldly opinions and maxins, live this nortal life
with incessant abnegation of self. This is not to live
humanl y, but superhumanly; it is not to live in ourselves,
but outside ourselves and above ourselves; and since no
one can exit from hinself in this way except the Eternal
Fat her support him then consequently this sort of Iiving
must be a continual rapture and a perpetual ecstasy of
action and activity. As the great Apostle said to the



Col ossians, You have died, and your life is hid wth
Christ in Cod.

W do not find the expression ecstasy of action in the
| anguage of Don Bosco. But it is certainly to be found in
his life. H's existence was one great ecstasy of action.
"It should be noted', wites Father Brocardo, "that two of
Don Bosco's successors, Father Rinaldi and Father Vigano,
have seen in this teaching of St Francis of Sales a true
expression of the spirituality of Don Bosco'.

In what other way could we envisage his heroic
abnegation? his continual domnation of his enotions? his
radi cal adhesion and following of the Christ of chastity,
hum ity and poverty? his gradual exhaustion in his work

of saving souls? his constant seeking of the wll and
glory of God? Al this can only be explained by his
superhuman and "ecstatic living", to which the Father

rai ses souls that |ove himabove all else, since they live
totally absorbed and assimlated in God?

But this ecstasy of action is only the first step in
attaining the perfect wunion wth God achieved by Don
Bosco.

Tenpi o di Don Bosco
Novenber 1995
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The nystique of action

Fat her Ri nal di has testified that Don  Bosco's
attainnent of Christian perfection, nanmely union wth Cod,
was a gradual process. It was a journey nmade in stages,
and these stages varied in character. W have exam ned the
first one: Ecstasy of action. This article now exam nes
the second stage and is garnered from the thoughts of St
Francis de Sales' on the nystique of action.

The nystique of action and union with God

What do we nean by nystique? The nornal definition
accepted by scholars is
objectively: the hidden reality of Christian nystery; and
subjectively: the totally free and infused experience of
the divine life wwthin us. Traditionally the nystical life
culmnates in the grace of infused prayer or contenplation
in the strict nmeaning of the word.



It nust be renenbered that the nystique of action is a
way of experiencing union with God. In fact, the criterion
of authenticity of the nystical in all its forns and
expressions, is that it nust lead to union with God -
which is nothing other than the holiness of life in the
pl eni tude of | ove.

Fat her Br ocar do wites t hat “in cont r ast to
contenpl ati ve nystique, Don Bosco, the active nystic,
sought and found God not only in certain nonments of
explicit prayer, but in the very exercise of activities
that were apostolic, charity-notivated, and directed to
the progress of mankind: he "reached out and touched God"
whil st participating and collaborating in the activities
that were part of his salvific designs'.

Don Bosco was able to be an instrunent in the hands of
God; he realised that he was God's agent to further the
great nystery of redenption, especially anong the young.

"Don Bosco not only believed this reality, Dbut
profoundly experienced it and lived it to the full.

"What nystics call the divine "touches' (the "visits '
of the Wrd, that cone and go), were for Don Bosco his
grand prospectives, those sudden flashes that shed |ight
on the comng of the Kingdom and conpelled himto assune
responsibility for prodigious tasks that were inpossible
for humans al one.

Because Don Bosco's activities were nystical (that is,
the fruit of an overpowering divine action) his activity
transcended the forces and capability of his person. H's
achi evenents anmazed the world and confounded the w se
because there was no apparent relationship between cause
and effect. Don Bosco was noved and possessed by God, and
he ventured beyond the human. In himthere was the daring
courage of the saint who was strengthened by God and
surpassed hinself. As Jesus was transfigured in the
rapture of prayer, so was Don Bosco absorbed in nystica
consol ati on when he contenplated God as he worked for the
young and the nmasses.'

Thus was Don Bosco a nystic in the true sense of the
word. He was one of the greatest nystics of activity. For
this reason we can al so conclude that he was a prophet and
a master of the spirituality demanded by our nodern
culture that is so imersed in activity.

Through his experience of this nystique of action Don
Bosco endowed our nodern Church with a renarkabl e nodel:
he denonstrated a new way of evangelising a culture - a
way appropriate in the case of both man and God.

G ven that God has acted in and through Don Bosco so
I ntensely, then surely he nust have left in him sone sign

1 pietro Brocardo



of his presence? Let us analyse this sign in the third
stage of our saint's journey towards union wth God.










































