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Talking about the educational presence, as presented by Don Bosco in 

the biographies of youngsters like Savio, Magone, Besucco, means we have to 

analyze these documents to see how he, in a narrative way, describes his own 

role in their lives. Even if he doesn’t mention himself by his own name, 

sometimes we find direct and indirect references to him. Because the lives of 

these boys are well known, we would like to add to our analysis three other 

biographies: Pietro, Valentino and Severino.1 In these writings, we can find 

similar indications concerning the educational presence, and we can learn what 

the absence of a good educator means for the life of youngsters. 

The biographies of these youngsters are, for Don Bosco, a narrative 

way to talk about the goal of his pedagogy in the Oratory and thus contain a lot 

of elements regarding his educational ideals. Before analyzing in the second 

paragraph the educational presence and his influence on the choices youngsters 

have to make, we start recalling the biography of Don Bosco himself in which 

the role of the educator is explained.  

                                                 
1 Giovanni Bosco, Pietro: Ossia la forza della buona educazione, 2nd ed. (Torino: 

Tipografia e Libreria Salesiana, 1881). (= Pietro); Giovanni Bosco, Severino: Ossia 

avventure di un giovane alpigiano raccontate da lui medesimo (Torino: Tip. 

dell’Oratorio di S. Francesco di Sales, 1868). (=Severino); Giovanni Bosco, Valentino 

o la vocazione impedita: Episodio contemporaneo (Torino: Tipografia dell’Oratorio di 

San Francesco di Sales, 1866). (=Valentino) 
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1. The reference figure and the educational presence in some writings of 

Don Bosco 

In his «Memorie dell’Oratorio»2 John Bosco writes that when he was 

concluding the fifth year of the retorica in Chieri, he was looking for answers 

to what he should do with his life, and how to answer the call of God he felt 

deep in him. The dilemma was: follow the dream he had when he was young 

or go back home. At that particular moment, he was making the following 

reflection: 

Oh, if only I had had a guide to care for my vocation! What a great 

treasure he would have been for me; but I lacked that treasure. I had a good 

confessor who sought to make me a good Christian, but who never chose to 

get involved in the question of my vocation.3 

When it comes to a discerning process in the Salesian tradition, we can 

find two key elements, and both are present in the reflection made by Don 

Bosco: “the guide who takes care of the vocation” and “a good confessor”. In 

the first part of this paragraph, we will try to clarify what it means to be a good 

confessor according to the ideal of Don Bosco. In the second part, we will be 

referring to some figures that helped Don Bosco in his own discernment 

process. In that way, we can understand what it means to be a good guide. In 

the last part of this paragraph, we will briefly study the way in which Don 

Bosco presented the different stages of discernment in the Giovane 

Provveduto4.  

 

1.1. The double meaning of the sacrament of reconciliation  

One of the first things one learns about Saint Ignatius of Loyola is 

learning to find God in all things. Likewise, one of the first things a young 

Salesian learns about their founder is the importance of the Holy Communion 

and the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The confession is, in the pedagogical and 

spiritual vision of Don Bosco, a very valuable instrument for several reasons. 

The sacrament of communion, confession and stable confessor are the 

indispensable means to reach heaven.5 Or as Comollo, Don Bosco’s friend in 

the seminary, said: “Confession and communion were my support in all the 

                                                 
2 Giovanni Bosco, Memorie dell’oratorio di S. Francesco di Sales dal 1815 al 1855, 

ed. Aldo Giraudo (Roma: LAS, 2011). (=MO) 
3 MO, 98 
4 Giovanni Bosco, Il giovane provveduto per la pratica de’ suoi doveri degli esercizi 

di cristiana pietà per la recita dell’Uffizio della B. Vergine e de’ principali vespri 

dell’anno coll’aggiunta di una scelta di laudi sacre, 81st ed. (Torino: Tipografia e 

Libreria Salesiana, 1880). (=GP) 
5 FS, 1055-1056. Cf. FS, 1015. 
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dangerous years of my youth.” 6 It is not surprising that the confession takes an 

important place in the spiritual life of a youngster; it has a triple meaning and 

purpose. First of all, the sacrament means the reconciliation of the sinner with 

God, the forgiveness of sins, the recommencement and the “turning back” to 

the right path in life. Secondly, this sacrament is necessary for the immediate 

preparation to the holy communion; without a good confession, it was 

impossible to go to communion and receive the Holy Body of Christ.7 And 

thirdly, the relationship with the confessor means a moment of spiritual 

direction; it is the moment in which the spiritual director has the possibility to 

accompany, guide and direct the young person in his human as well in his 

spiritual growth.8 

According to don Pietro Stella, the sacrament of confession is the most 

developed in the GP, precisely because of its meaning. 

For Don Bosco the confession done in a good way was the resumption 

of true life and the nourishment of it. In the confessional, Don Bosco gave the 

young man (to each young man) his particular guiding; for this reason, he 

wanted the youngsters to keep in mind the advices received in confession and 

put them into practice. The confessor is the loving father, to whom with utmost 

trust one must manifest any guilt and his word has above all definitive value in 

the choice of the state.9 

Also, in the biographies of Savio, Magone and Besucco, we find 

several chapters on the meaning and the importance of confession. 10 These 

chapters not only describe the value of confession but, above all, describe the 

way in which, step by step, one has to prepare himself for a good confession. 

Confession and spiritual accompaniment are considered as the only way for 

youngsters to become truly happy. The beginning of accompaniment in his 

biographies means a turning point in the lives of the youngsters, a change that 

will lead them to find a deeper and more lived form of happiness, not the 

superficial happiness they used to live. The clearest example is the one 

described in the life of Magone. When he found out that his happiness was 

superficial compared to his friends and his “companion” told and explained to 

him how to deepen his personal life. “Go to the confessor, open up the state of 

your mind; he will give you all the advice you need. We always do this when 

we have problems; and therefore, we are always happy.”11 Then follows the 

                                                 
6 FS, 990. 
7 Pietro Stella, Valori spirituali nel «Giovane provveduto» di San Giovanni Bosco 

(Roma: P. Athenaeum Salesianum, 1960), 116. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 For Savio chapter XIV (FS, 1055-1058), Magone chapter V (FS, 1099-1101) and 

Besucco chapter XIX (FS, 1139-1140). 
11 FS, 1096-1097. 
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general confession and communion. Thanks to his companion, he left his old 

life behind to start a new life in the Oratory.12 

The sacrament of reconciliation receives its value because it is related 

to the sacrament of the holy communion. God became man for the first time in 

the incarnation of his only Son, and after his death on the cross, he is present 

every time again in the Eucharist, in bread and wine, body and blood. The 

youngster who wants to receive the body of Christ must therefore prepare 

himself with great care. To stress the importance of this sacrament, Don Bosco, 

when he spoke of confession in the biography of Magone, changed the way he 

was telling the story and addressed the reader directly: “A word to the youth”.13 

In this chapter, he repeats in a very synthetic way the appeal to not fall into 

temptation and sin. And when this happens, he encourages the boys to ask for 

forgiveness. “Remember, Don Bosco writes, that the confessor is like a father 

who has the boy’s health in mind and wants to help in any way he can. It will 

be the same confessor who will decide on the frequency of communion.”14  

The link between confession, the stable confessor and the sacrament 

indicates clearly, according to Desramaut, that Don Bosco had in mind a 

spiritual pedagogical path.  

The forgiveness of God procures to the soul the indispensable security 

for one’s own progress. It is a generator of joy and peace. The peace of the son 

of God reconciled with his father excludes the paralyzing alienation, but it is 

not a form of free safety, because from confession to confession, the penitent, 

who is also a soul that accepts spiritual direction, must feel stimulated to reject 

every form of evil and to practice the virtues that are most necessary for him. 

Always purified by the blood of Christ in the sacrament, he is encouraged to 

constant progress. Especially since Don Bosco did not separate penance from 

the Eucharist, the most marvellous engine of Christian charity. It is necessary, 

in order to grow in holiness, to confess and to communicate oneself! ...15 

On the other hand, besides the “spiritual” meaning of the sacrament of 

reconciliation, the confession had also a strong pedagogical meaning. The 

sacrament is not only a way to help the youngster in his spiritual growth but 

helps also in his human evolution. He asked them to open their hearts, because 

the confession is more than the singular fact of forgiving sins. It is the 

accompaniment of the youngster in his becoming more human and more 

Christian. Don Bosco wanted to talk with them in confession in the same way 

                                                 
12 FS, 1041. 
13 FS, 1099. 
14 FS, 1012. 
15 Francis Desrameaut, Don Bosco e la vita spirituale (Torino: Elle Di Ci, 1970), 111. 
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as he did on the playground: as a father, a friend, and a guide.16 In the actions 

of Don Bosco, there was no difference between the formal confession and the 

few words he said to the youngsters on the cortile of the Oratory. This double 

goal, spiritual and human, is not separable, because true happiness is only 

reached being a good Christian and an honest citizen.17  

 

1.2. The young and even older Giovanni Bosco guided by others 

After don Vojtáš’ analyses in his contribution “The Art of Salesian 

Encounter, Accompaniment and Discernment”18, he stated that the saint 

himself was only able to accompany, because he experienced in his life, during 

his own youth, how it was to be guided by someone else. Don Bosco became 

what he was because he found guides on his path. 

It would be one-sided to describe Don Bosco’s way of accompanying 

young people without dwelling on his experience of being accompanied. It 

seems logical and convincing to affirm that if one believes in accompaniment, 

one will allow himself to be accompanied or desire to do in the different phases 

of his life. But before being accompanied “in fact”, the basis is to be a disciple 

with the attitude of the search for the signs of the Spirit in concrete situations 

and of practice the virtues connected with being a disciple.19 

Using the MO, don Vojtáš stresses three significant moments in the 

life of Don Bosco, in which is clearly shown how others have been Giovanni 

Bosco’s spiritual director. These three persons are don Calosso, secondly the 

uncle of his friend Comollo and thirdly don Cafasso in the Convict at the 

church of Saint Francis.  

The encounter with don Calosso was crucial in the life of the young 

Bosco. When he described this meeting, according to don Vojtáš, he did this 

in the same structure he later described the encounters with Savio, Magone and 

Besucco. The formal structure of the meeting seems to be an important part of 

the way the Salesian educator is present in the life of the youngsters.  

A second important moment was the vocational discernment of Bosco, 

more specially the moment in which he, while living in Chieri, had to decide 

whether joining a religious congregation or entering the seminary.  

                                                 
16 Pietro Stella, Don Bosco nella storia della religiosità cattolica: Mentalità religiosa 

e spiritualità, vol. 2 (Roma: LAS, 1981), 310–311. 
17 Valentino, 4. 
18 Michal Vojtáš, The Art of Salesian Encounter: Accompaniment and Discernment 

(Torino: 2018), 8. 
19 Vojtáš, The Art, 8. 
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John Bosco retrospectively tells it in the Memoirs of the Oratory in a 

context of discernment and prayer that can be described phenomenologically 

as the creation of a vision of the future permeated by trust in God’s Providence. 

John makes a novena according to this intention and receives the sacraments 

with great fervour. John Bosco entrusted to the advice of the uncle priest of 

Luigi Comollo. Infact, the advice of the uncle of Comollo goes in this 

direction, suggesting John to enter the seminary where he will be able to know 

better what God wants from him. In these situations, the discipleship of John 

Bosco made a transformative leap, perceiving himself as a disciple in the 

permanent search for the voice of the Spirit in concrete situations. The centre 

of his discipleship is the attitude of the search and not the “materiality” of the 

accompaniment that would seem to become more occasional and 

less profound.20 

Very interesting is that, in a narrative way, Don Bosco applies on his 

own his discernment process the indications he gave when he wrote the GP. 

The different faces of discernment described in the GP are clearly visible in 

the story Bosco tells when he himself has to choose his own state of life.21  

The third moment of discernment according to don Vojtáš was when 

he, as a cleric and later on a young priest, had to decide to give his life for the 

poor and abandoned youth. This was expressed in the emblematic meeting of 

the young priest with the boy from Asti, Bartolomeo Garelli, in the sacristy of 

the church of St. Francis of Assisi. It is there, after that meeting, that Don Bosco 

himself describes that he understands the purpose of his actions and his 

vocation. 

It was on those occasions that I noticed how many were brought back 

to that site because they were abandoned to themselves. Who knows, he said 

to me, if these young men had a friend outside, who took care of them, helped 

them and instructed them in religion on holidays, who knows they can not keep 

away from ruin or at least reduce the number of those, who return to prison?22 

It is correct of Vojtáš to say that the realization of this decision is the 

result of a guiding process and the insight of Cafasso. He was the confessor 

and spiritual director of Don Bosco in the Convict.  

                                                 
20 Vojtáš, The Art, 9. 
21 The theme of the choice of state is introduced gradually in the GP. In the 1863 

edition, the first edition of the GP was in 1847, Don Bosco added the “Prayer to know 

his vocation”. The prayer instead was almost at the end of the second part the 

“Particular Exercises of Christian Piety”. In the GP of 1878 (= GPC) the prayer is 

slightly modified and inserted at the end of the chapter “concerning the choice of the 

state”. Cf. Stella, Valori spirituali, 6-13. 
22 MO, 129. 
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There is, however, one priest, Giovanni Borel, who stayed out of the 

spotlight in the analysis of don Vojtáš. For years Borel was beside Don Bosco 

and helped him, accompanied him in his pastoral work and directed his endless 

zeal and energy for the youngsters. When we analyze attentively the MO and 

other testimonies of the first years of Don Bosco’s presence in Turin, we can 

discover the importance of this person and his role in the process of purifying 

his vocation. Giovanni Borel was for many years the one who stayed aside Don 

Bosco. He was not the spiritual director of Don Bosco, nor the inspirer of the 

saint, but he was present in the most significant moments of the development 

of the apostolate and the founding of the Salesian Congregation. This makes 

us think that his role in the accompaniment of Don Bosco was unknown and 

largely underestimated. From the reading of the MO he can be considered as a 

kind of tutor of Don Bosco. 

The history of the relationship between Giovanni Borel and Don Bosco 

began when he was still a student of the first year of theology in the seminary 

of Chieri (1-3 November 1837)23 and ended with the death of the theologian 

on September 9, 1873. It was not until Don Bosco went to the Convict in Turin 

that Borel appears very regularly in his life. In the MO Don Bosco mentioned 

twice how he encountered Borel during his stay at the Convict. Borel was 

described as the example of a good priest.  

The first time this priest was mentioned when Bosco was going to the 

school of San Francesco da Paola, a school for the aristocracy and mobility of 

Turin, where he was going to learn how to preach. Borel, who was the spiritual 

director of that school, held on Saturdays and Sundays homilies and sermons 

for the students. 

At that time, I began to preach publicly in some of the churches in 

Turin, in the Hospital of Charity, in the Hospice of Virtue, in the prisons, and 

in the College of St Francis of Paola. I preached triduums, novenas, and 

retreats.24  

In the same period, Don Bosco encounters him in the prisons of the 

city where he goes for some practical training. Borel was one of those priests 

who took at heart the situation of the youngsters in the prisons. It was Cafasso 

who was sending Don Bosco there to learn how to win the hearts of those guys. 

Don Bosco writes about this: 

From the first moment that I met Fr. Borrelli [sic.], I always judged 

him to be a holy priest, a model worthy of admiration and imitation. Every time 

I was able to be with him, he always gave me lessons in priestly zeal, always 

                                                 
23 Aldo Giraudo, Clero, seminario e società: Aspetti della restaurazione religiosa a 

Torino (Roma: LAS, 1993), 263-265. 
24 MO, 132.  
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good advice, encouraging me in doing good. During my three years at the 

Convitto, he often invited me to help at the sacred ceremonies, hear 

confessions, or preach for him. Thus, I already knew and was somewhat 

familiar with my field of work. We often had long discussions about 

procedures to be followed in order to help each other in visiting the prisons, 

fulfilling the duties entrusted to us, and at the same time helping the youngsters 

whose moral condition and neglect drew the priests’ attention everyday more.25 

Twice in a row, Borel was there to “teach” Don Bosco how to do his 

job and become a good shepherd for the youth. As we investigate more in 

detail, it becomes difficult to interpret these two facts as a coincidence or 

isolated encounters.  

At the end of his years at the Convict, Don Bosco couldn’t decide what 

he wanted to do. Cafasso, the rector of the Convict, gave him three choices or 

three proposals: a) “vicecurato” in Buttigliera d’Asti; b) teaching in the 

Convict and; c) spiritual director of the “ospedaletto” next to the Rifugio. 

Because he couldn’t decide, Cafasso sent him again to don Borel. “Get your 

things and go with T. Borel; there you will be director of the small Hospital of 

S. Filomena; you will also serve in the Work of the Refuge. In the meantime, 

God will put in your hands what you must do for the youth.”26 Cafasso, by 

sending Don Bosco to live with Borel, gave the young priest some extra time 

to discern, and at the same time, he assured himself that Don Bosco wasn’t left 

alone; Borel could help the young priest in his “discernment” and encourage 

him in going on with his work for the street boys. It will be Borel and Bosco, 

when the Oratory will be transferred from the church Saint Francis of Assisi to 

the Ospedaletto, who will work together.  

When Don Bosco, later on, became the director of the Oratories, Borel 

stayed in the neighbourhood. There were a series of facts showing how Borel 

stayed beside Don Bosco. When Giovanni Bosco fell seriously ill, Borel took 

his place and continued the Oratory27, when the marchioness of Barollo was 

worried about the health of Don Bosco and Borel defended him,28 at the 

beginning of the “wandering-oratory” Borel preached about the cauliflowers29. 

Not to speak of his financial contributions, his help in introducing Don Bosco 

to some benefactors, signing contracts, negotiating with civil and ecclesiastical 

authorities…  

The Salesian historiography did not highlight other opportunities of 

collaboration by Borel. After the Oratory found its final place at Valdocco and 

                                                 
25 MO, 133. 
26 MO, 133. 
27 MB II, 496.  
28 MO, 210-212. 
29 MO, 138-140. 



The Role of the “Educational Presence” – Wim Collin   63 

Don Bosco had trained his own staff, the MO and «Memorie Biografiche» 

(MB) only sporadically report Borel’s presences at Valdocco. This was due to 

two reasons. The first reason was that Lemoyne and other biographers, after 

having documented the first steps of the work, focused mainly on the person 

and action of Don Bosco, leaving aside other aspects. The second reason, 

certainly linked to the first, was that over time the role of Giovanni Borel 

changed. If at the beginning he was put into play all his prestige and his 

commitments by signing contracts of rent and purchases, and in supporting the 

young Bosco or even replacing him in times of illness; afterwards, as Don 

Bosco grew in responsibility and his vocational decision became more mature, 

Borel took a step back. But we know for a fact that Borel almost every week 

came to the Oratory to preach and confess. The last significant encounter of 

Don Bosco and Borel was described by Caviglia. 

Last encounter, the most significant one of his life, which I will call 

without any other, Salesian. – We are in the year 1869. After endless 

difficulties overcome with the direct intervention of miracles, in Rome, on 

February 19, the Salesian Congregation is canonically approved, and on 2th of 

March the decree is returned to Don Bosco. – On March 25 he arrives in Turin, 

and at half past seven in the evening he enters the Oratory. – Borel is ill in bed, 

with his heart always ready to hear the voices coming from the nearby Oratory. 

– At that moment he hears the shouting, the hymns, the music. And then the 

poor old man leaps from his bed, and dragged himself to the Oratory and asks 

Don Bosco: Is the Pia Società approved? – Yes, it’s approved! – Deo gratias! 

Now I can die happy. – And without adding something else he turned home, 

and got back to bed.30 

If we count together all the interventions which we have mentioned, 

only a few, we can see how Borel was present in the life of Don Bosco in two 

different ways. Once the Oratory grew from a little initiative to an institution, 

Borel was no longer the one who accompanied Bosco, and he became a 

collaborator in the true sense of the word. But in the beginning, Borel certainly 

is more than only a collaborator. Cafasso sends him to Borel during his time at 

the Convict, and afterwards, he almost forced him to go and live with Borel. It 

was the same Borel who guaranteed the success and the continuity of the 

Oratory, while Giovanni Bosco, the young priest, had the time to learn from 

his experience, grow in responsibility and matured in his vocation. They lived 

for several years together; they worked together on the same project. In that 

sense, we can only conclude, reading the indications Don Bosco himself gave 

in the MO, that Borel has been for Don Bosco a kind of tutor or supervisor at 

the beginning of his priesthood. Borel was the constant presence who 

accompanied and guided the choices of Bosco. We can only conclude that the 

                                                 
30 Alberto Caviglia, L’amico di Don Bosco, dattiloscritto, in Fondo Don Bosco, 553 

B1-E1, 20-21. Cf. MB IX, 557. 
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insight of Cafasso to send Don Bosco to Borel in the several stages of his 

formation as a young priest, to accompany him and to guide him step by step, 

has been a good decision. 

 

2. Choosing his own state of life and the role of the educator in the 

biographies written by Don Bosco 

Very briefly, we will describe the process of accompaniment in the 

lives of Savio, Magone and Besucco, to see and examine in the second part of 

the paragraph the importance of the role of the educator and educators in their 

discernment process and their stay in the Oratory. The educator has an 

important role in the spiritual and intellectual growth of the youngsters. 

Without their help, a good education and a good outcome are almost 

impossible.  

Afterwards, in the same way, the less known biographies of Pietro, 

Valentino and Severino will be analyzed. Although the reason why Don Bosco 

wrote them is not the same, they can open the perspective to the deeper 

meaning of the accompaniment.  

 

2.1. The formative proposal in the biographies of Domenico Savio, Michele 

Magone and Francesco Besucco 

The description of the life of Domenico Savio and the biographical 

profiles of Michele Magone and Francesco Besucco can be considered as 

exemplary biographies, not only for the young people of the Oratory of 

Valdocco, but also for the youngsters outside the Salesian environment. After 

the use of some lives of young saints, such as the one of Luigi Gonzaga, Don 

Bosco began to write the stories of the young people who lived in the Oratory 

to propose them as models. 

Some of you may wonder why I have prepared a Life of Dominic 

Savio, and not of other youths who were here at school, and lived lives of 

eminent virtue. It is quite true that Divine Providence deigned to send us 

several boys who were examples of holiness, such as Gabriel Fascio, Louis 

Rua, Camillus Gavio, John Massiglia and others; but the incidents connected 

with these are not so conspicuous and remarkable as those of Savio, whose 

whole life was wonderful. However, if God gives me health and grace, I intend 

to publish a collection of facts concerning these other companions, both to 



The Role of the “Educational Presence” – Wim Collin   65 

satisfy your desires and my own, and so that you may imitate what may be 

compatible with your state.31  

The same reason, taking advantage of the exemplarity of the life lived, 

was also the motivation to write the biographies of Magone32 and Besucco33. 

The recognition of these youngsters is very important. Even readers who aren’t 

familiar with the setting of the Oratory can recognize themselves in one of the 

three youngsters. Savio is the model of holiness, the prototype to which all 

must mirror themselves. Magone is the boy in which almost everyone 

recognizes, lively and full of energy. And Besucco, the young shepherd of the 

Alps, represents those young people willing to learn and study. In Besucco’s 

life, we find the fullness of the spiritual and pedagogical vision of Don Bosco. 

The formative approach of Don Bosco in all three lives is almost the 

same and coincides with the structure of the biography. First of all, there is the 

presentation of the life of the boy until the moment of the encounter with Don 

Bosco. This encounter marks the first moment of transition. The educator 

accepts the boy in his religious and human situation and checks if he is willing 

to start a new way of life. We recognize this phase clearly in the words of 

Magone when he is talking to Don Bosco near the Carmagnola station. 

— My dear Magone, would you like to leave this kind of life and learn 

a trade or even take up some studies?  

— I would certainly like that, he replied, because this sort of life does 

not appeal to me - some of my friends are already in prison and I fear that I 

will follow, but what can I do? My father is dead, my mother is poor, so who 

can help me?34 

Something similar happened at the Becchi on the first Monday of 

October 1854 when Don Bosco met Domenico and his father for the first 

time.35 Even in the letter of the parish priest of Besucco, writing to Don Bosco 

and asking to accept the young boy in the Oratory, we can find the same 

elements.36 When the boy’s answer was positive, he will be asked to enter the 

educational environment of Valdocco. It is the young boy himself who must 

respond to the challenge, and it is he himself who has to choose to go to the 

Oratory.  

Once the boys arrived in Valdocco, they encounter some problems. At 

their new home, a companion takes the role of Guardian Angel and explains 

                                                 
31 Vite, 39-40. 
32 Vite, 113-114. 
33 Vite, 161-162. 
34 Vite, 116. 
35 Vite, 53. 
36 Vite, 189. 
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the rules of life in the Oratory. Adapting to a new situation is not easy; this is 

the beginning of a second transition, generally called the moment of crisis.37 

For Savio, this happens after six months in the Oratory while hearing the 

sermon on the easy way to become a saint. He was so impressed and confused 

that he remains silent for a few days.38 The same melancholy hit Magone; after 

a while, he felt bad, not because he was ill, but because he saw his companions 

happy and he did not understand the reason or the motive.39 It did not take a lot 

of time for Besucco to enter the crisis after his arrival in Turin.  

In his humility, Francis looked upon his companions as more virtuous 

than himself and he rated himself poorly when comparing his conduct with 

theirs. A few days later he again approached me with a rather perturbed look 

on his face.40 

It was at this point when young people went to talk to Don Bosco. This 

moment was considered the crucial and decisive moment in the pedagogical 

accompaniment of the youngsters. Don Bosco asked the boys to entrust 

themselves to him in order to be able to guide them to a successful and happy 

life. Savio said: “Tell me, therefore, how I must regulate myself to begin such 

an undertaking.”41 Magone responded to Don Bosco’s proposal: “Go ahead, he 

said, I am willing to do anything that you command me. [...] I am desperate 

and I do not know how to do it.”42 Even for Besucco, this happiness is a reason 

to go ask for help: “I am here in the midst of so many good friends, I would 

like to make myself very good for them, but I do not know how to do it, and I 

need you to help me.”43 

From this moment, the “new life” of the boy began. The educator gives 

advice to help them to get on the right track. The first piece of advice given is 

the recommendation to be happy and to create an attitude of happiness. The 

moment of crisis, of melancholy, of sadness is overcome by joy. It is the 

fundamental and almost primordial attitude recommended to Savio, Magone 

and Besucco.44 The second advice is to fulfil one’s duties, always adapted to 

their proper state and age.45 The third advice is to have a profound spiritual life 

that is characterized by piety, confession and communion. These three 

elements, “joy, study [duty] and piety”, common to the “exemplary 
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biographies” are considered by don Aldo Giraudo “the most complete and 

concise enunciation of the spiritual pedagogy of Don Bosco”46. 

The way these attitudes are put into practice is different for the three 

boys. For Savio, his membership of the “Immaculate Conception Sodality”, his 

devotion to the “Most Holy Sacrament” was important.47 While in the life of 

Magone other accents appear: his devotion to the Virgin Mary, the virtue of 

purity and friendship with others.48 Francesco Besucco stressed the way of 

making confession, communion, the veneration of the blessed sacrament and 

the spirit of prayer.49 

By doing and living according to the pedagogical proposal of Don 

Bosco, the young man saves his soul and becomes a saint. Don Stella, in fact, 

writes that Don Bosco made an extraordinary and personal interpretation of the 

idea of Christian perfection in writing these biographies. The purpose of the 

education explained in the biographies is the lived holiness “not linked to the 

psychophysical maturity of man” but related to the reality. “There is a holiness, 

the perfect state of life even for the young. A young man is holy when he fulfils 

with assiduous exactness the duties of his state, which Don Bosco summarized 

in the formula of Dominic Savio: Piety, Study, Recreation; in the great program 

left in Besucco, with the words: Happiness, Study, Piety.”50 

 

2.2. The role of the educator in the life of the youngsters 

The most important figure in the life of the youngster is the educator. 

In the first place, as we read the biographies, this role is taken up by their own 

parents. Already in the first chapter of the biography of Domenico Savio, Don 

Bosco describes how it was the preoccupation of his parents to give him a good 

education. 

His parents dearly loved their son and had only one idea – to bring him 

up as a good Christian. Dominic was naturally good, with a heart which was a 

fertile field for the things of God. He learned his morning and night prayers 

readily and could already say them by himself when he was only four years 

old.51 

 The importance of the parents was stressed by the testimony of the 

letter of the vice-parish priest of Carmagnola, when he wrote a letter of 

recommendation for Michele Magone to Don Bosco. He stated that his mother 
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was fully occupied with providing food on the table and had no time to help or 

assist him in his education.52 The parent or the parents have to be the first 

educators in the life of the youngster.  

When the boys arrive at the Oratory, the parent role is taken over by 

the educator. This educator is the point of reference in the youngster’s 

education. The quality of this person is of extreme importance. He 

accompanies the key moments in the educational process and the lives of the 

boys: He is there when the discernment is done to go to Valdocco, in the very 

first beginning; He is present when the second transition takes place and the 

youngsters ask to be educated; He helps them making life-changing decisions 

and afterwards he guides them through the whole process; He accompanies 

them in big and little choices.  

One of the important characteristics of this reference figure is that he 

doesn’t take or make decisions for the youngsters. He lets them free, it is their 

free choice, and they must decide by themselves. They have to agree with the 

terms and the conditions. Therefore, the reference figure accompanies the 

discernment process without intervening. The boy decides for himself to go to 

the Oratory and expresses the will to be educated. During this second transition 

the boy decides to go to his reference figure, because he is told to do so or he 

is already used to do so. After he explained and discovered the source of his 

sadness, he decides to change his life. It is the educator who accompanies the 

process. He indicates the path, but it is the boy himself who has to walk the 

road. He adjusts, but never decides for him. Like in the life of Savio, Don 

Bosco adjusted the rules of the company of the Immaculate,53 and in the life of 

Magone, he asked him not to run too fast about the vocation to the priesthood.  

The reference figure shows empathy, helps the boy to grow in self-

awareness, improves the quality of life, develops his strengths on a short-term 

basis, and takes into account also the far future. He is coaching the youngsters 

to take their lives in their own hands, but in a very open way. The reference 

figure sometimes looks more like a mentor, he is not taking decisions for the 

boys; they have to do that independently. Even if the mentor knows what 

changes are required in the lives of the youngsters and even if he knows clearly 

in what directions the boy has to go to become fully human and Christian at 

the same time, the reference figure only guides the process.  

There were in the tradition of the Oratory of Valdocco a lot of 

secondary guides surrounding the new students that arrive. The boys were 

accompanied by others who explained to them the “do’s and don’ts” of the 

Oratory. In the biography of Michele Magone, they are literally called 
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Guardian Angel.54 And the second article of the rules company of the 

Immaculate obliged to the members help others, explain the rules and guide 

others to live a good life in the Oratory.55 Interesting to see is how, once they 

found the right track, they themselves became Guardian Angel for the others.  

In that sense, the biographies are not only an example for the reader of 

the successful life, but in life itself the boys were examples for their 

companions. Precisely for this, they become a pedagogical model. Already in 

their lives, they were examples for other young people; Savio, Magone and 

Besucco were the Guardian Angels. Young people who educate young people 

are an inherent element and fundamental aspect of Salesian pedagogy. The 

youngsters Savio, Magone and Besucco are presented to the others not because 

they could become examples, but because they were already examples of 

Christian lifestyle during their lives.  

Countless are the examples in the life of Dominic Savio. He taught 

catechism in Valdocco, gathered his companions during the holidays at home, 

approached friends to talk about religion... almost in every free moment he 

had.56 Also Besucco, even before arriving at Valdocco, was for four years 

instructing the children of his village. 

A catechist for the young people was needed and Francis filled the 

position for four years. He taught carefully and enthusiastically, the boys were 

pleased to have him and showed him great respect. Hence the parish priest 

chose him to teach catechism to a large class in Lent.57  

Michele Magone started helping youngsters to prepare themselves for 

the confession and communion. In one of the episodes in his biographies, we 

can read how Don Bosco described the way a Guardian Angel has to do his 

task.  

One of his companions was always in trouble. He was handed over to 

Michael to see what could be done to bring him to his senses. Michael set to 

work on him. He started by getting to know him and befriending him. He 

played with him in recreation; he gave him little presents; he passed on to him 

little notes on which were written pieces of advice and so got to know him very 

closely but did not speak about religion with him.58  

 It was Don Bosco himself who recommended “the always troubled 

companion” to Magone.  
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The reference figure and the Guardian Angel are, however, not the 

only two elements who help the youngsters in their spiritual growth and their 

human wellbeing. Important also are the environment, the formative 

community, the programs, the activities, the education, larger structures ecc. 

Together they become the frame of reference in which the youngster is 

accompanied.  

 

2.3. When the educator is not what he is supposed to be 

The three young boys, Savio, Magone and Besucco, accepted the 

proposal made by Don Bosco and willingly entrusted themselves with 

confidence and dedication to Salesian education in the Oratory. Thus the 

reference figure and the Guardian Angels had a decisive role to play in their 

education. Looking into the biographies of Pietro, Valentino and Severino, the 

conditions of education are not ideal, sometimes far from the ideal. The 

educators are not what they are supposed to be and do not do what helps to 

guide these guys to a more mature human and Christian life. Perhaps 

sometimes, the non-ideal conditions and the consequences or wrong choices 

are closer to today’s everyday reality. 

 

2.3.1. Brief presentation of the biographies of Pietro, Valentino and Severino 

For the kind of analysis and interpretation that we will make, it is 

important to distance ourselves from a rather technical and historical analysis 

of the writings. For critical technical analysis, Father Schepens has done that 

for the story of Pietro59, and the Fathers Pulingathil and Decancq respectively 

for the lives of Valentino60 and Severino61. Instead we look at young people as 

Don Bosco had described them in their biographies. We have to look at the 

story as it was transmitted by Don Bosco to know the role of the educator.  
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a) Pietro, the power of the good education 

Pietro is the main character of the story published for the first time in 

the «Letture Cattoliche» in November 1855 under the title: “The power of good 

education. Curious contemporary episode”. It was modified and republished 

five years later. In 1881 it was published in its final version. The first edition 

of “Pietro” has 108 pages divided into 14 chapters and was published before 

the life of Domenico Savio (1859). 62 

In the introduction “To the reader”, Don Bosco wrote that Pietro was 

not entirely written by himself but “was modelled on a work entitled: Un mari 

comme il y en a beaucoup, une femme comme il y en a peu.” Then he continued, 

“the reader will see in fact what force the good education has on the destiny of 

sonship; you will see a model mother, an exemplary son. A mother who, in the 

midst of a thousand difficulties, succeeds in giving the best education to her 

son and bringing her husband back to the good path.”63 The precise purpose 

was to show the power of good education and how Pietro became an instrument 

of God helping his father and his friends to rediscover the faith and to convert 

back to the Catholic Church. 

In the story of Pietro, we heard how his mother did everything to give 

her son a good education. She taught him to be a good Christian and wanted to 

send him to school. His father, Giovanni, saw things a bit differently; it was 

important that his firstborn earned money to help feeding his three brothers. 

His mother did everything possible to protect her child from bad influences, 

ideas and behaviour at the workplace. Nonetheless, Pietro and his mother 

found a way for his preparation for the first communion.  

His father became confused when he saw the result of the journey 

made by his son while preparing for his first communion. He was so touched 

by his example that he himself underwent a process of transformation and 

conversion. He wanted to become a good Christian. The return of the father to 

the Catholic religion means happiness and prosperity for the whole family. 

When Pietro was going into military service, his parents were afraid 

that his “good education” would be under attack again. According to his 

mother, the biggest danger in the army was not the opponent but the danger to 

the soul caused by companions. He managed, however, to win the hearts of his 

companions and “always remembered the promise made to God to be faithful 

to him, in spite of the bad examples and the wicked counsel of his companions, 
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in many of which, after their first and second communion, no improvement in 

life appeared.”64 

 

b) Valentino and the impeded vocation 

In the year in which Don Bosco wrote the fourth edition of the life of 

Savio, Valentino’s biography was published. The complete title was: 

“Valentino or the impeded vocation. Contemporary episode”. It “appeared in 

a printed edition of December 1866, in the collection of «Letture Cattoliche» 

in one of the typical small-sized and small-sized booklets.”65 The life of 

Valentino is told in 61 pages divided into ten chapters. 

The booklet with the biography of Valentino strangely did not have an 

introduction. Don Bosco did not address the reader with a few words to indicate 

what he was going to tell and what the reader must pay attention to. The subtitle 

triggered the reader and revealed the content: “the impeded vocation”. His 

father impeded the religious vocation of his son Valentino. He was “frustrated 

in his ideal” as Stella says.66 The biography showed the consequences of the 

impediment. The aim was, therefore, to warn the reader about the danger of 

going against the will of God in the choice of the proper state, in particular like 

for Valentino, the priestly vocation. 

Already from the first pages, it was clear that Valentino’s father, 

Osnero, was not very pious and did not care about the religious education of 

his only son. Like in the story of Pietro, it was the mother who took care of the 

religious education. The problems started when suddenly his mother died 

“when he was beginning to needing her the most”67. The mother begged him 

before she died to remain a good Christian. 

The father was immersed in his work sent him to a boarding school in 

the city. The choice of the school was made very quick and superficial. The 

education offered in the school was good but only partial good: there was no 

or insufficient religious education. When Valentino complained about this, his 

father’s answer was: “If you cannot pray, confess and go to mass every day 

[...] you can compensate everything during holidays.”68 This had consequences 
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in the life of Valentino, he distanced himself from his faith and his behaviour 

changed.  

This was the moment when his father got worried. He decided to 

chance course and after the summer holidays he sent Valentino to Valdocco. 

There he enjoyed good education for several years. In Valentino matured the 

desire to become a priest. His father, however, was totally opposed to the idea. 

With the help of his friend Mari, he tried to change the mind of his son and 

cancel the thought of becoming a priest. Don Bosco wrote, “The saddest 

misfortune that a young man can catch is an evil guide; Unfortunately, our 

Valentino was also a victim of it. My pen shakes in my hand as I write.”69 Bad 

friends, drunkenness, games, bars, dancing, theatres, prostitution and money 

become part of Valentino’s life. In jail, because he was involved in a murder, 

Valentino asked his father: “Why have you prevented my vocation?”70 

 

c) Severino, the adventures of an alpine lad 

The biography of Severino is in 1868 the last of the three biographies 

we took into consideration to be published. His story appeared in the month of 

February in the «Letture Cattoliche». The complete title was “Severino or 

adventures of an Alpine lad, told by himself”. It is the largest biography of the 

three, has 186 pages in 26 chapters and a conclusion. In the story, there are 

extensive descriptions of Protestantism, in particular of the Waldensians and 

the Calvinists, which makes the work considerably more voluminous. 

The subtitle “adventures of an alpine lad” of Severino’s biography 

does not reveal anything of the content of the story. The biography begins 

immediately with the first chapter that serves to introduce the story. The reader 

has to read some chapters before he understands the fundamental point of the 

story and the reason why so many people are gathered, as Don Bosco tells, 

around the sickbed of Severino. “Don Bosco wrote the story of Severino with 

apologetic and educational concerns.”71 On the one hand, there are, as in the 

other biographies, the indications of the Salesian educational proposal; on the 

other hand, there are a lot of apologetics against the Waldensians and 

Protestantism and warnings against their doctrine. 

Severino tells his adventures. His father Gervasio was the pillar of the 

family, educated his sons in the Catholic religion, accompanied them in 

preparing for the holy communion, and maintained his family economically 

with great success. Emilia, his mother, was different. She was worried about 

external things, and a little can’t handle money. Misfortune made that Severino 
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and his father must go to work in the city as masons. Despite everything, they 

remained faithful to the religion. “If God provides the birds of the air, the fish 

of the sea, the lilies of the field, why shouldn’t he provide for us? We place our 

trust in him and do all we can to sweeten the bitterness of a sad future. Courage 

then, work, prayers are our program of life.”72 This situation, however, changes 

when his father dies. Severino, an orphan at fifteen, stayed in the city to work; 

in that way, he was able to help his five brothers and mother. 

Severino was not only a hard worker, he was also into studying and 

reading. This was a great gift but it became his weakness. He couldn’t 

distinguish between what was good for reading and what was bad, like he 

cannot distinguish good friends from bad friends. The encounter with the 

Waldensians, the protestants, marked for Don Bosco the beginning of the end. 

Even if he did not intend to be a Protestant, he remained there for many 

years. From Turin he moved to Pinerolo, afterwards to Luzern and finally to 

Genève. Due to a severe illness, he was recovered in the hospital. He realized 

that he was denied the sacraments of confession and couldn’t receive the 

viaticum.73 And that was when he realized that he had made the wrong turn. 

By evaluating his own health, his moral state and remembering his father’s 

advice, he went home like a real prodigal son.74 

Once in Turin, the Protestants still made some attempts to prevent the 

reconversion, but with the help of the Director of the Oratory he succeeded. “I 

was born a Catholic, I want to live and die Catholic.”75 Don Bosco heard his 

confession, administered the sacrament of the sick and advised him to begin a 

novena to Mary Help of Christians.76 Severino got better and returned with his 

mother to his country of origin. “My days returned to be a source of 

consolation, proving that only the practice of religion can consolidate harmony 

in families and the happiness of those who live in this valley of tears.”77 

 

2.3.2. The role of the educator in the life of the youngsters 

The stories written by Don Bosco can truly be seen as a warning for 

young readers, their parents and educators. Don Bosco indicates what the result 

can be of the absence of a good education, more specifically the absence of a 

reference figure in the life of young people. 

                                                 
72 Severino, 22. 
73 Decancq, «Severino», 223-224. 
74 Severino, 1; 153-154; 167. 
75 Severino, 167. 
76 Severino, 171. 
77 Severino, 175. 



The Role of the “Educational Presence” – Wim Collin   75 

Pietro’s education, due to the effort of his mother, causes a change in 

the life of his father; the fact that Valentino’s father did not want him to become 

a priest destroyed his life. The adventures of Severino with the Waldensians 

were initiated by having one bad friend. In the biographies of the last two, it is 

certainly a question of negative or wrong choices. Both boys have lost their 

good life.  

 

a) The Reference Figure 

The first and probably the most important element to have a good 

education seems to be the presence of a qualitative reference figure. This is, as 

we mentioned before, the educator who accompanies the young person in his 

process of growth, transmits values, teaches the art of life. We recognize this 

figure in many people in the mothers of Pietro and Valentino and Severino’s 

father. They contribute and help their sons with their education and help them 

to make wise choices. We see clearly in the description of Pietro’s life how the 

mother, despite the hostile environment, manages to guide the educational 

process of her child. The fact that she remains faithful to her educational 

principles and is loyal to her son, and advises him what to do in certain 

situations, is exemplary for the accompanying process and role of the educator. 

The mother says the day before Pietro starts working: 

Poor Pietro [she tells him] you owe obedience to your father and 

mother. In this tender age we force you to work because you have to earn your 

part of your nourishment. Poor boy! Be patient: we are very poor. It is therefore 

we, even if your still little, must put you to work. You will find yourself with 

some little companions; always remember the good advice I gave you. You 

know, dear Pietro, that we must love God, so obey him and never offend him. 

If like not working, to go and steal something, disobey your parents, do not 

stop and don’t listen to them. Take care, my dear Pietro, to tell me every night 

what your companions have told you during the day. So I will always be able 

to give you appropriate advice on what you need to do and what you need to 

escape. Be punctual to your bosses, courteous with your companions; if 

someone beats you do answer, because you know that God does not want it.78 

And Pietro worked diligently and obeyed the directions given. We 

repeatedly heard how Pietro told his mother what happened during the day and 

how they together talk about strategies to overcome difficult and dangerous 

situations. 

A reading of the lives of Valentino and Severino shows instead what 

the consequences are when the reference figure is absent. When Valentino’s 

education was entrusted to the teachers of the first college, where there was no 

                                                 
78 Pietro, 4-5. 



76  Journal of Salesian Studies (XIX | January-June 2021 | Vol 1) 

religious education and accompaniment, he got lost. The absence of religious 

education has a negative influence on his behaviour. When he later on wanted 

to become a priest and was left in the hands and under the influence of evil 

people, this determined in a negative way the choices made by Valentino. In 

the case of Severino, the loss of the father and the absence of a strong maternal 

figure had as a result that Severino himself went looking for reference figures 

to help him, but they helped him in making the wrong choices.  

Youngsters, so we can see in these three biographies, need reference 

figures, not people who choose for them, but adults who help them discern and 

make their own choices, as clearly shown in the life of Pietro. They need a 

guide along the road who is present and who can give some advice, which can 

help, support in all circumstances.  

 

b) The opposite of the Guardian Angel: the bad friend 

As made clear in the first part, the Guardian Angel, the friend who 

takes care, the friend who protects, is important in the life of these youngsters. 

In the biographies of Pietro, Valentino and Severino, we encountered the 

opposite of the Guardian Angel. They encountered in their lives friends with 

bad behaviour and unfortunate intentions; we call them “bad friends”. These 

mates force youngsters to make unacceptable choices and take unlucky 

decisions. They, for example, try to convince Pietro to eat meat or cheese on 

Friday, and other little stuff with which they tempt Pietro. The bad friend is 

Severino’s companion who takes him to the Protestant church. In Valentino’s 

biography we meet the prototype of a bad friend: Mari, as he was called, 

deliberately made Valentino make the wrong choices to make him forget his 

vocation. This shows clearly that youngster, at least in the biographies written 

by Don Bosco, need good advice, need people who indicate the right road to 

take.  

We find in the three lives explicit warnings regarding the danger of 

bad friends. The mothers of Pietro and Valentino repeat it insistently; 

Severino’s father repeats it, together with the warning for the bad books, right 

before he dies.  

You, O Severino, as the eldest of your brothers, never cease to give 

them a good example with the practice of virtue. Remember every time that 

your father loved to be reduced to poverty, than that he betrayed the duties of 

honest man and good Christian. Then you have something that makes me fear 

much of your future. This is your great eagerness to read as it is, regardless of 

whether they are good or bad readings. Take care therefore to avoid bad books 
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and bad newspapers, and at the same time those companions who try to get 

away from the path of virtue.79 

Don Bosco was very realistic about this in his writings: there are good 

friends and bad friends in life. It is important for the educator to help the young 

to understand and manage these different friendships. A good friend helps in 

the choices that must be made and helps in the personal growth. Bad friends 

also offer advice but they only help to do the wrong things. If the boys are 

strong enough and have had a good education, they were guided well. These 

bad friends also can offer them opportunities to grow personally by resisting 

temptations, as we see in the life of Pietro. Otherwise, when the education is 

not sufficient and the boy isn’t that strong, he ends up like Valentino. 

As in the lives of Savio, Magone and Besucco, also Pietro and Severino 

become the prototypes of good friends. They themselves will become a 

reference figure, set a good example, help others make choices. When Pietro 

was forced to join the army, his behaviour becomes exemplary for his 

companions. 

When it was time to eat or to put himself to bed he regularly made the 

sign of the holy cross and his usual prayers, and the mourners diminished so 

that in a few days those who laughed with him became his admirers. But the 

wonder is this: some comrades who, out of pure human respect, did not do their 

prayers, gradually began to follow his example and three months weren’t 

finished since Pietro was among them, that all started praying regularly. He 

thanked God for the courage he had given him and was happy seeing so many 

of his companions doing their religious duties.80 

At the end of Severino’s biography, we read how he himself gave 

concrete advice that helped the listeners that gathered around his sickbed. And 

obviously, he helped adult-readers in educating well the children and the 

younger ones in making good choices.  

 

c) The Significant Others  

Apart from the reference figure, the adult guiding the lives of these 

youngsters, the Guardian Angels, we can define a third group of people. We 

see that Don Bosco did not stress a lot on their role. However, the way they 

intervene in crucial moments is important, and their contribution is vital in the 

process.  
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In the life of Pietro, for example, we encounter the good boss who 

supports Pietro’s choices was mentioned twice. And when he was a soldier, he 

met a superior who encouraged him in his devotional life. Valentino also at 

one moment met an adult who gave him accommodation during the winter.  

Several times in these stories we met a priest. When Pietro’s father was 

converted, he sought advice in the Oratory. When Valentino wanted to change 

school and while discerning his vocation, a priest helped in the process. When 

Severino was in Genoa at the hospital and afterwards in Turin and found 

himself in difficulty, a priest entered the scene. The priest in these cases helped 

to clarify the motivations and choices.  

Along the way, the youngsters need to encounter persons who help 

them end encourage them in the choices made. These adults seem to be aware 

of their role as educator; they help to walk and encourage them to walk the 

right way. 

 

Conclusion 

In the lives of Pietro, Valentino and Severino, we can still find other 

elements that complete the effort of the educator. For example, the presence of 

a clear, integral, and well-defined educative project, including religious 

education. Pietro’s mother, when it became clear that her son could not go to 

school as she wanted, made a very smart choice regarding the education of her 

child. She adapted the education she wanted to give to her son to the situation. 

She didn’t think everything was lost when he had to go to work. The 

environment where he worked was not good, so every evening she devoted 

time to him to reflect together on the situation. Valentino was sent to two 

different schools. The first school offered an educational project including only 

a professional and human formation. The second college was better because it 

not only offered professional and human education but also took care of the 

religious aspect of the formation. Severino threw himself into the hands of the 

Protestants due to a lack of alternative proposal.  

Don Bosco even gave indications in these biographies on certain 

attitudes of the educator: “not judging” and “giving new opportunities”. When 

Pietro’s father became faithful again, he found in the person of the director of 

the Oratory someone who was capable of listening. “Speak my friend, I am a 

poor priest that has seen already every kind of misery, not one human story 

does trouble me. Speak, open your heart, talk to me as a friend.”81 Without 

judging, the director welcomes him and gives the opportunity to explain his 

thoughts. Afterwards, they reflected together on how to face the new challenge 

                                                 
81 Pietro, 42. 
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and become a true father of his family and a new child of God. Similarly, for 

Severino, when after his stay at the hospital, he returned to the house of his 

mother in Turin. Severino spoke with the director of the Oratory. It was for 

him very easy to open his heart and talk to the priest about what he did for ten 

years. The director did not condemn him but gave him the sacramental 

absolution with which he took away from Severino’s shoulders all the weight 

of the past.82 More than once, the story of Severino reminds us of the biblical 

passage of the prodigal son and the merciful father (Lk 15: 11-32). “He was 

dead and now he lives.” The educator, according to Don Bosco, has to take the 

role of the merciful father, be companionate and give new opportunities. This 

is the right attitude for the educator described by Don Bosco.  

The role of the educator or the “educational presence” in the writings 

of Don Bosco was analyzed in three different ways according to the nature of 

the writing. The first paragraph focused on the Memoirs of the Oratory, where 

it has been shown how figures as Comollo, Cafasso, Borel take up an active 

role in the discernment process of Giovanni Bosco. Without their help and 

mentoring, this is what we learn discernment would not have come to a good 

end.  

The second nucleus of writings focuses on the biographies. In the first 

group, the well-known lives of Savio, Magone and Besucco are shown 

positively, how Don Bosco himself sees the importance of the educational 

presence when it comes to discerning the proper state of life.  

In the second group, analyzing the less known biographies written by 

Don Bosco, we saw and investigated how the absence of good educators and 

guides has a detrimental influence on the choices these youngsters make. This 

allows us to conclude that an educator, the Guardian Angel, a good confessor, 

and good friends are indispensable to let the process of discernment come to a 

good end.  

 

Abbreviations 

GP = Il giovane provveduto per la pratica de’ suoi doveri degli esercizi di 

cristiana pietà per la recita dell’Uffizio della B. Vergine e de’ principali vespri 

dell’anno coll’aggiunta di una scelta di laudi sacre. 

GPC = Bosco Giovanni, Il giovane provveduto per la pratica de’ suoi doveri 

degli esercizi di cristiana pietà per la recita dell’Uffizio della B. Vergine e de’ 

principali vespri dell’anno coll’aggiunta di una scelta di laudi sacre, Torino, 

Tipografia e Libreria Salesiana, 1879. 
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FS = Prellezo José Manuel – Motto Francesco. – Giraudo Aldo., Fonti 

salesiane. 1. Don Bosco e la sua opera: raccolta antologica, Roma, LAS - 

Libreria Ateneo Salesiano, 2014. 

MB = Memorie Biografiche 

MO = Memorie dell’Oratorio 

OE = Opere Edite 

Pietro = Bosco Giovanni, La forza della buona educazione. Curioso episodio, 

Torino, Tipografia Paravia e Comp., 1855. 

Severino = Bosco Giovanni, Severino. Ossia avventure di un giovane alpigiano 

raccontate da lui medesimo, Torino, Tip. dell’Oratorio di S. Francesco di 

Sales, 1868. 

Valentino = Bosco Giovanni, Valentino o la vocazione impedita, Episodio 

contemporaneo, Torino, Tipografia dell’Oratorio di San Francesco di Sales, 

1866. 
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