Don Bosco: Exercise of devotion to God's mercy

At the heart of Don Bosco's spirituality is the thought of God, a merciful and provident Father, his saving activity reaching out in tender love to every human being. He unceasingly invites man to respond to his love and enter into communion with him. It is not only an appeal to conversion, but an invitation to unconditional surrender of self so that God may reign in our heart and sanctify it. Through the religious assistance he offered at the Refuge for wayward girls and his personal experience with boys at risk, Don Bosco discovered the wonders of divine grace in sincerely penitent hearts. At the invitation of the Marchioness Barolo, in 1847 he wrote up the Exercise of Devotion to God's Mercy, from which we draw two heartfelt meditations.
God's infinite mercy

All the earth, Scripture tells us, is filled with divine mercy, misericordia Domini plena est omnis terra.
 God's benefits are evident wherever our gaze should fall. The air we breathe, the sun that gives us light, the elements that sustain us, fire, water that serves for so many uses, the animals which are there for our comfort, whatever is beautiful to the eye, precious or magnificent everywhere, demonstrates divine goodness. How many accidents a man might meet with by day, by night, eating, drinking, on the road, at work and in anything else he does, but God has preserved us until now.

And that is what we see in temporal matters; so what can we say about what God is doing for us in spiritual ones? The intellect, by which man knows the truth, reasons by which he can distinguish good from evil, his will with which he follows the way of virtue and gains merit in the Lord's sight, his memory, the faculty of speech, reason, knowledge, in other words the thinking principle, the soul: they are all gifts the Lord has given us and through his everyday kindness and providence preserves for us. Churches, Sacraments, all other spiritual comforts make this divine mercy for man's benefit so much the more evident.

The Lord also assures us that these benefits are shared by just and sinner alike. “He causes his sun to shine on bad men as well as good and his rain to fall on honest and dishonest men alike”.
 Since the sinner forfeits many of these gifts by sinning, it would seem that the Lord goes to seek him out and gives him more, restores what he has lost through sin. We see how he has one of his holy prophets say: “If the sinful man leaves his evil ways and returns to his Lord, he will have compassion on him”.
 Come to me, he says elsewhere, and I will give you back what you have lost while you were far from me,
 I will give you not only what you do not have, but what you did not even consider. 

Our Saviour does the same when in the ineffable mystery of the Incarnation he had particular regard for the just souls who were waiting so long for him; and he himself assures us that he did not take on human flesh and do all that we read in the Gospel for the just, but for sinners, non veni vocare justos sed peccatores,
 and elsewhere: I came to save what was lost: veni salvum facere quod perierat.
 Almost as if to say: by his sinfulness the sinner despises and rejects all the favours of divine goodness and is worthy only of eternal death; I came to give him the hope of life and give him back all he has lost: veni salvum facere quod perierat. Besides, after sin, all of creation rebels against the sinner. St Thomas says that by nature and instinct fire, earth, water, air tend to punish the sinner to vindicate the injury done to their Creator. Omnis creatura excandescit adversus iniustos.
 Only God takes pity. While all the elements want to exterminate sinful man from the face of the earth, not only does he restrain them, but he sees that they continue to serve man almost, as Holy Scripture puts it, glossing over the view he has of people's sins so they may repent. Dissimulans peccata hominum propter paenitentiam.
 He continues to lavish his gifts on everyone without distinction; he looks regretfully on the sinner who stands far apart from him and encourages him in a thousand ways, wanting to show him mercy.

But who would believe it? Despite such moving kindness from our God, many live as if they are insensitive to the mess their lives are in, not heeding the fact that the time for mercy might well come to an end and that they will have to submit to his rigorous justice. It happens unfortunately that the sinner who is far from his God no longer thinks of him, and while God seeks him out to show him mercy it would seem that the sinner is challenging him, annoying him and moving him to punish him. Let us ponder this divine goodness well, and how it is renewed each day on our behalf! Let us no longer be ungrateful; and if sin should ever distance us from God, let us detest it in the most heartfelt way and return to him as soon as possible. Since the sinner, after falling, does not usually think about returning to his Lord, let us today, especially enlightened as we are by God, prostrate ourselves before the throne of divine mercy and call on him to send his divine grace down on the obstinate sinner, to enlighten him so that he may return. Deploring the unhappy state of all sinners, let us detest our own sins and let us speak to God this way: My Lord, I know that today I should be in Hell but, through your mercy, you have given me this day to throw myself at your feet and know that you wish to lavish mercy on me and forgive me so long as I repent of the insults I have given you.

Yes, my God, I thank you for all the benefits you have given me and continue to give me each day; in the past I ignored these, but now I love you with all my heart, and I repent for having offended you; I am more sorry for having offended you than I am for any harm I might have incurred; enlighten me, o infinite goodness, and help me to understand my terrible ingratitude; ah, that I may never offend you again! O my Jesus, pardon me and see that from today onwards I may love you alone, and live only for you who died for me. This grace that I ask for myself, I also ask for all sinners that they may know your great goodness through the benefits you give them, and may leave the unhappy state they find themselves in and return to taste the delights of the loving Father that you are. I ask this grace through the infinite merits of your divine Son and our Saviour Jesus Christ. May you, loving Mother of mercies, kindness and comfort of sinners, see that this is granted me since there has never been a grace that you have asked of God that has not been granted.
God's loving kindness to the sinner

Although there are countless reasons that should move us to thank God, it would seem that the loving kindness with which he welcomes the sinner merits special thanks, and this will help him present himself with greater confidence to his offended Lord, who lovingly calls out to him.

The princes of this earth do not always decide to listen to their rebellious subjects who ask their forgiveness; unless they show very keen signs of repentance, they must pay with their lives. God does not do that with us. He assures us that he will not turn his face away from us if we should return to him; no, because it is he himself who invites us and promises us a ready and loving acceptance. Revertere ad me et suscipiam te: Return to me, sinner, and I will welcome you (Jer 3, 1).
 Convertimini ad me, et convertar ad vos, ait Dominus: Return to me and I will return to you (Zc 1:3). With what love, with what tenderness God embraces the sinner who comes back to him! Let us recall again the earlier mentioned parable of the lost sheep. The good shepherd finds it, puts it around his shoulders, carries it home and calls his friends to rejoice with him, crying out: rejoice with me for I have found the sheep that was lost. Congratulamini mihi quia inveni ovem quae perierat.
 This is what the Redeemer meant mostly by the parable of the prodigal son, saying that he is the father who runs to meet the lost son on his return; he embraces him before he has a chance to speak, kisses him tenderly, almost dies of tenderness for the consolation he experiences (Lk 15:11-32). 

One thing that might hold sinners back from returning is that God will remember the offences they have caused; this happens amongst men who forget offences for a while but the smallest incident can remind them again. It is not so with the Lord; he came to say that if the sinner repents he would like to overlook his sins as if he had never committed them; listen to his exact words: if the wicked man does penance he will have forgiveness and I will forget all his iniquities: si impius egerit paenitentiam vita vivet; omnium iniquitatum ejus non recordabor.
 And again he says (and it would seem that divine mercy could not go this far): venite et arguite me, dicit Dominus: si fuerint peccata vestra ut coccinum, quasi nix dealbabuntur (Is 1, 18).
 He wants to say, come, sinners, and try me out; even though your soul is black from a thousand iniquities, if I do not forgive you, arguite me, take me and treat me as unfaithful. God cannot overlook the contrite and humble of heart;
we glory in the Lord when he exercises mercy and forgiveness towards sinners: exaltabitur parcens vobis (Is 30, 18);
 and what must console the sinner most is that he will not need to lament much: at the first tear, at the first words of “I repent”, the Lord is immediately moved to mercy, statim ut audierit, respondebit tibi;
 as soon as you repent and ask his forgiveness, he immediately pardons you

Perhaps timid souls will say it is true that the Lord's mercy is great, but no one can deny that he is also a just judge who will deal with our sins as they deserve. Unfortunately there are many sinners terrified of finding the severe judge in God and do not dare return to him. Such are the judges of this world who treat miscreants according to the seriousness of their misdeeds. But, we repeat, God does not deal this way with sinners. Sometimes he applies justice, but only to correct the sinner and get him to return to the fold; he is terrible, but for the one who returns he is all-loving, all charity; Deus caritas est.
 Perhaps the insults done to the Divine Saviour are what terrify us? Not even these should terrify us: Jesus Christ is our judge, but he is also our friend, vos amici mei estis,
 in his own words. Indeed, Jesus Christ came to save sinners. Veni salvum facere quod perierat.
 It was for the sinner that he came down to earth from heaven, was born into poverty, lived amongst the poor, gave his life amidst pain and shed his precious blood - to save the sinner. Therefore he can only experience satisfaction when he sees his suffering produce results when the sinner repents. He wanted to show this when he said that all the blessed rejoice and there is great feasting in Heaven when a sinner repents.
 So away with any fear of divine justice; let us rather thank our good God for the many benefits he has given us in our lifetime especially when he waited for us to repent. Let us promise him with all our heart that in the future we will be faithful to him and constant in serving him. And let us tell him lovingly that because of the many kindnesses he has shown us any pain, tribulation, suffering, our life and even our death would not be enough to thank him and repay our huge debt. Meanwhile, grateful for the many signs of divine goodness and moved by the loving acceptance we find in him, let us confidently approach the throne of grace,
 and assured of forgiveness for our sins let us promise God that we will use every moment of our loves to thank him, bless him and praise him. However many days he will be pleased to spare us in this life they will be but a continuous thanksgiving for his kindness to us until, praising his mercy here on earth we can one day praise and exult with all the saints and blessed ones in Heaven: Misericordias Domini in aeternum cantabo.
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