
Don Bosco’s Devotion to Mary Help of Christians 

Mamma Margaret and Francis Bosco instilled into their children a strong devotion to Mary, 

praying the rosary together daily as a family.  John made this devotion his and would make 

the recitation of the rosary one of the cornerstones of his Preventive System.  John was 

devoted to Mary under any title though at various times of his life there was greater 

emphasis placed on one or the other. 

Growing up, the primary devotion was to the Immaculate, as the Woman who remained free 

from the stain of sin, always doing God’s Will.  In Chieri, during his first vocation crisis at 

the end of high school in 1835, John made a novena to know the Lord’s Will, as regarded 

that vocation, to Our Lady of Grace for it was her painting that adorned one of the altars in 

the Duomo there. 

Upon moving to Torino, Our Lady of Consolation was most frequently appealed to since her 

church was but a stone’s throw from the Oratory and there was an ancient devotion to her 

in that city.  It was before her image that Don Bosco knelt and to her that he entrusted 

himself, asking her to now “be his mother” upon Mamma Margaret’s death in 1856. 

Then, revolutionary fever escalated in Italy (or, better, in the many individual kingdoms in 

what would become Italy in 1870).  Rebels began to ask for the unification of Italy, whether 

peacefully or by force.  Kings could give up their smaller kingdoms peacefully in favor of a 

unified Italy or they would be taken by force, if necessary.  Many of the revolutionaries, 

influenced by philosophers of the Enlightenment and encouraged by the overthrow of the 

kingdom in France in the very bloody French Revolution, also sought to put an end to the 

Church.  They wanted Italy a “free State” which would be run on secular ideas.  Catholicism 

would no longer be the State Religion.  Priests, Bishops, the Holy Father, and the laity who 

supported them were all targets: of slander, of libel, of anti-clerical laws passed in 

Parliament, and of murder weapons. 

In 1855, Prime Minister Rattazzi’s bill of suppression of Religious and their holdings became 

law; convents and monasteries were seized and the monks and nuns exiled from them.  

Freemasons targeted Don Bosco and his friends in Torino for they sought to get rid of anyone 

they felt was standing in the way of this “modern” State.  Don Bosco, the King, Fr. Guala, 

Fr. Cafasso, the Marchesa Barolo and others who defended the Holy Father or the status 

quo were literally attacked by hired gunmen, thugs, and gangs or their residences and works 

were targets of mob violence and illegal house searches and vilification in newspapers and 

periodicals.   

The Holy Father, Pius IX, went into exile in 1848 to avoid being killed following the murder 

of his Prime Minister, Pellegrino Rossi, as well as that of his secretary of Latin letters, 

Monsignor Palma, who was shot and dropped to his death in front of Pius IX’s feet. In March 

of the same year, Torino’s Archbishop Luigi Fransoni also had to flee to Switzerland in fear 

for his life; and in those dioceses where the Bishops died or from which they fled, the new 

liberal governments refused to allow the Holy Father to replace them.  Life was in chaos. 

When this great upheaval reached fever pitch, in the early 1860s, Don Bosco turned 

specifically to the devotion to Mary, Help of Christians and became its most ardent devotee 

and promoter.  On October 7, 1871, the 300th anniversary of the Battle of Lepanto did not 



pass by silently at the Oratory for it marked the resounding defeat of a massive Muslim 

(Turkish) fleet, who sought to overrun Europe and destroy Christendom, by a significantly 

smaller and weaker Christian armada. Don Bosco wanted this historical fact put before the 

eyes of the faithful to remind them that it was to the Catholic Christians of that most 

dangerous time in history that Pius V had turned to recite with him the Rosary, imploring 

Mary’s protection and aid in repelling the enemy forces.  It was Pius VII who instituted the 

Feast of Mary Help of Christians on May 24, in 1815, recalling the victory at Lepanto and 

commemorating the day of his own release, the year prior, from imprisonment at the hands 

of Napoleon.   

The times Don Bosco was living in echoed those when the Faith and the Faithful were in 

danger from enemies who wanted to see them “converted” or destroyed.  In addition, at least 

one more event occurred that reassured Don Bosco that the choice of devotion to Mary, Help 

of Christians, was precisely what was needed at this time: an ancient image of Our Lady 

and the Baby Jesus spoke to a young boy, Federico Cionchi in a little town near Assisi called 

Spoleto.  The entire story of this can be found in the Biographical Memoirs of St. John Bosco 

in volume VIII.  Essentially, the image was found in a long-forgotten and ruined little chapel 

in the woods of Spoleto.  Since no one could remember the title of that image of Mary, the 

Bishop of Spoleto decided that, given the nature of the times and all the attacks against the 

Church, they would call her “the Help of Christians”.  Don Bosco took this as a direct sign 

from Our Lady that she wanted to be honored under that title as she protected all the 

Faithful from attacks against their faith and their person and their sanctity.  In his Good 

Night on May 24, 1862, he told the Oratory boys of the miracles happening there. 

Just two nights later, he recounted to the boys his “Dream of the Two Columns”.  Here it is 

in Don Bosco’s own words: “A few nights ago I had a dream. True, dreams are nothing but 

dreams, but still I'll tell it to you for your spiritual benefit, just as I would tell you even my 

sins—only I'm afraid I'd send you scurrying away before the roof fell in. Try to picture 

yourselves with me on the seashore, or, better still, on an outlying cliff with no other land 

in sight. The vast expanse of water is covered with a formidable array of ships in battle 

formation, prows fitted with sharp, spear-like beaks capable of breaking through any 

defense. All are heavily armed with cannons, incendiary bombs, and firearms of all sorts—

even books—and are heading toward one stately ship, mightier than them all. As they close 

in, they try to ram it, set it afire, and cripple it as much as possible. 

This stately vessel is shielded by a flotilla escort. Winds and waves are with the enemy. In 

the midst of this endless sea, two solid columns, a short distance apart, soar high into the 

sky: one is surmounted by a statue of the Immaculate Virgin at whose feet a large inscription 

reads: Auxilium Christianorum [Help of Christians]; the other, far loftier and sturdier, 

supports a Host of proportionate size and bears beneath it the inscription Salus Credentium 

[Salvation of believers]. 

The flagship commander—the Roman Pontiff—seeing the enemy's fury and his auxiliary 

ships' very grave predicament, summons his captains to a conference. However, as they 

discuss their strategy, a furious storm breaks out and they must return to their ships. 

When the storm abates, the Pope again summons his captains as the flagship keeps on its 

course. But the storm rages again. Standing at the helm, the Pope strains every muscle to 



steer his ship between the two columns from whose summits hang many anchors and strong 

hooks linked to chains. 

The entire enemy fleet closes in to intercept and sink the flagship at all costs. They bombard 

it with everything they have: books and pamphlets, incendiary bombs, firearms, cannons. 

The battle rages ever more furious. Beaked prows ram the flagship again and again, but to 

no avail, as, unscathed and undaunted, it keeps on its course. At times a formidable ram 

splinters a gaping hole into its hull, but, immediately, a breeze from the two columns 

instantly seals the gash. 

Meanwhile, enemy cannons blow up, firearms and beaks fall to pieces, ships crack up and 

sink to the bottom. In blind fury the enemy takes to hand-to-hand combat, cursing and 

blaspheming. Suddenly the Pope falls, seriously wounded. He is instantly helped up but, 

struck down a second time, dies. A shout of victory rises from the enemy and wild rejoicing 

sweeps their ships. But no sooner is the Pope dead than another takes his place. The 

captains of the auxiliary ships elected him so quickly that the news of the Pope's death 

coincides with that of his successor's election. The enemy's self-assurance wanes. 

Breaking through all resistance, the new Pope steers his ship safely between the two 

columns and moors it to the two columns; first, to the one surmounted by the Host, and then 

to the other, topped by the statue of the Virgin. At this point, something unexpected 

happens. The enemy ships panic and disperse, colliding with and scuttling each other. 

Some auxiliary ships which had gallantly fought alongside their flagship are the first to tie 

up at the two columns. Many others, which had fearfully kept far away from the fight, stand 

still, cautiously waiting until the wrecked enemy ships vanish under the waves. Then, they 

too head for the two columns, tie up at the swinging hooks, and ride safe and tranquil beside 

their flagship. A great calm now covers the sea. 

"And so," Don Bosco at this point asked Father Rua, "what do you make of this?" 

"I think," he answered, "that the flagship symbolizes the Church commanded by the Pope; 

the ships represent mankind; the sea is an image of the world. The flagship's defenders are 

the laity loyal to the Church; the attackers are her enemies who strive with every weapon 

to destroy her. The two columns, I'd say, symbolize devotion to Mary and the Blessed 

Sacrament." 

Father Rua did not mention the Pope who fell and died. Don Bosco, too, kept silent on this 

point, simply adding: "Very well, Father, except for one thing: the enemy ships symbolize 

persecutions. Very grave trials await the Church. What we suffered so far is almost nothing 

compared to what is going to happen. The enemies of the Church are symbolized by the 

ships which strive their utmost to sink the flagship. Only two things can save us in such a 

grave hour: devotion to Mary and frequent Communion. Let's do our very best to use these 

two means and have others use them everywhere. Good night!" 

As time went on, he manifested this devotion in various ways: the building of the Church of 

Mary Help of Christians in Valdocco – for which he had to fight city hall (literally) to name 

it thus, firm in his belief, as he told his young Salesians: It is Mary herself who wants it 

named thus.  He established two Religious Congregations, one Lay Association of the 



Faithful, and one Pious Association, all of which, in some form or other were entrusted with 

honoring Mary under this title and spreading devotion to her as “Mary, Help of Christians”:  

 the Sons of Mary (young men past the normal age to begin formation to Religious Life 

and the Priesthood but who still wanted to belong to the Pious Society of St. Francis 

de Sales – the Salesians of Don Bosco – and become Salesians) 

 the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians [the Salesian Sisters of St. John Bosco] (us 

– his “Living Monument of Gratitude” to Mary, flanking the stone monument of the 

church in Valdocco – progressing from “hic nomen meum; inde gloria mea” “My name 

is here; from there my glory shall go forth” – in reference to the Oratory chapel; to 

“Hic Domus Mea; inde Gloria Mea” “Here is my home; thence shall go forth my glory” 

– Both of which Don Bosco saw in his visions as he expanded the works at the Oratory 

and cared for the boys’ spiritual growth) 

 the Salesian Cooperators who are to be strongly devoted to the Help of Christians, 

reciting a daily entrustment to her and working as true Salesians in the world to 

defend the Faith and to work for the Christianization of our lands;  

 and ADMA, the Association [of the devotees] of Mary Help of Christians – a group of 

pious persons who pledge to recite the rosary daily, live the 10 Commandments and 

the Precepts of the Church, and gather monthly to come to know Mary and devotion 

to her more deeply and then with the mission to SPREAD this devotion. 

In many ways, Don Bosco was constantly reassured all that Mary did, indeed, want to be 

honored under this title and have this devotion spread throughout the world (something 

which, indeed, his Sons and Daughters have done from the very start and must continue to 

do).  He began to print holy pictures with her image, have medals cast that bore her image, 

wrote a prayer to her, and began encouraging those seeking graces, whether temporal or 

spiritual, to pray a novena to her, also imparting his Blessing of Mary Help of Christians 

which is still in use by Salesian Priests today.  He distributed them far and wide, printing, 

casting, and promoting them at his own expense and by the thousands.  The miracles started 

happening and came in droves and descriptions of them poured in, along with the offerings 

for the building of her church – “her home” – at Valdocco.  This became so noticeable that 

very early on Don Bosco was quoting Scripture and applying it to Our Lady: “Aedificabit 

sibi domum suum [Maria]” ([It is Mary who] has built this House for herself). 

All that we need to know about Don Bosco’s devotion to Our Lady under the title, the Help 

of Christians, can be seen and understood by gazing upon her picture in the Basilica, praying 

attentively the prayer that he wrote in her honor, and listening to his own words in any of 

his many Good Nights – a great number of which recount his visions of Mary’s powerful 

protection and intercession on behalf of the boys and the Church - in which he encourages 

the boys to be devout to her, to call on her in times of trouble, to realize that she is always 

at their side encouraging them to be holy Christians, faithful to her Son and His Holy 

Church.  His is a devotion to a woman of great strength and courage who defeats the Devil, 

who defends her children mightily, who keeps her Son’s Church safe in the midst of great 

trials and attacks.  His is no sappy, pietistic devotion. 

https://youtu.be/B47IjLPnkMw 

https://youtu.be/B47IjLPnkMw

