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His devout friend Pietro had already induced him to join the
Marian Sodality of the Jesuit Fathers in Sezze, in which the boys
learned under expert guidance how to practise specific Christian
virtues and mortifications, while receiving the Sacraments regularly.

Now Charles also had the good fortune of finding an excellent
spiritual director among the Jesuit priests. This confessor confirmed him
in his determination to be a Franciscan lay brother.

Another channel of grace was some excellent books on the spiritual
life and on the Saints which Charles used to take with him into the
country and read under the shade of a tree.

His greatest trial at this time was provided by his animal friends:
the sheep and oxen, by sometimes disobeying his orders, gave him
quite a few opportunities to fight an innate tendency of his passionate
temperament to give way to outbursts of impatience and even of blas-
phemy. He admitted in his autobiography that he slipped into that
gerious sin more than once—and immediately repented having thus

offended God.

It is worth nothing that in his opinion animals occasionally behave
in such a way that they appear to be instigated by the devil to tempt
their masters to commit this sin.

7. NEW. FERVOR

Charles wrote in his autobiography that when he was seventeen
years old, in order that he should leave himself and sin and follow
Christ, the Lord communicated to him a much greater fervor of spirit
that inflamed his heart with a burning desire to do great things in
God’s service. o

Out on the hills at night, far away from any house, he gave
expression to this new fervor by delivering spontaneous sermons to
sinners and by reciting his favorite prayers aloud. Or he would weep
over his sins. As he did so, he felt his vocation to the religious life
become still more unshakable in his heart.

Now too he intensified his devotion to the Blessed Virgin, and he
longed to offer her some special sacrifice that would prove his love for
her. One feast day in the country, with some young shepherds he was
reading a book about some of the miracles which she had obtained
for her devoted followers. All the boys spontaneously decided hence-
forth to fast on bread and water every Saturday in her honor, so as
to bring upon themselves her blessings. Charles faithfully kept this
resolution until he joined the Franciscan Order several years later.

“But I did not stop there,” he wrote, “for soon I took the vow of
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chastity, promising the Blessed Virgin that I would, with her help,
live in chastity all my life.”

No sooner had he taken that vow than he experienced the first
of a forty-year series of violent temptations to impurity.

“I found myself in a stormy sea of impure and indecent temptations,
and the waves of evil thoughts and vivid imaginings were so fierce and
violent that they almost seemed to overwhelm me.”

In each successive trial of this kind, Charles fought back bravely
and stubbornly. He always turned to the Blessed Mother for help. And
when he was alone, he scourged his body with a cord which his
devout father gave him for that purpose. To keep his mind pure and
concentrated on Heaven, he would sing the praises of the Lord, using
worldly melodies and words, but directing them to God.

Nevertheless he was dismayed to find the devil trying to instigate
him to sin with a certain woman whom he saw and helped every day—
despite the fact that she was toothless and elderly. But Charles dissolved
this evil spell simply by describing it to one of his shepherd companions
—an effective method which he had learned while reading about the
Fathers of the Desert. Afterward, whenever he saw the unattractive
old woman, he felt no disturbance but only disgust.

8. FIRST MYSTICAL PRAYER

At the age of nineteen Charles had his first experience of mystical
or passive prayer. He unhesitatingly attributed this grace to the
Blessed Mother, for it occurred while he was praying before her image.

In the Jesuit Church of St. Peter in Sezze hung a copy of the
famous and lovely picture of Mary known as “Salvation of the Roman
People,” which is enshrined in the Borghese Chapel of the Basilica of
Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome. At this time Charles often went to the
Jesuit Church to attend Holy Mass.

One day while praying before that beautiful Madonna, he felt
in his heart and mind such ardent love for her that (as he later wrote)
“I could well say, ‘You have wounded my heart, O Blessed Virgin!’”
He was given a vision of Mary “in divine light.” He described the
vision as “partly natural and partly supernatural.” But he stressed
that when it came, he was not engaged in discursive meditation.
Without warning, God infused “a special light” into his mind, and
Charles felt that his “soul was transformed into a supernatural being
and enjoyed a mystic bliss,” with all his desires and affections
interiorly concentrated on her in a new kind of prayer, into which
he states significantly that he “was drawn” without being aware of it.
“In order to give me greater graces, the Lord introduced me into
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supply the means for him to continue to do so. He never avoided a
pauper. The only time he refused to give something to one he was
quickly overcome with remorse, like St. Francis.

As word of his generosity spread, meedy persons would wait for
him every morning outside his home or along the road he would take.
One morning during a local “recession” an unusually large group,
including many children, clustered around him and caused a well-to-do
lady to tell them angrily to leave him alone. But Charles turned to
her and said: “Madam, it is not right to scold or drive away the poor
of Jesus Christ, because they represent the Lord Himself who became
poor for us!”

For a while even his parents yielded to the suspicion that he was
stealing, until they found out the truth and let him continue his charity
work.,

A final fruit of Charles’ new devotion to the Holy Eucharist was
his realization that, in order that he should learn how to lose himself
and belong entirely to God, the Lord was leading him along the path
of obedience. The teacher that Providence used to give him these
valuable lessons was Charles’ devout father, whose favorite virtue was
obedience. He would say to the youth: “My son, I would rather see
you truly obedient than holy. And know that to obey is better than
to make sacrifices, because obedience is a great sacrifice that a man
makes of his whole self to God.” When the father gave an order, even
if it seemed difficult to perform, he wished Charles to obey it without

saying a word, with strong trust and -hope. .

The boy soon found that his prompt obedience earned God’s
blessing. ““With this more divine than human standard,” he wrote,
“I learned to deny myself and submit my judgment to others. Although
at first I wanted to express my opinion as a more reasonable one,
nevertheless I submitted to my father’s will. Later I realized through
experience that a continuous miracle flowed from his words. Some
fields which were maturally sterile produced rich harvests after I
farmed them to obey him. And as all that I did in obeying him proved
more successful, I no longer said anything and just began to obey him
in all simplicity.

(To be continued)



