[] Reading time: 6 min.

A little-known but important aspect of St John Bosco’s charism is Eucharistic
processions. For the Saint of young people, the Eucharist was not only a personal
devotion but also a pedagogical tool and public witness. In a Turin undergoing
transformation, Don Bosco saw processions as an opportunity to strengthen the
faith of young people and proclaim Christ in the streets. The Salesian experience,
which has continued throughout the world, shows how faith can be embodied in
culture and respond to social challenges. Even today, when lived with authenticity
and openness, these processions can become prophetic signs of faith.

When we speak of St. John Bosco (1815-1888), we immediately think of his popular
oratories, his passion for educating young people, and the Salesian family born of
his charism. Less well known, but no less decisive, is the role that Eucharistic
devotion - and in particular Eucharistic processions - played in his work. For Don
Bosco, the Eucharist was not only the heart of his inner life; it was also a powerful
pedagogical tool and a public sign of social renewal in a Turin undergoing rapid
industrial transformation. Retracing the link between the saint of young people and
the processions with the Blessed Sacrament means entering a pastoral workshop
where liturgy, catechesis, civic education, and human promotion are intertwined in
an original and, at times, surprising way.

Eucharistic processions in the context of the 19" century

To understand Don Bosco, it is necessary to remember that the 19th century in Italy
was marked by intense debate on the public role of religion. After the Napoleonic
era and the Risorgimento, religious demonstrations in the streets were no longer a
given. In many regions, a liberal State was emerging that viewed any public
expression of Catholicism with suspicion, fearing mass gatherings or ‘reactionary’
resurgence. Eucharistic processions, however, retained a powerful symbolic force.
They recalled Christ’s lordship over all reality and, at the same time, brought to the
fore a popular Church, visible and embodied in the neighbourhoods. Against this
backdrop stood the stubbornness of Don Bosco, who never gave up accompanying
his boys in witnessing their faith outside the walls of the oratory, whether on the
avenues of Valdocco or in the surrounding countryside.

From his formative years at the seminary in Chieri, John Bosco developed a
‘missionary’ sensitivity to the Eucharist. The chronicles tell us that he often stopped



in the chapel after lessons and spent a long time in prayer before the tabernacle. In
his Memoirs of the Oratory, he himself acknowledges that he learned from his
spiritual director, Fr. Cafasso, the value of ‘becoming bread’ for others.
Contemplating Jesus giving himself in the Eucharist meant for him, learning the
logic of gratuitous love. This line runs through his entire life, “Keep Jesus in the
sacrament and Mary Help of Christians as your friends,” he would repeat to young
people, pointing to frequent Communion and silent adoration as the pillars of a path
of lay and daily holiness.

The Valdocco oratory and the first internal processions

In the early 1840s, the Turin oratory did not yet have a proper church. Celebrations
took place in wooden huts or in adapted courtyards. Don Bosco, however, did not
give up organising small internal processions, almost ‘dress rehearsals’ for what
would become a regular practice. The boys carried candles and banners, sang
Marian hymns and, at the end, gathered around a makeshift altar for the Eucharistic
benediction. These first attempts had an eminently pedagogical function, to
accustom young people to devout but joyful participation, combining discipline and
spontaneity. In working-class Turin, where poverty often led to violence, marching
in an orderly fashion with a red handkerchief around one’s neck was already a sign
of going against the tide. It showed that faith could teach respect for oneself and
others.

Don Bosco knew well that a procession cannot be improvised. It requires signs,
songs, and gestures that speak to the heart even before they speak to the mind. For
this reason, he personally took care of explaining the symbols. The canopy became
the image of the tent of meeting, a sign of the divine presence accompanying the
people on their journey. The flowers scattered along the route recalled the beauty
of the Christian virtues that must adorn the soul. The street lamps, indispensable for
evening outings, alluded to the light of faith that illuminates the darkness of sin.
Each element was the subject of a small ‘sermon’ in the refectory or during
recreation, so that the logistical preparation was intertwined with systematic
catechesis. The result? For the boys, the procession was not a ritual duty but an
occasion for celebration full of meaning.

One of the most characteristic aspects of Salesian processions was the presence of
a band formed by the students themselves. Don Bosco considered music an
antidote to idleness and, at the same time, a powerful tool for evangelisation. “A
cheerful march performed well,” he wrote, “attracts people like a magnet attracts



iron.” The band preceded the Blessed Sacrament, alternating sacred pieces with
popular tunes adapted with religious lyrics. This ‘dialogue’ between faith and
popular culture reduced the distance between passers-by and created an aura of
shared celebration around the procession. Many secular chroniclers testified to
having been ‘intrigued’ by that group of young, disciplined musicians, so different
from the military or philharmonic bands of the time.

Processions as a response to social crises

Nineteenth-century Turin experienced cholera epidemics (1854 and 1865), strikes,
famines, and anti-clerical tensions. Don Bosco often reacted by proposing
extraordinary processions of reparation or supplication. During the cholera epidemic
of 1854, he led young people through the most affected streets, reciting litanies for
the sick aloud and distributing bread and medicine. It was at that juncture that he
made his promise - which he later kept - to build the church of Mary Help of
Christians. “If Our Lady saves my boys, | will raise a temple to her.” The civil
authorities, initially opposed to religious processions for fear of contagion, had to
recognise the effectiveness of the Salesian assistance network, which was
spiritually nourished by the processions themselves. The Eucharist, brought to the
sick, thus became a tangible sign of Christian compassion.

Contrary to certain devotional models confined to sacristies, Don Bosco’s
processions claimed a right of citizenship for the faith in the public space. It was not
a question of ‘occupying’ the streets, but of restoring them to their community
vocation. Passing under balconies, crossing squares and porticoes meant
remembering that the city is not only a place of economic exchange or political
confrontation, but also of fraternal encounter. This is why Don Bosco insisted on
impeccable order: brushed cloaks, clean shoes, regular rows. He wanted the image
of the procession to communicate beauty and dignity, persuading even the most
sceptical observers that the Christian proposal elevated the person.

The Salesian legacy of processions

After Don Bosco’s death, his spiritual sons spread the practice of Eucharistic
processions throughout the world: from agricultural schools in Emilia to missions in
Patagonia, from Asian colleges to the working-class neighbourhoods of Brussels.
What mattered was not to slavishly duplicate a Piedmontese ritual, but to transmit
its pedagogical core: youth protagonism, symbolic catechesis, openness to the
surrounding society. Thus, in Latin America, the Salesians included traditional
dances at the beginning of the procession. In India, they adopted flower carpets in



accordance with local art; in sub-Saharan Africa, they alternated Gregorian chants
with tribal polyphonic rhythms. The Eucharist became a bridge between cultures,
realising Don Bosco’s dream of “making all peoples one family.”

From a theological point of view, Don Bosco’s processions embody a strong vision of
the real presence of Christ. Taking the Blessed Sacrament ‘outside’ means
proclaiming that the Word did not become flesh to remain locked up, but to “pitch
his tent among us” (cf. Jn 1:14). This presence demands to be proclaimed in
understandable forms, without being reduced to an intimate gesture. In Don Bosco,
the centripetal dynamic of adoration (gathering hearts around the Host) generates
a centrifugal dynamic: young people, nourished at the altar, feel sent forth to serve.
Micro-commitments spring from the procession: assisting a sick companion,
pacifying a quarrel, studying with greater diligence. The Eucharist is prolonged in
the ‘invisible processions’ of daily charity.

Today, in secularised or multi-religious contexts, Eucharistic processions can raise
questions. Are they still communicative? Do they risk appearing like nostalgic
folklore? Don Bosco’s experience suggests that the key lies in the quality of
relationships rather than in the quantity of incense or vestments. A procession that
involves families, explains symbols, integrates contemporary artistic languages, and
above all connects with concrete gestures of solidarity, maintains a surprising
prophetic power. The recent Synod on Young People (2018) repeatedly recalled the
importance of “going out” and “showing faith with our flesh.” The Salesian tradition,
with its itinerant liturgy, offers a tried and tested paradigm of the “Church going
forth.”

For Don Bosco, Eucharistic processions were not simply liturgical traditions, but true
educative, spiritual, and social acts. They represented a synthesis of lived faith, an
educating community, and public witness. Through them, Don Bosco formed young
people capable of adoring, respecting, serving, and witnessing.

Today, in a fragmented and distracted world, re-proposing the value of Eucharistic
processions in the light of the Salesian charism can be an effective way to
rediscover the meaning of what is essential: Christ present among His people, who
walk with Him, adore Him, serve Him, and proclaim Him.

In an age that seeks authenticity, visibility, and relationships, the Eucharistic
procession - if lived according to the spirit of Don Bosco - can be a powerful sign of
hope and renewal.
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