
God’s Mustard Seeds 

 In the early 1800’s the Piedmont area of Italy suffered from two terrible devastations. The 

Napoleonic Wars left much of the economy in tatters, and ruined much farmland. Then, the 

Industrial Revolution saw masses of rural poor from ruined farmlands pouring into cities like Turin. 

Turin’s population grew dramatically, especially in the dense ghettoes where the poor crammed into 

squalid tenement houses. Living conditions were horrible. Disease and industrial accidents took a 

deadly toll on family life. 

This demographic explosion resulted in unattended children roaming the streets of Turin. 

Whether orphaned, abandoned, lost or run aways, these children, mostly boys became a crisis 

overwhelming Turin’s citizens. Despite noble attempts to address the situation, the efforts ended in 

failure.  

In December 1841, a young priest in Turin prepared to offer Mass on The Solemnity of the 

Immaculate Conception. He heard a commotion in the church hallway and discovered the sacristan 

sharply scolding a homeless teenage boy who sought shelter in the building. The young priest told 

the sacristan to stop scolding the young man and he offered kindly to assist the homeless lad in any 

way he could.  

The young boy accepted the kind priest’s assistance and soon he brought other young 

homeless boys to this priest. And soon dozens came for his assistance and soon after that hundreds 

of homeless boys flocked to Fr. Don Bosco for his care, schooling, and attention. 

Fr. Don Bosco not only provided personal attention to these homeless young men, he chose 

to do so with kindness, gentleness, and understanding. These were not the dominant virtues of 

parish priests of that time. The last vestiges of the Jansenist heresy along with other formation 

practices shaped many priests with severity and rigidity, keeping them aloof and separated from the 

Catholic laity.  

Fr. Don Bosco rejected these images of priesthood and in an era of violent political revolution, 

he began a revolution of gentle kindness in Catholic priesthood. This revolution would be resisted 

by many of his own peers and would find him often alone in this dramatic change. 

In a century that saw the rise of Karl Marx and the Communist Manifesto responding to poor 

and oppressed workers, Fr. Don Bosco knew as well as Marx the sufferings of poor workers and 

their families, but saw Catholic faith as a path to justice and redress of wrongs done to them.  

The church hierarchy was slow on both of these fronts of priestly formation and identifying 

with the plight of workers. But Fr. Bosco persisted in living these truths through his own life, 

offering the same patient kindness for the whole church as he had for all the homeless young 

children of Turin. 

Today, the Salesian Order founded by St. Don Bosco serves the poor in over 130 countries 

with 17,000 priests and brothers. Today, the hierarchy and laity of the Catholic Church promotes a 

spirituality of work and focus on workplace justice across the globe. Today hundreds and 

thousands of Catholic religious orders, Catholic charitable organizations, and Catholic parishes 

serve the poor and abandoned in urban, suburban and rural areas with kindness, gentleness and 

heart felt generosity. 

Much of this began with one priest telling one sacristan to stop scolding one homeless 

teenage boy and offered kindness and gentleness instead. The story of St. Don Bosco is certainly 

dramatic, but it is far from unique. His experience of God’s providence has been repeated and 

replicated throughout the church’s history.  



In the Gospel, Jesus tells his disciples that the Kingdom of God “is like a mustard seed that, 

when it is sown in the ground, is the smallest of all seeds on the earth. But once it is sown, it 

springs up and becomes the largest of plants and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the 

sky can dwell in its shade.” 

Throughout the two plus millennia of Catholicism, it is often one man or one woman in a 

challenging set of circumstances called by God to take a stand against a prevailing social 

catastrophe or to change a prevailing attitude within the Church itself. These mustard seeds of God 

often encounter great resistance from both within and from outside the church. However such 

changes eventually take place in God’s own time, becoming bushes where the poor and 

marginalized find a home.  

Interesting as well, the mustard bush is viewed by many farmers as invasive and capable to 

choking off good vegetation. It can also be an irritant on a windy day. Perhaps these are also 

appropriate descriptions of the Kingdom of God blossoming in our midst. The Kingdom may well be 

seen as invasive of our time and our expectations and an irritant to our plans and our ideas. St. 

Don Bosco’s gentle and kind approach were not well received or appreciated in many Catholic 

circles of his time. 

Discouragement is epidemic in our world today. Any news regarding the economy, the 

situation in the Middle East, the ecological destruction, heroin addictions or other news seems only 

to be bad, deteriorating and beyond repair.  

But every century, generation and age has had its own darkness and reasons to despair. In 

every one of these centuries and ages, God has planted many a mustard seed like St. Don Bosco. 

God’s response has always been a new and creative path, calling forth the best from within the 

human condition.  

That is why as St. Paul tells us, “We walk by faith and not be sight.” Eyes reading or 

watching the news see only the darkness and the destructive forces bullying the human soul and 

the human community. 

But in the walk of faith, we believe God is always at work in the world, will never abandon 

the world, is committed to the world, and through the cross and resurrection has already 

proclaimed the world’s salvation. 

Pope Francis has called for a “revolution of tenderness”. Reading the signs of the times and 

reflecting on Catholic Church history, he is looking for the Church to identify and discern the great 

movements of the Holy Spirit in our day and time. 

Every spiritual movement, every new religious order, every reform and renewal initiated by 

God is based on merciful love, and lived in kindness and generous service to the poorest and most 

broken. Looking at our history, we can be assured in faith that mustard seeds planted by God are 

already breaking through the soil to provide large and irritating bushes where all are welcomed and 

everyone can experience healing and reconciliation even of the deepest wounds.  

 

 

 


