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Give me souls! (Take the rest!)

Dear Young People, Dear Mission Partners, Dear Brothers and Sisters of the Salesian Family,

Last month we reflected on the word “Salesian” and we saw that the current Chinese translation of “Salesian”,
namely, “Ci You” perfectly represents the spirit of St. Francis de Sales, which, like the spirit of Jesus, is a spirit of pure
love. This spirit is also perfectly represented in the motto Give me souls! Take the rest! In this and the next month we
shall reflect again on this motto of Don Bosco, dividing it into its two parts: Give me souls! (October) and Take the rest!
(November). But why should we reflect again on this motto of Don Bosco if we are dealing now with St. Francis de Sales?
We do so because, as we mentioned last month, Give me souls! Take the rest!, the motto chosen by Don Bosco is in fact
a “Salesian” motto. That is, before being the motto of Don Bosco it was the motto of St. Francis de Sales!

Da mihi animas! Cetera tolle! Even if this prayer-motto never appears in the voluminous writings of St. Francis de
Sales (his Opera omnia run for more than 20 volumes!), Bishop Camus, the spiritual son of St. Francis de Sales, bears
witness that this double phrase was daily on the lips of his master and mentor.

The historical background of this prayerful habit of St. Francis de Sales is very interesting. St. Francis de Sales was
the Bishop of Geneva. Geneva, however, was then in the hands of Calvin and his successor Beda. Calvin and his
followers, the Calvinists, were determined to keep the Catholic Bishop out of his diocese. This determination of theirs was
also due to the fact that the property of the Geneva Diocese was extensive and the Calvinists did not intend to part with it.
Faced by such a situation, St. Francis made it his diocesan policy to continue demanding the right to care for the people of
the diocese (Da mihi animas!) while renouncing any demand on diocesan property (Cetera tolle!). For St. Francis de Sales,
his motto “Da mihi animas! Cetera tolle!” had just such concrete and practical meaning. It was not merely a pious

aspiration. It was a decision to live in evangelical poverty and look really only for souls. What a magnanimity! What a
detachment!

Where did St. Francis de Sales get this motto? The answer to this question is also an interesting story and it shows
the wry sense of humor of our patron saint. In the Bible’s first book, called Genesis, in chapter 14, the sacred author
narrates how Abram victoriously rescued the 5 kings of Canaan and their people who had been defeated by the 4 kings
from the East. In verses 11-21, the sacred writer says: “So the enemy took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah, and all
their provisions, and went their way; they also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, who dwelt in Sodom, and his goods,
and departed.” Abram counter-attacked victoriously, so that “he brought back all the goods, and also brought back his
kinsman Lot with his goods, and the women and the people. [...] And the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the
persons, but take the goods for yourself.” (RSV Translation). So we have here a prototype of bad behavior, the king of
Sodom, uttering a noble word of greater concern for people than for things. Of course, our father in the faith Abraham
responded in kind, refusing to accept the goods of the king of Sodom. With a sense of humorous compassion for the
human condition, St. Francis de Sales took as his motto this noble word uttered by a model rascal.

Give me souls! How well this exclamation expresses the apostolic zeal of St. Francis de Sales and of Don Bosco! St.
Francis repeated it every day. Don Bosco attached it, written on a piece of card-board, on the wall of his room. It was
noticed by St. Dominic Savio himself the first time he entered Don Bosco’s room. October is the Month of Missions. Give
me souls! is a very fine expression of missionary zeal. Let us ask our Father and Founder St. John Bosco, our Patron Saint
Francis de Sales to intercede for us the grace of a zeal for souls (animas quaerere!) equal to theirs. Wishing you a
missionary month full of zeal for souls, in Jesus Mary Joseph StFrancis DonBosco, I am,

Yours affectionately, Fr. Lanfranco M. Fedrigotti, Provincial
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