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Models of Marist Holiness

This book brings together our different causes; as well as certain cases where the Brothers concerned are truly considered as models, even if their cause has not been opened.

Our Models of Marist Holiness first looks at our confessors: Marcellin Champagnat, Brother François, Brother Alfano and Brother Basilio. 

Much more numerous are the martyrs. Brother Lycarion, a Swiss aged 39, killed on 27 July 1909 in Barcelona, opens the series. Then follow Brothers Bernardo, Laurentino and his confrères (46), beatified on 28 October 2007; the group of Br. Crisanto (68) occupies quite a large space, and that of Br. Eusebio (59) closes the series of the Spanish martyrs. 

A hundred pages are reserved for our martyrs of Oceania, Africa, and China. The latter find their case enhanced by the recovery of the acts of the Peking tribunal relating to Christians killed by the Boxers in 1900. Brother Henri Vergès and our martyrs of the Great Lakes of Africa are our contemporaries, pioneers of Mission ad Gentes.

The series of causes are not of equal value. The confessors offer a wealth of material, while certain groups of martyrs receive cursory treatment: the martyrs of Oceania, Br. Eusebio’s group… This is so that the dossier does not become too long.

The advantage of having this work in electronic format allows it to be continued and added to with further data.

The office of the Postulator, in order to avoid the work of printing and mailing, is going to present other books on the web site:

1-The saints,  a book of general reflections on sanctity and the many misunderstandings about it common among us. 

2-The group of martyrs with Br. Crisanto, (68), an account of the Brothers killed in the communities in many places in Spain: Catalonia, Toledo, Madrid, Malaga, Valencia, Badajoz… 

3-The martyrs de China of 1900, under the Boxers: extremely sympathetic martyrs, most of them peasants from around Peking.   

The aim of this work is to provide an overall vision of our models of sanctity, an instrument particularly useful for young people in formation. From acquaintance it is possible to pass on to personal and community prayer. It will be a great thing if this work helps to keep alive in our hearts love and prayer for these Brothers, models of Marist life.

The various translators: Brothers Fabricio Galiana, Desmond Crowe, George Fontana, Edward Clisby, Virgilio Balestro and Aloisio Kuhn, merit a special thank you.

Br. Giovanni Maria Bigotto, Postulator.

January 2010.
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MARCELLIN CHAMPAGNAT

FOUNDER OF THE LITTLE BROTHERS OF MARY

On Discovering Marcellin
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Here is the life of a man without bounds: Marcellin Champagnat. This is for you the occasion to approach him and discover



his mind,




his heart, 




his mission,




his work.

It is an invitation to welcome his message with a new enthusiasm. You will discover God’s steps in the life of a man of flesh and blood like you and me, who has left a trace because he has abandoned himself into the hands of a God of love. He knew how to be open to the needs of his time, he knew how to reply to the plan that God had for his life.

He risked himself without fear. He knew how to find the rock for his building: The constant search for the will of God.
This life is a complete treasure which we are called to share as a gift and a grace of God. A life which questions: how to remain indifferent faced with a world in which all seems completed! Marcellin’s life is for each of us an adventure because it is a summons to revivify.

It is an ideal When you have discovered it, it will seduce you and fill your heart with enthusiasm and hope. Marcellin is a man who sends forth strength and energy. He gives ambition to those who imitate him … you will see!

His heart and his deeds attract. They call out to create bonds of friendship

I invite you to meet

A friend

Because he is happy to find himself in the midst of children and adolescents. He is with them in all simplicity. Marcellin is an educator through (having) a loving presence: always among children and with the children in his heart: “To educate one must love and spent much time with children and youth.”

An apostle.

Because to make Jesus Christ known and loved had been his life’s passion: “I cannot see a child without telling him how much God loves him. He took a lot of trouble to lead children and youth to Jesus through Mary. Such had been his precise response to the great religious ignorance of the youth of his time. Hence all those schools which he founded to educate in a Christian way the children of villages and towns.

A father and a founder

Because he created the Congregation of the Little Brothers of Mary, simple and poor men. He put them in the arms of his Good Mother: “She has done everything for you.”
He was close to the Brothers and loved them with all his heart: “You know that I only live for you. That there is no real good that I do not ask God for you and that I am not disposed to get you at the price of the greatest sacrifices.”

A saint

 Because he had experienced God in his life and God had been able to act in history through him. Marcellin’s generosity and availability had been his response to the Invitation of the Lord.

The experience of feeling himself motivated by the Holy Spirit and seized with the love of Jesus and Mary in his own life, as well as responding to the needs of his time, makes Marcellin a saint for today. The Church which has recognised and confirmed his holiness proposes Marcellin as a model for this third millennium:




Marcellin Champagnat





A man of boundless generosity







Marcellin Champagnat





An ideal evangelist for life in our times,





Marcellin Champagnat





A saint for today

The Great Moments of his life

1789, 29th. May, birth in the hamlet of Le Rosey, Marhles-France

At baptism he received the names of Joseph, Benedict, Marcellin.

1805: Marcellin enters the minor seminary at Verrières. He is sixteen years old. A priest who was looking for young men for the seminary had said to him: “You must become a priest, God wants it!” This “God wants it” would be young Marcellin’s strength in all his difficulties.

1816, July, he was ordained priest in Lyons – France, and on 12th. August he arrived at La Valla as curate

On 28th. October he was called to the bedside of young Montagne: an adolescent who knew almost nothing about God and who died a little later.. Marcellin read in this event the sign that that God was giving him to found the Brothers.

1817, 2nd. January, he founded the Congregation at La Valla

1824, he built the Hermitage.

1825: in May the community moved to the Hermitage.

1826: End of December 1825 and January 1826, Marcellin was very seriously ill. A year of great trials: Courveille and Terraillon, two priests, left the Hermitage; Jean-Marie Granjon, the first Brother forsook his vocation; Marcellin had to face up to illness and debt and the discouragement of the Brothers. He found great support in Br. Stanislas whose devotion saved the Founder and the young Congregation.

1836, 1838: Negotiation with Paris for legal authorisation of the Congregation.

1839: The Founder’s final illness.

1840: 6th. June, in the early morning, died at the Hermitage. Preceding his death he had had his Spiritual Testament read: a jewel of affection and wisdom. He left behind a Congregation of nearly 300 Brothers, 50 schools and 7000 pupils and a great apostolic ambition: “All the dioceses of the world are in our sights.”

1889-1891; Ordinary Process in Lyons.

1920: Decree of the heroïcity of virtues by Pope Benedict XV.

1955: 29th. May, beatification by Pius XII.

1999: 18th. April, canonisation by Pope Jean-Paul II.

Some moments with Marcellin
1- He loved his Brothers as his own children

The direction of the community of Brothers occupied much of Father Champagnat’s time; it took up his recreation and all the periods not given to priestly duties. Yet, he was well aware that more was needed, since the Brothers were mere beginners in the religious life and in the art of teaching, and had constant need of his correction and advice. He saw that there would be certain shortcomings in their formation, as long as he was not at their head. Swayed by these reasons, and even more by his love for the Brothers, he decided to take up residence with them. He raised the matter with the parish priest, who made every effort to dissuade him. “How will you get on”, he queried, “with those young people of yours? They may be good and pious but they are uncouth and poor. Not one of them would be capable of attending to you or of preparing your meals.” No matter how valid they were, these reasons did not change Father Champagnat’s thinking in the slightest. He didn’t need to be told that community life would entail poverty, privations and all the sacrifices inherent in religious life; but these were the very spur to his desire to be with the Brothers. He could see that the best way of attaching them to their vocation, of bringing them to a love of poverty, of regular life and of all the virtues of their holy state, was to put himself a their head, to throw in his lot with theirs, to become one with them and to lead them by example, being the firt to put into practice what he preached. Besides, he loved his Brothers as his own children. With the heart of a father, he felt that he should be amongst them, living with them and like them…

(Life of J.B.M. Champagnat, Bicentenary Edition, Rome 1989, pp. 73-74)

2.- Memory of a disciple

One of his very first disciples, Br. Lawrence (Jean-Claude Audras), the third Brother in the Institute, speaks to us of Marcellin Champagnat with much humanity:

“Our good Father says Mass for us every morning early. He was the declared enemy of idleness. He always rose at an early hour. After Mass he never wasted time. He loved manual work very much; he did not spare himself; he always did what was difficult or dangerous. It was he who built our house at La Valla, we others did a lot, but has we had not learned to build, he had to show us each step, often our work had to be re-done. When there were large stones to carry, it was always he who carried them. It took two of us to load it on his back. He never got annoyed with us at our clumsiness in work; it is true that we had good will, but we were fairly awkward.

In the evening, it often happened that he was absolutely dishevelled, covered in sweat and dust but he was never happier than when he had a lot to do and a lot to suffer. I have several times seen him working in rain and snow; we others stopped work, but he continued and often and often bare-headed despite the harsh weather…

We were very poor in the beginning; we had bread the colour of earth, but we never lacked what was necessary. Our good Superior, like the most tender of Fathers, took great care of us. I still remember the care he took of me when I was sick in La Valla. He came to see me every day and never failed to bring me something to comfort me. With words of consolation he encouraged me to suffer patiently and for the love of God…

When he spoke to us of the goodness of God and his love for us, he did so persuasively that he passed on to us the divine fire with which he was filled in such a way that that the pains and work and all the miseries of life were incapable to deflecting us.

He had such a great devotion to the Most Blessed Virgin which he inspired in everyone and of whom he spoke in all his speeches. He always had something to say in praise of this good Mother. He wanted the Sacraments to be approached on all her feasts and that we honour one facet in particular. He would say to us often: “If the Society does some good, if the number of subjects grows, it is to the Blessed Virgin that we owe it all. It is to this good Mother that we owe all the progress that the Society has made since its beginning: without her we could not succeed.”

(Origines Maristes, Extracts concerning the Marist Brothers, pp. 454-45)

3-We will eat it together

Bro. Jean Pierre Martinol, director of Boulieu, Ardèche, visited La Valla one day in 1824. When he was leaving very early the next morning, Fr. Champagnat told him: “Since the brother who cooks isn’t up yet, take this roll; it’s blessed bread I was given last Sunday as celebrant at High Mass. You can eat it as you go, for breakfast.”

“No, Father”, the brother replied, “I will take it to my brothers and we will eat it together with great pleasure, because everything that comes to us from you or from our motherhouse in La Valla is sweet and pleasant and does us a great deal of good. I am very glad to be able to make my brothers happy this way; I am sure that I will make them jump for joy and that we will talk about nothing but you and our brothers in La Valla all during dinner.”

Being touched by these sentiments, Father exclaimed, “My dear brother, you make me weep for joy when you talk like that; those are truly the sentiments of family spirit which should animate all the Brothers of Mary. If we carefully preserve those sentiments and that spirit, we will enjoy the happiness of religious life to the full”.

(Opinions, Conferences, Sayings and Instructions, bu Bro. L Voegtle, pp. 272.)

4-Humour et kindness

One day during spiritual reading, being allowed to make some noise in order to attach a picture in my desk (bureau), the Master of Novices, doubtless a little distracted by some outside thoughtlessness, gave me 1200 lines to learn off by heart.

Believing this penance to be too unjust, I ventured to go and find the venerated Father to get me relieved of it.. Having arrived at his room, I related to him in tears and in the greatest detail, why I had come looking for him. After having listened to me carefully, he drew out a sheet of paper from his desk, he dripped Spanish wax onto it and put his seal into it: he then wrote a line on the paper, gave it to me and recommended to me to be quieter. What did this line say?. Here is the text: “Payment of twelve hundred lines.” I thanked him as best I could and took it to the Novice Master. The good Brother, seeing the venerated Father’s signature, received this payment with much respect and that was the end of it. 
We understand that this fairness, which was quite natural to our venerated Founder, guaranteed him from all partiality and gained him the hearts, affections and confidence of all the Brothers and of all those who had anything to do with him. (Memoires of Br. Sylvester, p.303-304)

5-Spiritual Testament

Also, dear Brothers, I beg of you 

with all the love of my heart 

and by all the love you bear me, 

keep ever alive among you 

the charity of Christ. 

Love one another 

as Jesus Christ has loved you. 

Be of one heart and one mind. 

Have the world say 

of the Little Brothers of Mary, 

what they said of the first Christians: 

“See how they love one antother!” 

That is the desire of my heart 

and my burning wish, 

at this last moment of my life. 

Yes, my dearest Brothers, 

hear these last words of your Father, 

which are those of our Blessed Saviour: 

“Love one another!”

1- Looking at our Founder : 

1-Choose life : Message of the 20th General chapter

We look at Marcellin as our father, and learn from him the values that he held dear. We see in him:

· a heart in love with God: a man of God, passionate for Jesus and Mary, a man of prayer, a pilgrim in faith.

· the heart of a father and a mother: a father who cared for his Brothers as if they were his children, a man of strength yet full of gentleness, a man who knew how to bring joy and laughter to others.

· the heart of an apostle: a pastor who would listen to and welcome others, an apostle burning to proclaim the Good News of Jesus, a friend of children and youngsters, an educator who was both firm and compassionate, a man of creativity and daring.

· a heart without bounds: a man whose vision extended beyond his own era, embracing the whole world and preparing missionaries; a man who lived out his ideal so intensely that many others wished to be like him and to live like him. (Choos life, n°15)
2- The Superior General looking at our Founder

Clearly, intimacy with Jesus was the destination of Marcellin Champagnat’s journey of faith. Christ was central to the spirituality of the founder…Marcellin’s spirituality was also eminently transparent. Simplicity was the quality that characterized the man. The founder was direct, enthusiastic, confident. His humility was also evident: no one would ever describe him as a person of pretense. (Cric. A Revolution of the Heart, p. 25).

A ma of passion and practicality

What heritage did Marcellin Chmpagnat pass along to his brothers? Surely not a library of theological and religious reflections. Rather, his legacy consisted of a generous heart, a passion for the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and a common sense and practical approach to life. Simply put, the founder was a man of passion and of action.

The Hermitage, built by the future saint and his early brothers, tells us something about the passionate character of the man. The building, constructed by using roughly fashioned stones, prejects theses qualities: strength, determination, endurance. Its settings amidst gardens, meadows, clear streams, and the region’s seasonal changes suggests still other aspects of the founder’s personality: a love of life, compassion, and understanding. A fire burned bright in Marcellin’s spirit. His welcome was always warm: he was a man of heart and affection. 

Undoubtedly, it was his passion that made the founder such a charismatic person, not only to the young people whom he attracted with such ease, but also to all whose lives he touched. (A Heart that knows no bounds, p. 93, Fr. Seán Sammon, S.G., St Pauls, 1999.)
3-Brother Basilio looking at Marcellin

Who was Champagnat? A man who knew how to listen dynamically and effectively to the calls around him and in the world.

In Father Champagnat’s afflicted heart the voice of religious ignorance resonates with its series of blockages: personal and social inhibitions and frustrations which they involve. 
He hears the clamour of deficient pedagogy, namely the unfortunate ways to approach children and teens, with their subsequent injuries and educational setbacks. 
Marcellin heard the cry of rural marginalization. He recognised the needs and gave himself body and soul to meet them.

Marcellin knew how to focus the response. He was an echo heard by those who would be his disciples, his companions in the Society of Mary and in civil society. Great spiritual artist, he knew how to plumb the heart and, with his experienced ear, sense the murmur of God in the hearts of the young to convert them into collaborators in his inflaming adventure. 
Finally, he knew how to form his disciples, and what disciples! If we consider the raw material he used, we have to admit that the results could not have been better. From these almost illiterate young peasants, he formed intuitive educators, in a few years and almost without means, educators who drew respect in the villages. (Quemar la vida pp.210-211)

4. The Regard of a Br.

· Marcellin, you were planted in the soil of the Gospel. We have seen blossom in you the interior change which transforms the human being into the image of Christ.

· Marcellin, we have seen grow in you faith in Christ which raises the sight to seeing in the faces of the children the very image of God

· Marcellin, we have seen develop in you prayer which leads to daily closeness with God and our neighbour.

· Marcellin, we have seen grow in you the clarity which focuses minds and hearts in the single truth of a charism.

· Marcellin, we have seen you develop within you the service which made you available to the young, the poor, the small

· Marcellin, passion for the Gospel seized you, it made you calmer, right up to the gift of yourself for spreading the knowledge of God.

· Marcellin through you we have seen grows life no matter how small the gap in the rock

5-The Regard of the Church

(One of the prefaces for the Feast of St. Marcellin).

It is truly right to give you thanks


It is beautiful to sing your glory,


God great and full of love,


Through Christ your Son, our Lord.


You, Father


In your eternal love,


have raised up in your Church saint Marcellin,


as a friend, as a brother and as a father of youth,


to lead them on the path to Life.


He, Marcellin,


with a prophetic regard for a new age


prepared them to confront life


with an honest wisdom and a committed faith.


Animated by your Spirit


he has given birth to a great family


so that it might continue among people


his mission as educator and father.


And we, the brothers, the young and the friends of Marcellin


gathered together in this joyous assembly


let us raise to you, Father,


a hymn of praise and adoration


and together with the angels and saint in heaven


we proclaim your glory


and we sing of the immense holiness that is in You

The Regard of the Church

(One of the prefaces for the Feast of St. Marcellin).

It is truly right to give you thanks


It is beautiful to sing your glory,


God great and full of love,


Through Christ your Son, our Lord.


You, Father


In your eternal love,


have raised up in your Church saint Marcellin,


as a friend, as a brother and as a father of youth,


to lead them on the path to Life.


He, Marcellin,


with a prophetic regard for a new age


prepared them to confront life


with an honest wisdom and a committed faith.


Animated by your Spirit


he has given birth to a great family


so that it might continue among people


his mission as educator and father.


And we, the brothers, the young and the friends of Marcellin


gathered together in this joyous assembly


let us raise to you, Father,


a hymn of praise and adoration


and together with the angels and saint in heaven


we proclaim your glory


and we sing of the immense holiness that is in You

6-My Credo

We have often used the expression I BELIEVE to mean that we have a conviction so firm that it allows us to face life with zest and determination…The reality of life shows us that without a hoped-for heavenly bliss, the enthusiasm, innovation and expectant faith that urges us to “choose life” would be in short supply. I would like to conclude this Circular by sharing my own “credo” with you:

· I believe that the Holy Spirit ignited In Marcellin a passionate love for Jesus-Christ and a burning zeal to spread his Kingdom. I believe that this is what gave rise to our religious family, because “each time I see a child, feel a great desire to tell him how much God loves him”. And I believe that this will always be the measure that we use to gauge our raison d’etre.
· I believe that Marcellin learned his love for the will of God in the school of Mary and that he desired to do good quietly, in simple, humble ways.
· I believe that today, as much as ever, Mary and the Spirit are sustaining our lives as Marists, accompanying us on our pilgrimage, in our faithfulness, and in our times of doubt and uncertainty. I believe that They are inspiring movements and actions in us that are recreating the most authentic aspects of the charism that Marcellin has confided to us.
· I believe that as we travel on together, we are continuing to be blessed with the gift of brothers and martyrs who, inspired by the Holy Spirit and compliant in His care, point out to us new horizons of evangelical commitment. They are the prophets that we will always need.
· I believe that all of us brothers in Africa, America, Asia, Europe, and Oceania are all for one and one for all, a gift from the Lord. We are all called to partake of the spiritual inheritance of Saint Marcellin in a world of cultural diversity, but with “a single heart and the same spirit”, In a communion of prayer and fraternal life. 
· I believe that are far greater riches in our Institute than we can imagine, and that, thanks to many generous lives (sometimes hidden from view), we can look forward with joy and peace to a new dawn.
· I believe n a community’s power to evangelize when it testifies to fraternity and is open to the wider church community. Such a community of Brothers is like the yeast in the dough, which silently goes about its work.
· I believe that the young and the poor are essential in our lives. Champagnat founded us to stand by their side, and to be the presence of Jesus in their company. If, in our actions, we don’t grow in our love for them, then we will no longer be “salt that adds flavor” and “light that shines.”
· I believe that Marcellin is filling up the lives of a great number of Brothers and lay people with purpose and meaning. His canonization has deepened our consciousness of him as a model of evangelical life for the universal Church. I believe that there are strong reason for hoping that new forms of “being Marist” will take shape and come into view.
7- The Credo of the brothers and friends of Marcellin.

We believe, Lord,

that Marcellin embodies for us

the vocation to which you call us each day.


Help us to walk in his steps.

We believe that Marcellin, attracted by the Spirit,

Was filled by the love that Jesus and Mary,

Had for him and for others.


Help us walk in his steps.

We believe that Marcellin

Was deeply touched by the religious and cultural

Deficiency of country youth.

For us, today, these are the least favoured young

In our educational system


Help us walk in his steps.

We believe that for Marcellin

The best form of education was love,

And such love demands that we be present

 To the child and conscious of the world of the child.


Help us walk in his steps.

We believe that Marcellin wants

Mary to be our inspiration, our Good Mother;

That he would wish us to be simple, poor and hard-working,

Witnesses of fraternal love.


Help us walk in his steps.

We believe that Marcellin

Was ready to change and adapt,

While he remained firm to the call

And the vision of the beginnings.


Help us to march in his steps.

Marcellin, help us to do in our times,

What you did in yours,

Living the charism which you have given us

And knowing how to adapt ourselves

In following the appeals we receive. Amen.

(Circular: To advance calmly but without delay, Br. Benito, S.G. 

8th November 1997)

Litany

(Source: Belgium 1999, canonisation)

St. Marcellin Champagnat,

In you the Spirit of God has worked marvels.

We bless you!
Today again you invite us

To “follow Christ like Mary,

In a life of love for the Father

And for men.”

We bless you!

Man of faith,

You relied on God, as on a Rock

Teach us confidence

Which gives us courage and peace.

Servant of Mary,

You have taken or in everything as a mother and a model,

Teach us to imitate her humility,

Her simplicity and her availability.

Brother among brothers
Worker towards fraternal communion,

Teach us the spirit of family

Which offers the sign of joy and unity

A heart without limits,

Open to all, especially the least favoured

Teach us that disinterested service which encourages.

St. Marcellin Champagnat

Pray for us, 

For those whom we love, 

in particular for the young,

so that each one discovers 

the love of God

and can respond to its appeal.

Today is a new dawn

As we witness the dawn of a new millennium, as we welcome the canonization of Marcellin as an invitation to follow him along his way to holiness and a challenge to implant his charism anew in the world of today, as we anticipate a time filled with the light and warmth of new beginnings, we express our joy in prayer:

Saint Marcellin, nurtured in the loving warmth of a Chrstian family,

 from your youth you wanted to respond generously to the call of God in your life. 

You started a community of brothers known for its family spirit, 

and founded the Marist Institute to educate young people,

especially those most neglected and abandoned. 

You longed to proclaim the Gospel to people everywhere, 

saying that all the dioceses in the world figured in your plans. 

Intercede for us with the Lord, 

so that with the help of Mary, our Good Mother, 

we may discern His loving will in our lives, 

enjoy His blessings for ourselves and our families 

in our everyday cares and work, 

and have a share in your mission to the poor and the needy. 

Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

BROTHER FRANÇOIS,
GABRIEL RIVAT
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A Renaissance.

The special year of Br. François, 6th June 2003-6th June 2004 has just concluded. It has produced a great awakening of interest in the one who was our first Superior-General and the “living portrait” of the Founder. Never have so many novenas seeking his intercession been made. At the same time there have been produced pamphlets, articles, pictures, posters, books… There was a renaissance for Br. François in the hearts of the Brothers which we can hope will become a life habit.

This year of grace has revealed several aspects of Br. François which make him all the more appealing:

1 – The great love which he had for the Brothers and the Institute, with a special concern for consolidating vocations. We read in his letters very sincere accents of affection, and, probably, after him, the Institute no longer experienced such a strong perseverance within the Brothers.

2 – A maternal attitude towards the sick and the poor: an able infirmarian, passionate for medical knowledge, he approached the sick full of the presence of God. He also visited the poor and the sick beyond the Hermitage, bringing with him medicines he had prepared. During the course of these visits people claimed that Br. François had as it were God with him, also at his funeral services they said: “It is a saint who has died.”

3 – Br. François especially has revealed to us the sheer joy of loving God, of giving oneself to Him generously, of making Jesus the centre of our lives; in his company we rediscover the beauties and joys of the mystical life. It is no small thing for a world which is becoming more and more a spiritual desert, which bombards us on every side and dries up in us God’s food and drink. François taught the path of living sources. The 20th General Chapter returned to his school when it invited all those who live the charism and spirituality of Marcellin Champagnat to “centre passionately our lives and our communities on Jesus Christ (as on) Mary.(Doc. Of Ch. No.18).

Life of Brother François

Gabriel Rivat, (Frère François) was born on 22 January 1808 

at Maisonnettes, a hamlet near La Valla-en-Giers (France).

In his family the rosary was recited daily. When Gabriel was five, his mother consecrated him

to the Virgin Mary during a pilgrimage to Valfleury.

Marcellin Champagnat was sent to La Valla Parish in 1816. Gabriel was eight years old but he was one the first children to attend the curate’s early morning catechism lessons. At ten he made his first communion that marked him for life. Three weeks later, he asked to join the young community that Marcellin Champagnat had just founded on 2 January 1817. He was very young but his fidelity was without flaw. He professed his perpetual vows at 18 in 1826; he was so radiant with joy that Marcellin told him, «I am jealous of your happiness!»

He started his teaching career as early as 12
 : During the morning hours he was in charge of the kitchen for the community and the day boarders; in the afternoon he  gave remedial lessons in reading, catechism and prayers.

Very soon he was assigned as a school director. But Marcellin having noticed his qualities,

called him to be his second-in-command man, his secretary and house infirmarian.

In this last task he showed real aptitudes: He took care of the sick with plants that he collected

or cultivated; he knew how to advise the sick ones. He prayed with them and he often obtained unexpected cures. 

In 1839, Marcellin’s forces were declining. He asked the Brothers to elect somebody to succeed him; Brother François was elected. 

When Marcellin died, on 6 June 1840, François took the decision to be «the living image of the Founder.» And he asked the Brothers to witness to Marcellin in their lives.

He remained the superior general of the Marist Brothers for twenty years. From Marcellin, he had inherited a congregation of 280 Brothers.  To Brother Louis Marie, his successor he passed it on with more than 2000 Brothers…

From 1860, he lived at the Hermitage, the Marist sanctuary that Marcellin had built. The superior of this house he was a model of prayer and interior life to all. After he had received communion one could observe the smile that enlightened his face and revealed his joy of having received the Lord.

He died on his knees as he was reciting the angelus on 22 January 1881.

The whole neighbourhood were saying, «The saint is dead.»

1-Let us listen to a few words from Brother François.

1-He wrote to a school director, 

«Brother Acaire’s disease leads me to ask you to supply your collaborators with all that is necessary to help them to bear with the teaching’s fatigue. The preservation of health is the greatest saving you could make.»

2-To preserve a brother’s vocation he wrote to a superior,

«To break a brother we have only to send him away and it is good riddance! But then,  we don’t show the patience, the courage, the zeal and the true charity that we should.Courage never loses hope when the object is to train a brother.

Charity consists in loving him in spite of his defects, to pray for him, to direct and encourage him and to do  our utmost to make him persevere.

3-In on of his notebooks he wrote,

«One of the greatest defects that can afflict the superior of a large community is to care too much for details. A superior must govern by choosing, training and by directing those who work with him…

One governs marvellously if he can stimulate the men he was entrusted with to make them work well according to their talents. To want to control everything, means we  mistrust our brothers, it is real meanness! Those who govern by the details are always determined by the present, depriving themselves of the future’s view. The superiors who work, who are always in a hurry, who run a lot of business are those who govern the least. The true superior is the one who, seeming to do nothing makes the others do everything,he is the one who thinks, who invents, who plumbs the future,who studies the past, who compares, who solves and decides. In a word a true superior must  only do the things that nobody can manage without him.»  

4-Let us go to Mary with all trust, for there is nothing she can’t obtain from the Spirit of her divine Son who is so much hers that she can command Him, that she can obtain anything from Him that she uses his power like a thing that is hers and applies it to whatever she wants,because Jesus loves Mary so much with a love that is the principle of this great power.

5-All Christians are like artists who have to produce a portrait of Jesus Christ. Their eyes must be attentively focused upon the divine original. In that way they can express in themselves those features of his virtues. Try it yourself: You will soon realize that contemplating Christ’s mysteries and his way of life, like a brush in the hand of a fine artist, will make of you a perfect copy of this divine Saviour. (Bro. Pierre Zind, Brother François’ Spiritual Counsels, p. 23.)

6-Prudence tells him

1. I must not say anything with a feeling of antipathy in my heart.  It seems such a feeling is communicated.

2 I must enunciate, express myself briefly, with such affection and courtesy that the other person may understand me and answer calmly and with ease.  I want to take into account  the natural timidity of those who come to me. 

3. Before suggesting, granting or refusing something, I will consult my colleagues so that they may help me to discern and please people.

4. Never will I use false pretexts, finesse or artifice.

5-I will let the person I reprimand see that he did not lose my concern.

6-I will proceed slowly, pray much, seek the collaboration of my colleagues to direct the Institute solidly.

7-Let me be a turtle when I try to advise but a deer when it is time to act.

8-I must see everything, pretend not to see much and rarely punish.

9-When I reprimand a Brother severely or give him a heavy penance, I must tell myself, “This brother will amend himself, he corrects himself, he is already better.”

10 Whenever anyone reports on somebody else, I must not forget to listen to the accused person as well.  My listening must be peaceful.

What François bequeaths to us:
1. Upon his resignation in 1860, François leaves behind:


1.  A Congregation legally recognized (1851)


2.  Five novitiates


3.  The first scholasticate, 1848, at Grange Payre


4.  A new Common Rules, 1852


5.  The School Guide, 1853


6.  The Constitutions and the Rules of Government, 1854


7.  A fourth vow, Stability, 1855

8. The first biography of the Founder, the one by Br. Jean    

Baptiste Furet, 1856


9.  A new Generalate, Saint-Genis-Laval, 1853-1858

10.  2086 Brothers, 379 schools, 50,000 students

11. The Congregation is present throughout France, in Belgium, England, Scotland; nineteen Brothers work in Oceania.


12. The first endeavors are undertaken in Rome, 1858, for the 

            Congregation to become one of pontifical right.

François created stable structures for the Congregation.  In regard to Br. François, Br. Pierre Zind has drawn up a comparative chart vis a vis the Brothers of Ploermel, to de-monstrate Br. François’ activity in regard to the growth of the Marist Brothers:

- 1840: 280 Marist Brothers

- 1840: 395 Brothers of Ploermel

- 1860, the year when Br. François resigned: 2086 Marist Brothers


- 1860, the year when Jean Marie de La Mennais, the Founder of  

the Ploermel Brothers, died: 935 Brothers of Ploermel
Prayer of Brother François

Sacred Heart of Jesus,

grant me the gift to always love you

and in an increasing way.

Receive, O Sacred Heart

all my freedom, my memory, my will,

my actions and my life.

Accept my sufferings and my pains,

I give myself to you forever.

Lord,

all the moments of my life are yours,

all my actions are yours,

kindly grant me your grace to fulfil my duties

with the sole purpose of pleasing and serving you
.

Those who have lived with Brother François

1- I heard good old Brother Renovatus who had known Brother François at the Hermitage say, “Brother François won’t be beatified soon, he is too humble, and he will never steal Father Champagnat’s turn!”  The good brother said this with a seriousness that struck me and that made me feel the deep impression he had retained of Brother François’ humility.

2-Brother Stratonique
He wanted to see all the new postulants who had arrived during his absence.  It was not without fear that I also entered the superior general’s room.  “What’s your name?  How old are you?  Where are you from?  Have you become used to this place?  Do you sleep well?”  Those were the questions he asked me with a touching kindness.  As I was leaving him, he stopped me to ask, “Do you make the four o’clock, my child?”  When he saw that I hadn’t understood his question, he changed his words and asked with a smile, “Do you go for a little snack at four?”  After my affirmative answer, he added, “Feed yourself well, young man. You need to grow up – you are tiny.  That is a defect that you will easily deal with, no doubt.”

That first interview with the superior general had been charming.  I returned to my friends feeling very happy. A genuine happiness carried me back to my friends.

Transfiguration

The whole community of the Hermitage could notice the transfigured face of Brother François after he received communion.  I was able to observe him without changing position.  He had a smile that differed from the ordinary human smile.  It is difficult to describe the expression on his features at that moment: a phenomenon that resembled something supernatural and seemed to happen so naturally. 

We discussed this transformation among ourselves sometimes during recreation.

3-Brother Juventin’s Testimony

Brother François welcomed me at the novitiate on 15 September 1853.  All along, I have been convinced of the man’s holiness.  I have taken the habit of invoking him when I go to visit our benefactors.

I believe in the good judgement and holiness of Brother François.  I let him know how we had lived an unhappy year 1854-1855 at Quincié. Here is how he reacted, “If ever you find yourself in a similar situation and that you are left alone for whole days in the establishment, come to the motherhouse.  And if there is no other way to obtain money, grab an axe, smash the director’s safe, take the money and come this way!”
The second reason for my admiration.  In 1860, I happened to be the temporary infirmarian at the Hermitage.  Brother Zéphirin was operated on for his tonsils but the incision was too deep and the poor brother bled for four hours.  I then left the sick brother to a confrère and ran to Brother François who rushed back.  He immediately used wet cotton wool soaked with a little sulphuric acid and applied it on the left external side of the throat. The haemorrhage stopped immediately and the unconscious brother Zéphirin came to.

4-Brother Gatien’s testimony

In 1857, I was working at Isieux School.

The kitchen was so below standard that it was decided to move it to the first floor.  Unfortunately, that new place was separated from the mayor’s office by a simple partition only.  That new arrangement was disturbing both the mayor and the brothers.  Thus, the mayor ordered us to move away as soon as possible.  When Brother Director tried to discuss the matter, the mayor gave a fortnight’s notice.  If nothing changed he would throw our furniture through the window himself! 

The mayor came back the same night to try and settle with the house superior.  Brother Bajule told him that he had done nothing and that he would not change anything without his superior’s authorisation.  “That being so, I will go myself to the Hermitage and convince him” the mayor retorted.

He went, but the kindness and the firmness of Brother François got the better of the mayor who not only decided to allow the brothers to remain in their new kitchen but to take over the mayor’s hall.

“That Brother François was so kind and reasonable that one could not refuse him anything” the mayor was then pleased to repeat.

5-He knew how to hope

«No accident or failure could ever weigh him down, he remained serene.  His trust in God was boundless.  He reminded us that nothing ever occurs without the permission of our Father who loves us, who will see that we are treated with justice if we entrust ourselves in Him.»  

«He did not get discouraged.  On the contrary, the more difficulties afflicted him, the more he had confidence.  All brothers noticed this, ‘He speaks to God’, it was said.»                                                                                                                      

«Father Champagnat’s death made him suffer more than all the others Brothers.Yet, he cheered up the brothers who were disheartened, telling them, ‘We must not lose hope. Put your trust in God who promised life to those who rely on Him.  Brother François always had recourse to God in the numerous difficulties he encountered, even in the most hopeless cases.  In all his illnesses he always kept his serenity because of his trust in God.» 

6-«The servant of God was ordinarily composed, but whenever he saw a confrère struggling against an obstinate sadness, he would brighten the gloomy brother up with an entertaining song!  He withdrew only once he had succeeded in drawing out a smile from the other and having proffered a word of encouragement.»
 
Litanies to Brother François

You, who were given and consecrated to Mary, when still a child, pray for us

Faithful disciple of Father Champagnat, pray for us.

Master and apostle of the young ones and the adults, pray for us.

Constant worshipper of Jesus in the Eucharist, pray for us.

Great lover of the Cross, pray for us.
Intrepid Marist formator, pray for us.

The first servant of the Little Brothers of Mary, pray for us.
Young, prudent, fair and mild superior, pray for us.

Sure and discreet guide, pray for us.
The soul and inspiration of the three united collaborators, pray for us.
Loving son of the Virgin, the Ordinary Ressource, pray for us.
Imitator of Saint Joseph, pray for us.

Enlightened writer, pray for us.

Example of deep and true piety, pray for us.
Model of the completed task, pray for us.
Man filled with the spirit of faith, pray for us.

Man of the Church, pray for us.
Religious man so simple and welcoming, pray for us.
Brother, always available to his brothers, pray for us.

Friend of the poor and humble ones, pray for us.

Brother, mindful of his suffering brothers, pray for us.
The visitor of the sick, pray for us.
Humble and discreet elderly man, pray for us.
Very patient Brother, pray for us.
Very sensitive Brother, pray for us.
Very obedient Brother, pray for us.
Guardian of the Marist spirit, pray for us.
Presence that assembled and united all, pray for us.

Source of daring and trust, pray for us.
30. Living image of Father Champagnat, pray for us.
Prayer to ask for a grace:
Father most kind

you gave Brother François

a particular aptitude 

to take care and heal the sick

or to prepare them peacefully

to accept the evolution of their state of health.

Allow us to have recourse to him

that he may

as he did during his earthly life

ask your Son Jesus

and Mary his holy Mother

for the grace that will take care

of the health problem that we entrust him with.

Brother François, you who hear us,

intercede for us.

Prayer to Ask for Vocations

Brother François,

the Lord wanted you to be a saint of a daily life

sanctified by work and prayer,

in the vocation of a Marist Brother.

You opened yourself to God,

you consecrated yourself to Mary. 

And vocations to Marist life blossomed around you.

We pray to you today, François

that you may look at our Family

so that it may renew itself

in the welcoming of the young ones

who want to give themselves totally to God

as consecrated educators

and apostles of today’s youth.

Venerable Brother François,

intercede for our Family,

with Christ, our unique Lord

through Mary, our Good Mother 

through Marcellin, 

and all our Brothers in heaven. Amen

Situation of the Cause of Br. François

1 – On 20th. June 1910, the Ordinary Process opened up in Lyons and concluded on 10th May 1912.

2 – On 14th. November 1834, the cause of Br. François was introduced in Rome.

3 – On 4th July 1968: Decree of the heroïcity of his virtues and title of Venerable.

This Cause is at the moment halted at this point.

There remain two other stages,

That of beatification

And that of canonisation.
Each of these two stages is passed after the recognition of a miracle

A first miracle leads to beatification,

A second miracle ends with canonisation.

Miracles are only obtained by prayer.
BROTHER ALFANO
JOSEPH CARLO VASER

1873-1943
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Not well known, but…

Father Valentino Macca, O.C.D. was the ‘Relator’ of the cause or the person who guarantees its merits for the Congregation of the Saints, for the theologians, bishops and cardinals. Presenting the cause he writes:

‘’The attentive reading of the documents puts us into contact with a religious person whom the first eastern tradition would not have hesitated to place among ‘the lovers of God’, in the concrete sense that was given to this expression.  In fact, the servant of God lives in a plenitude of love that seems to make him forget the passage of time.  Quoted excerpts of letters show a charity path that not only maintained its freshness but that just became more generous at the end of Alfano’s life.  That reminds us of the mature wine, an expression used by Saint John of the Cross to define, '‘the old lovers’’. Brother Alfano showed an exceptional charity during the troubled years of war (1943).

He was always in the presence of God.  Prayer seemed to accompany him even during recreation time.  He had reached this so difficult stage: the unity of his life.’’ (Positio, p.23)

The first theologian who studied Brother Alfano’s writings declared, " The harvest is really abundant here, there is a vast choice. The servant of God perfectly understood that a totally lived religious life is like a garden where the Holy Spirit’s light makes all virtues bloom. "

1. Life of simplicity

Here are the first lines of the book entitled Pane di Casa Nostra, which is a short biography of Brother Alfano:

‘’Joseph Carlo Vaser, Brother Alfano, 1873-1943, is an Italian Marist Brother, rather, the first Italian Marist Brother. He has been the first one in the chronological meaning of the word but above all he has been the top one in a spiritual sense. He climbed to the summit of holiness with a greater eagerness and zeal than when as a child, he enjoyed reaching for the heights of his beautiful and rugged native land: the Valley of Aosta.’’

This life, devoid of extraordinary events is however one of interior adventure. This life can also be compared with a mountain range: only those who are courageous enough to climb to its summit can enjoy its beauty.

Here are the main stages of Brother Alfano’s life:

In 1886, the young Vaser enters St Paul-trois-Châteaux..

In 1891 he professes the vow of obedience.

From 1891 to 1903, he teaches at San Leone Magno’s. He falls in love with the city of Rome because of its art, culture and faith.

From 1903 to 1941 he is a formator. First, he is the Master of novices for fifteen years from 1907 to1922. Then, he becomes the Director of the student Brothers from 1925 to 1941.

* Note that he was a provincial councillor during thirty-two years…

He died on 1 March 1943, right during the world war II.

A simple life like the one of so many Brothers, maybe like ours when we remember all those years behind us… Yet, a life all spent at God’s service; God’s great gift to us and to the world.

2. Brother Alfano’s personality

a. Human personality:

Brother Alfano was very gifted intellectually. At the late age of fifty he had to learn Latin. He then taught this language in an excellent way. 

He was remarkable for his great culture.

A very righteous person, he was also very tenacious and even of strong will. These qualities did not prevent him from being a very happy and kind man. ‘’He was kindly with everybody; during recreations and outings, his good humour was simply contagious. Although of a strict character, he could show understanding to those who erred and sensitive to the needs of others.’’ He found time to write to the Brothers who were undergoing their military service. Even sent them money to enliven the feast days. One of his colleagues wrote, ‘’That Brother Alfano was severe should be considered as a myth.’’

Brother Antelmo reports:

‘’During the war, he sent duplicated circulars to the soldier-Brothers. These circulars comforted the latter by all types of advice and Institute news. Before Christmas of 1917, he sent me a cheque which helped me entertain those in the trench with me.’’

2. Brother Alfano’s personality

b. Human personality:

Brother Alfano was very gifted intellectually. At the late age of fifty he had to learn Latin. He then taught this language in an excellent way. 

He was remarkable for his great culture.

A very righteous person, he was also very tenacious and even of strong will. These qualities did not prevent him from being a very happy and kind man. ‘’He was kindly with everybody; during recreations and outings, his good humour was simply contagious. Although of a strict character, he could show understanding to those who erred and sensitive to the needs of others.’’ He found time to write to the Brothers who were undergoing their military service. Even sent them money to enliven the feast days. One of his colleagues wrote, ‘’That Brother Alfano was severe should be considered as a myth.’’

Brother Antelmo reports:

‘’During the war, he sent duplicated circulars to the soldier-Brothers. These circulars comforted the latter by all types of advice and Institute news. Before Christmas of 1917, he sent me a cheque which helped me entertain those in the trench with me.’’

Br. Alfano was intellectually very gifted. Marcel Colin, in his book The Straight Line which is a biography of Br. Alfano, writes: “Literary, with a subtle mind, responsive to beautiful things, divining them with a correctness of intuition and appreciation, lover of flowers,, song and vast fields, Br. Alfano knew how to control his affectivity.” Everything about Br. Alfano expressed a strong, deep sensibility, but one which was controlled. A man of our congregation, who worked, refined for God…  This was with the help of a will which never accepted mediocrity that Alfano attained his equilibrium.

His art of living was that of fidelity, loyalty, the straight line. He himself wrote: “Do not go begging for popularity to the detriment good!” He never wanted to be any part of the race of the mediocre

It took him fifty years to learn Latin and he became an excellent teacher of it. He was a man of strong will, tenacious, with firmly held views, a great rectitude and of great culture. But joy and happiness were also two characteristic notes. Those who knew him recognised it: “He showed himself to be affable, especially in interpersonal relationships; during recreation and walks, he was amusing and his joy was infectious… Himself, of firm character, he made himself tolerant to those who deceived themselves, sensible to the needs of others, attentive to the problem of those who were close to him.” – To those who were called up onto military service during the first World War, he sent letters full of new news of the Congregation and full of good advice, but he also added money so that feast days might be more enjoyable. One of his disciples wrote: “The severity of Br. Alfano is a myth which was created in the heads of certain people..” He always welcomed with kindness and courtesy those who came to him… nobody left his room without being consoled. (It is the young who said this) He himself had taken as a resolution: “Goodness, friendship towards the confreres and towards our dear young, encourages much. Patient charity towards all: to know how to wait before seeking a return… It is necessary to be firm when one demands what must be done, but this with much patience generous indulgence of charity…This I know in theory, I have tried it too little in practice…” 

b. His spiritual personality

The talent Brother Alfano showed in training his novices indicated his great judgment and knowledge of psychology indeed. But one can safely deduct that this success must have been the result of his long moments kneeling and praying. He said it himself, ‘’What a help it is to think calmly and serenely in front of God!’’ The crib, the cross and the altar were also his preferences. He prayed the stations of the cross every day even if on occasions he would have to get up earlier than at the scheduled time. 

c. His spiritual personality

The talent Brother Alfano showed in training his novices indicated his great judgment and knowledge of psychology indeed. But one can safely deduct that this success must have been the result of his long moments kneeling and praying. He said it himself, ‘’What a help it is to think calmly and serenely in front of God!’’ The crib, the cross and the altar were also his preferences. He prayed the stations of the cross every day even if on occasions he would have to get up earlier than at the scheduled time. 

1-In this area Br. Alfano had great talent. Master of Novices for 15 years, he would have had 266 youths to form of whom 144 persevered until death and among these some were of high spiritual stature.. It is true to say that saints create saints, as could be seen with Marcellin. The regard he inspired in the hearts of novices, then the judgement he made on it was of a great clearness, was psychologically sure. But this certainty came from long periods of time on his knees. He would say: “How much this helps to reflect with calm and serenity before God.” He had a preference for the first three places the Founder loved so dearly: the Crib, the Cross and the Altar. Every day he made the Stations of the Cross and to have the time to do so he rose early. He made some reflections which may surprise us: “I often recall to myself that suffering is gentler than pleasure or physical well-being. I will therefore seek it and will embrace it generously.”

2 – A Marial Soul

The life of Br. Alfano was completely Marial: he was totally devoted to Mary, he had recourse to her in all necessities and circumstances, for she was his “Ordinary Resource”, he invoked her many times during the day, made in her honour numerous and fervent novenas, his confidence in her was totally devoid of any reticence.

Mary is his guide and his model: the Marist motto: “All to Jesus through Mary; all to Mary for Jesus”, Br. Alfano saw this for himself and for leading others to Jesus. . Close to Mary he learned the three virtues which characterise her: “piety, humility and charity..” If he had need for strength to go forward or help others press forward, hr would go on his knees to Mary.

Mary, the Resource for Holiness. Alfano truly wished to give of his best to the Lord and to his Brothers and to achieve this, as he said himself, he took “refuge in Mary”: she led him quickly to her Son. Also he celebrated the Feasts of the Blessed Virgin with an especial joy and gave the liturgy the most time possible so that it would perfume the whole day with the perfume of his Mother’s perfume.

But the main lesson we can learn from Br. Alfano in his relation with Mary, is that in company with the Blessed Virgin. He learned to be upright, to have an upright conscience, to give to the essential which is God. With Mary he became the straight line. Mary guided him and them what became basic for Br. Alfano, was the will of God.: “What does God want? How does he want it” this is the essential. As for Marcellin, Mary taught Alfano to be ready to do everything her Son would ask of him.

Il Rosariante: This neologism of Br. Alfano rested on the Rosary. What did Alfano mean by this word? He invited all his novices, all his confreres to dive into the mysteries of the Rosary. To make the Hail Mary be spontaneous to their lips, to live in the company of Mary, in her joy, to weave a real relationship of son to Mother, and with her, in each mystery to contemplate the Son, to marvel at the love of God.

Alfano was proud to be a rosariante and there he found a great source of joy.

Magnificat: It is significant: Br. Alfano’s whole life ended with the Magnificat, his life sang the marvels that God did, the attention of Yahweh to little ones,, God’s long faithfulness to Israel, to Abraham, to Mary, to Marcellin, to François, to Alfano and all those were open and available to her Son.

His devotion to the Blessed Lady reveals itself by the expression he had coined, ‘’il rosariante’’ the one who recites the rosary. His days were filled with Hail Marys. Here is what he thought of Mary:

Mary offered herself for everybody

She gave herself to the just and the sinners,

She opens the treasure of her mercy to all.

She unties the shackles of the slaves,

She gives back health to the sick and consoles the afflicted ones.

She pardons the sinners and encourages the just ones to continue.

Her love leaves no-one out.

3-And with Marcellin
Brother Alfano had a boundless admiration for Father Champagnat’s qualities and charism. He invited his novices to study Champagnat’s life well. ‘’Make his life and doctrine your daily bread.’’ ‘’I have one desire: the good of the institute thanks to the imitation of the founder by all the Brothers.’’ 

He trained two hundred and sixty novices. Of that great number, one hundred and forty-four persevered until death. Many of them lived a rich spiritual life. It becomes evident that holiness attracts others to live as good Christians and even to become holy as well.

It is by putting together the human and spiritual personality of Br. Alfano that we are able to see the full life which sprung from him

3-Some thoughts of Brother Alfano
1-With Jesus, paradise always and everywhere. Without Jesus, hell…

With Him everything is easy. I want to give myself totally into his arms, with joy, with confidence… In difficulties and crosses I am going to run back to the eucharistic Heart of Jesus and to the Heart of Mary.

Jesus is my strength, my defence, my richness, my treasure, my all. Jesus is the faithful, constant friend. (Positio, p. 120. The following pages will be taken from the Positio.)
2-He called the Mass the sun of our exercises of piety. (p. 107)
3-We will never have enough confidence in the Heart of Jesus (p. 121)
4-The child Jesus teaches me all the virtues in a very efficacious and eloquent way, particularly humility, obedience, chastity, a filial faith… Dear Child, you are my joy, you are my rest, you are my peace, also I love you most supreme one. Light in me, Lord, your most ardent fire. Give me what you want and do with me as you wish. (p. 129)
5-Jesus, true light that gives light, fire that sets on fire, joy and peace. (p. 129)
6-I endeavour to stay, as much as I can, in spirit and heart, at the foot of the tabernacle in feelings of adoration, gratitude, of supplication to the eucharistic Heart of Jesus. (p. 131) 

7-Lord, willingly I want to suffer as you wish… But allow me to love you intensely, to make you known and loved and to win many hearts for you. (p.133)
8-Jesus is for me Companion, Comfort, Friend, Father, Treasure and Joy. (p.133)
9-Why do I fear so much? Can I doubt Jesus’ or Mary’s kindness? Why don’t I let my heart rejoice in gratitude? I want to abandon myself into Jesus’ arms with joy and trust. (p. 119)
10-The Gospel is the book par excellence that enlarges the Christians’ hearts. God is the master of men and events. And, experience teaches us that out of one thousand possible dangers feared by our imagination God spares us from 999 of them! And the thousandth one is lighter than we had thought! A wholesome optimism agrees with faith and sound judgement. (p. 122)
11-Fraternal charity is the felicity of the religious houses. It is a sharing into the love God has for His Son and for us. We, Marists, must be constantly energised by this virtue by loving our confreres, respecting them and looking at them with the eyes of faith. (p. 139)
12-A living prayer is the one that gives life to everything;

That acts like our physical hearts

How does one succeed in praying continually?

In setting unity into our lives.

By doing everything in God, through God, with God.

Let us always make prayer: a preparation to our action;

That it may precede , accompany and follow our actions!

Let us aim to union with God, let us have recourse to Him,

Naturally, like a child to his father.

Let us keep an eye, an ear, a hand towards God,

In the middle of all our activities, even the most engrossing ones…’’

(Informatio – p. 127)
13-“I live only for this brief moment that we call an ‘instant’.

I want to make it totally profitable by saying, ‘’Yes, Father!’’

Thus, I make sure my days are filled with God’s will.

‘’Yes, Father!’’. This is to live the present moment, the instant that is running away.

In the presence of God, accepting his will.

Thus the heart constantly prays according to God’s will.’’ (Positio, p. 24)

2-What was said about Brother Alfano

1-One Brother reports, ‘’Brother Alfano was considered by his confrères and his superiors as an exceptionally holy, an exemplary Marist brother.’’ This holiness was resting on a strong spirit of faith, a great generosity and a constant fidelity. Others add, ‘’We find in him a religious man totally dedicated to the Institute, concerned with the glory of God and the salvation of people only.’’ ‘’He so lived intently according the rule that we called him, ‘the living Rule’. Seeing him pray and observing his behaviour one could see that he constantly lived in the presence of God and in constant prayer.’’ ‘’He is a religious who practised the virtues of religious life up to a heroic degree.

2-Monsignor Emilio Biancheri, Bishop of Rimini who hails from Vintimille knows Brother Alfano very well. In the letter he wrote to the Holy Father, he expressed himself this way, “I can certify that all those who had the good fortune to meet him had a clear impression that they were encountering an authentic holy person. He was a religious person with his mind and look turned towards God. His features were at the same time austere and lovable. One could find in him a strength of character that hinted at saint Paul’s, words ‘When I am weak, that is when I am strong’. His strong temper victoriously surpassed the limits of his delicate physique from which he obtained surprising results that astounded his observers.

His work as an intellectual man and as an educator revealed a serene equilibrium with a deep and sweet sense of the supernatural, as if it had been a world where he could see, smell and touch. The Vintimille people who knew him felt that a holy man was walking next to them, leaving an atmosphere of grace and kindness on the Flowers region.”
 
3-Mister Mario Della Volta, one of the witnesses at the ordinary tribunal, sketched the psycho spiritual portrait of the Servant of God with just a few words, “He was a loyal religious man, ignorant of dissemblance; coherent in all he said or did, his uprightness was without flaw.” 
4-Doctor Mario Colombino wrote to Brother Umberto, Provincial, “Brother Alfano was like our magnet. His powerful personality attracted us and led us to imitate him on the rough road to perfection. If we want to be honest with ourselves we must admit that our spiritual lives were in parallel with Brother Alfano’s life. He made us taste the beauty of a life given to the Lord. His fascination was such that when he illustrated or commented the lives of the saints, the Gospel, the imitation of Jesus Christ I had the impression that he talked about a familiar world, in which he daily lived.” 
Final prayer:
Lord, you gave Brother Alfano

the grace to faithfully follow 

Christ poor and humble.

You called him to become a Marist Brother

to be an apostle and to educate your children.

Grant us through him 

to live with generosity our Marist life.

Help us to radiate 

the enthusiasm of Marcellin, our Founder.

And you, Mary, our good Mother, 

glorify your servant, Brother Alfano,

Who loved and glorified you so much 

among us. Amen

Prayer to ask for a Grace

Lord Jesus, it is in your name that we pray.

You put in the heart of Br. Alfano

a firm desire to live generously

his life as a religious

and to educate youth.
Grant us that we may imitate his examples

and through his intercession 

give us the grace of…

Mary, our Good Mother and Queen of the Rosary,

obtain for us the glorification of your humble servant,

he who was so devoted 

to making you known and loved. Amen

Where is Br. Alfano’s Cause at?

1 –1951 Opening of the Ordinary Process at Vintimille; eight years after his death.

2 – 1955 End of Ordinary Process.

3 – 1987 Validity of the Process and introduction of the Cause in Rome. – This delay was due to the fact that the Congregation for the Causes of Saints had adopted new Norms.

4 – 1991, on 22nd. January, heroïcity of virtues and title of Venerable.

The cause of Br. Alfano, like that of Br. François, came to a halt at this point. A miracle is required for beatification and a second miracle to move to canonisation.

Prayer is the only path to a miracle
BROTHER BASILIO RUEDA GUZMÁN
1924-1996
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A Word of Introduction:

           I’ve been told that they intend to introduce his “cause.”  I had never thought of that, and yet…Yes!  He was really a saint.  I think that saints ought to be like him.  I have no doubt about his sanctity.  (P. Raúl Soto Vázquez, M. Sp. S.) (Un Estilo de Vida, p.65)

Whoever wants to testify in favour of Brother Basilio is always tempted to speak in the superlative.  Whoever listens to what he says is led to live at “a 100 an hour.”  For he is a man whose contact warms the heart, arouses generosity, and who was the first to live magnificently: Basil-the-Magnificent!  He amazes while still remaining near, welcoming, approachable.  Those who speak of him praise him highly: a saint, a prophet, an expert on humanity, an attentive heart, predisposed to comprehension, compassion, comforting, an intellectual at ease in anthropology, sociology, philosophy and theology, a man profoundly master of himself and always even-tempered, indefatigable and a methodical worker, master of sure and solid spirituality, exceptional Superior General and charming, simple confrère, at ease with everyone, loving jokes and always ready to put on an apron to do the dishes.  That’s what all his friends tell us in the pages that follow, but with much more power and nuance.

Their testimonies alternate with texts by Basilio excerpted from his writings, especially his Circulars, the whole interplaying as: we talk about Basilio, and Basilio talks.  To reread his Circulars is to discover treasures of spirituality, of lived experience, of fraternity, of wisdom which are ours.  It’s also to find ourselves directly plugged into Basilio’s 

intelligence and heart.  Very often, and this is evident, his best reflections are drawn from his interior life or from his life with the Brothers or people.  Basilio is surely an intellectual, but the warp and woof of his writings shows what is already known and familiar to us.  Some of his Circulars are gems.  We’d be tempted to copy entire chapters; for instance his Circular on Obedience or the one on Community Life.  The first ones, those of 1968, at a time when he had not yet firmly grasped the work of Superior General, not only reveal the knowledge he had of the world, of the Church and of people, but they surprise us by his insights.  They all anticipate, most clearly, the paths we are taking with conviction today, in 2002.

Let’s also say that Basilio’s style has not aged.  He’s inspired by conversation, with surprising and picturesque findings that conversation can suggest.  The language is known, immediate, simple.  Often he sculptures sentences like maxims. At other times entire paragraphs are concentrates of truth, wisdom, humanity, expressed in a most charming way.  He can use  a technical and a precise language, but he prefers to keep it simple.  It does happen that he sins by prolixity, desiring to clarify what he has already said clearly, and then the sentences branch out.  He’s the first to admit it.  But he never writes to express banalities. He is always surprising by his depth,  appropriateness, exactness and passion.

What is the goal of this slender book of testimonies and extracts?  To make Brother Basilio present, living among us, to snatch him from the past and ever-impending oblivion, to nourish our admiration for him to have it grow and become friendship, dialogue, prayer.  Prayer?  Yes.  Many witnesses 

admit that they pray to him.  They sense  he is a saint.  That’s what they often say spontaneously when the conversation turns to him.  It is certain that Basilio is an extraordinary gift which God and the Virgin Mary have given us.  From him God sprung up a fountain of life for us. And Basilio, in his writings and by his friendship, has made this life flow abundantly.  Those are the treasures it would be sad to ignore, because they are our treasures: love of God, of Mary, of Marcellin, who have given life to our Marist family.  A confrère used to say a profound truth, jokingly: “We have had three remarkable Champagnats: Marcellin, François and Basilio!”

“Let’s choose life!”  That’s the slogan inscribed on the flag of the 20th General Chapter.   The knowledge of Brother Basilio and  of his writings will have us drink from a source of life which is generous, abundant and truly Marist.

Biographical Profile

1924

Brother Basilio was born at Acatlan de Juarez, Mexico on 14 October.  He was the fourth child of his family.  During his baptism ceremony he received the names: José, Basilio.  He was four years old only when his mother passed away.

1942

He enters the Marist Brothers’ juniorate at Tlalpan.  He makes his first vows on 8 December 1944 and his perpetual profession on 1 January 1950.

1947        

As soon as he started on his apostolic career he aroused enthusiasm in his pupils.  He created a  healthy competition spirit among his pupils and his fellow-teachers.  He soon became active in catholic action movements and in catechesis animation in the poor suburbs.  He played an important role in the organisation of the ‘’Cursillos de Cristianidad’’.  He still had time to continue his philosophical studies.  He defended his licence of philosophy  -masters- thesis on the theme, ‘’Being and Valour’’  on 17 December 1961.  According his teachers, his thesis and the understanding of his subject were more of a doctorate standard than of the master (or licence) one.  In the meantime, he had been teaching at Querétaro Juniorate, then he became a community superior from 1955 to 1957.  He ended this initial period of apostolate as a teacher at CUM (Marist University Centre).  His university studies, his activities with the Cursillos, the philosophy courses he gave the Jesuits were his first openings outside Marist institutions that already revealed his apostolic daring.  Basilio called himself the spiritual son of Oswaldo Robles, a layman with an exceptional spiritual life.  Thus, one may say that Basilio was a universal man beside being totally Marist.

1960-1964                    

He was a member of Father Ricardo Lombardi’s team in the ‘’Better World’’ Movement.  He was this movement’s main representative in Ecuador.  His retreats and lectures were very appreciated by the most varied audiences: workmen, politicians, Church people and consecrated persons.  His lectures challenged religious people, priests, bishops and  politicians  alike to better themselves  and to  become really enthusiastic to improve the world.  He also made ‘incursions’ in the nearby countries: Colombia, Venezuela, Chile…  He learned the way to deal with national, international, political, economical and religious problems.  But he also discovered how to communicate Vatican II’s ideas to his assorted listeners.  For Basilio and for our congregation that was a most remarkable moment of grace.  Basilio, our future superior general, thus learned to breathe with the lungs of the Church and of the world, to gauge men and their problems on very wide horizons.  Although he was working outside our institute’s ordinary parametres and he, a brother.. being the director of a priestly team, he kept asserting his unconditional belonging to the congregation.  The Marist ‘fibre’ was always be very strong in Basilio’s soul.

1965-1967

He was appointed  director of our second novitiate in Spain, first at Sigüenza, then at the Escorial.  He transformed the courses with modern additions and changes: first  a better axing  of the courses on the Gospel, then he brought the second novices into a better contact with  the Council calls and a changing world problems.  In fact, he transfered the spirit and experience he had acquired from the Better World Movement into this Marist formation centre for adults.  The second novices responded with enthusiasm; they had found a ‘prophet’ who could open intellectual and apostolic highways in a changing world.  Basilio, however, remained a simple man, very mindful of different human ways and gestures.  Always prompt to react with humour he had no equal to relax any tense atmosphere.  With all that success in all positions it was hardly a surprise that he was elected a delegate to the 1967 General Chapter.

1967

He was elected  superior general for a first nine-year term on 24 September.  There was surprise and joy.  Surprise because he did  not carry the traditional labels to climb onto this podium: he had neither been general councillor nor a provincial.  And the joy? Yes, the Marist Brothers were very happy to see in the newly elect a very capable man with a strong international experience.  That new superior was accepting an exceptional task: to return to the sources of the institute and to renew it according to the Council’s demands (aggiornamento).

He immediately started a first tour of the Marist world to assess  its  situation.  He left the direct administration to his Vicar, Brother Quentin Duffy and took charge of the pastoral animation: visits of the communities; hence a lot of travelling and much time spent to  listen to Brothers or to write to them.  He had to travel almost constantly to meet the brothers where they were working and to direct retreats in most of the provinces.  That was a difficult period in time, the one following the Council.  Besides, the world, the Church and the consecrated life were  rapidly changing while the youth kept protesting for anything.  Basilio was up to the task.  Thanks to him our congregation undertook to apply the changes called by the Council.  By nature, he was open to any sound novelty and often preceded it… During that period, he wrote remarkable circulars: A Chapter for Today’s World,  The Church’s and the Founder’s Calls, the Discourse on Prayer, Community Life. The circular on Obedience proved to be a  wonderful treaty on the understanding of religious life. The last one named was read and studied by many other religious congregations.  He  only started: A new Space for Mary during this period.  Every one and all acclaimed Basilio as very updated on the world and men, an expert of the Council documents who could explain them.  Above all, everybody recognised the deep religious man in Basilio, a man intimate with God.

(We have to acknowledge that the institute owes a lot to Brother  Quentin Duffy.  Second in command to Basilio during eighteen years, he assumed the administrative work -  discreet, monotonous desk labour but indispensable to allow Basilio to open his broad wings of genius for contacts and animation…Nevertheless when in Rome, Basilio was the real leader.)

1976

Another chapter.  Basilio had already packed his suitcases to return home.  Alas, life would not go that way!  He was re-elected with a great majority of the votes.  As he had done in his first mandate, he gave himself body and soul: visits, retreats, spiritual directions.  We had become used to a superior general who worked up to 2 and 3 A.M.  The circulars on The Community Life Project were written during this period.  The Community Life Project aimed to improve the evangelic style of each community and to make it aware of today’s men’ s situations and backgrounds. The circular entitled, A New Space for Mary exposed theological views well in advance of its time, and re-assured the brothers that Vatican II had not left Mary out from the Church’s dogmas and practices.  The circular on Prayer was one of the most appreciated by the brothers; it was the outcome of  the most constant efforts on the part of Brother Basilio.  Prayer and meditation occupied a very important part during the retreats he directed.  Finally, his ‘swan’s song’ : the circular on Fidelity was like a glorious Magnificat composed by Basilio and sung by all his brothers.  One of Basilio’s joys when he sent this circular to all corners of the world was to have written “a proud composition in honour of the Church: the fidelity of so many brothers’, while in various aspects the Church was painfully treading through trials and humiliations.”

1985

After the general chapter he enjoyed a sabbatical year at last!  He used the greatest part for prayer and spiritual work.  The pilgrim could move at a slower pace now…  He visited the Holy Land.  He had been the superior general for eighteen years during difficult times.  He  had travelled thousand of kilometres to go and visit the Brothers, give retreats and deliver lectures.  He had given a lot of work to the IBM company that prepared serious results of his enquiries. He wrote 2,500 pages of circulars of which some are  really outstanding.  He welcomed thousands of priests, friends, former pupils and brothers.  He even accompanied closely hundred of others.  Not only was his human experience one of the richest but people could also rely on him  for sure help as regarded human problems.

1986

He returned to Mexico and became the master of novices of the Central Province.  Invited by Brother Charles Howard he put all his efforts to launch the Marist Family.

1990

The institute trusted  him so much that the superiors asked him to direct an eighteen-month course for novice masters at Oasi near Lake Albano (Rome).  The institute wanted to give him the responsibility to train future masters of novices (the future of the congregation) for the whole Marist world.  Father Rotondi, the founder of Oasi and a great friend of Basilio died in the same house during this period.  He is the priest who wanted to found a congregation of priests for the service of the Brothers because he admired Basilio and our congregation so much.  In fact, Father Rotondi died in the arms of Basilio.

1991-1996

He found himself master of novices again; this time for the two Mexican provinces.  Among the young ones, he was the father, the ‘formator’, the brother and the friend.  He created plenty of room for freedom, joy, family spirit and intimacy with God in all simplicity. The formation programme he had elaborated for the novices and the specialists he had found for them amazed us by its seriousness, its wide range and its human equilibrium.  He knew how to train men, how to prepare apostles.
1996

Basilio entered into the final Easter by returning to the Father on 21 January.  His funeral was celebrated on 23 January 1996:  it was a grand finale of thanksgiving and love.  According to his will he was incinerated and his ashes  laid to rest in the Quinta Soledad House, the provincial house of Central Mexico.

Basilio enriched us with his person, with his thought, with the great affection he bestowed on each brother.  All that, he still gives to everyone  of us today.

Words of someone who lived among us

1- The prophet can feel burning in his heart the passion for the glory of God and, once he has welcomed His word, he proclaims it in his words, actions, thoughts, in his contacts with others, in a transparency which manifests the authenticity of the grand ideals for the Kingdom, in an heroic engagement towards all.  Once we have engaged our existence in the field of love, there’s no more going back.  The candle has been lighted at both ends. Time depends on the intensity with which we live it, but when love takes over the core of a life, time acquires an eternal density.  Love has not been given us to fill the emptiness of the heart, but to thrust people to unsuspected heights of generosity and self-giving.  (Quemar la Vida, pp.304.)...  
Whoever has known the fascination of the love of God knows that he doesn’t belong to himself.  The soul, in fact, doesn’t ask, it gives itself and in this gift is born the great intuition: life is worth living only if we love unconditionally and if we are ready to bet all for all on one card.

We therefore place the love of God way above the love of self, and this desire becomes an absolute disponibility.

When the love of God floods our life, it unleashes a type of love which makes us lose reasonable measure.  The You of God and neighbour passes before all else.  A premature death is the fate of a love which is concentrated in time.  Love wants to give itself, wants to burn its life out.

2- Today I see the practical realisation of a truth which Bro. Léonidas told me a very long time ago: “You burn your life from both sides, your candle at both ends.”  And he sent me a large page of a magazine in which there was a sort of rather fat candle whose both ends were lit.  And I also answered him, perhaps a bit stupidly: “That’s always been my ideal.”  To burn my life for Christ and for my Congregation, even if that must end it in less time than it would normally have lasted.

     Have I done well?  Have I done poorly?  I don’t care.  I put all of that in the hands of Christ Jesus, in the hands of the Father and I feel a deep peace in me, in thanksgiving and all in praise.  I know that no hands are better than God’s and that it’s in them that I have put myself.  (Message written by Basilio a month before he died; in Quemar la Vida, pp.306f)  

-3 “Brothers, fundamentally what gives our peace, is not the fact that we are good but the fact that God is good.  It is not the fact that we love but the fact that we are loved by an efficacious and infallible love …  God loves us, he cannot do other than love us…  God is love, free love, love that is not provoked, neither conditioned nor produced…  God is free love.  He does not love you because you love him.  He does not love you because you are worthy of being loved.  He does not love you because you would have created in your live conditions which would make you worthy of this love.  God loves you because he is love.  A final point!
  In his holy will there beats continuously a greater tenderness than can be imagined.” 
 True love respects the freedom of each and loves freely.  It does not demand, it gives.
  The resort of resorts of the community life is real love and the capacity to engender friendship to walk with friends along the path of  life.

But “if there is a person you exclude from your heart, love in you is dead.”

4-Basilio realised that, in all good will, the Institute was too focused on the means of helping the poor, the missions, on the means of evangelising, and “a little at a time, Christ Jesus is put in second place and on certain occasions has disappeared, when in reality he is the main reason, the sublime reason for which we live and we die. He is the basis of our vocation, of our brotherhood and of our friendship. He is our salvation… it is obvious that it is now time to make every effort to place Jesus again at the centre of our life.”

“If we ask ourselves what is the centre, the quintessence, the heart and central core of our vocation we must reply that it is Jesus; the vocation is Jesus.”

Already in the first retreats he gave the Brothers in  Canada, Spain and Brazil in the 1970s, he said:  “When you announce the risen Christ, you bind yourself in his favour so that no matter what dilemma there may be between Jesus and something else, you will let yourself be flayed before renouncing Jesus and that everything might be lost to you, even your own mother, but never Jesus.”

5- He recopied in capital letters the advice of his spiritual director:  “It will not be the enquiries, congresses, conferences, courses which will save the Church and the world from their crises today, but the saints, the men of God…  Your personal  holiness that God awaits ardently is indispensible to your Institute.”

6- “In he right order of things, people are worth more than works.  If we lose a person, we lose everything.  A work, on the contrary can continue even if the personel change
…”

Love is not a goal but an attitude of which the aim is the person loved.

1. A teaching taxi driver

On his first trip to Venezuela Basilio arrived at  the Caracas Airport at 3 A.M.  There was nobody waiting for him.  He travelled by taxi 30 kilometres from Caracas to Los Teques where the Marist meeting was supposed to take place.  (This venue had been changed without Basilio’s knowledge.)  As it was  still so early at Los Teques, nobody answered his repeated bell ringing. (It was a convent of sisters.)

While waiting for anybody to open the door, Basilio returned to the taxi cab.

-Basilio: I think we will have time to talk, unless you don’t want to talk with your fares.  I would have liked to meet an acquaintance at the airport, but I am pleased to help you earn something in a different way.  What is your name?

-Ramon Sanchez, at your service.  It appears clear to me that you are a distinguished person with kind feelings.  I happen to hear all types of language in this car…  And you, what is your name?

-Brother Basilio Rueda.  I am a Marist Religious person.  My cassock is in my case; the Mexican laws do not allow us to wear our cassocks in public.  Do you have any family?

Yes, a marvellous spouse and five children who are growing up properly.  But the amount of food they can eat! I make good money with my job but still I am always poor!

And we talked on and on.  He informed me on all I wanted to know on Venezuela: politics, society, the education of children, on the village people and on the rich people; on the Church, the priests and on the faith of the people.  Here, I was conversing with an honest man, of adequate intelligence, a man who had not dealt much with school books but his taxi was worth a university for me.  When the  time came to settle the man’s dues, a sister finally opened the door.  I introduced myself then I told her that I was very busy, that I would hardly have time to take a shower before the beginning of the retreat.

“But, it is not here; it is taking place at the inter-diocesan seminary.’’

We were comforted with the coffee she offered us on this hot September morning in Los Teques.  

There was time for more friendly and enriching conversation with Ramon Sanchez.

We arrived at the seminary as the first conference cum meditation was just ending: the one Basilio had been scheduled to give!

-Don Ramon, how much do I owe you? Think of your wife, your children, of the hours you kindly dedicated to me.

-Yes, I think of all that , but I think you are a sound man and that you do not deserve this harsh welcome in Venezuela.  Give me what the meter indicates and a little bit more for the petrol which is cheap in Venezuela.

-Well! That, plus the valuable Venezuelan sociology lesson you gave me since early this morning!

I promised to visit him at his home at the first opportunity.  At the end of the meeting, we left the house a bit earlier to be able to stop at the driver’s house. The joy of this humble family could have been compared with the one of Zacchaeus when his welcomed his Master.  

This anecdote tells us a lot about Basilio’s personality!

2 – An adult at twelve years of age


I recall the case of a child of twelve years of age, in Bolivia, in whom I showed interest myself so that he might receive a good education. A Brother had accompanied me to the bishop’s house at Cochabamba, to speak to the Vicar-General of the archdiocese. This child came up and said:

- Father, can I polish your shoes?

- No thank you. At the moment we are speaking and need to be alone…

But on leaving the bishop’s house I saw him again and I asked him his name and where he was studying.

​- I don’t go to school, I polish shoes

- Would you like to study? Yes, I would!

- Why don’t your parents pay for your schooling? Where is your father?

- They killed him.

- And your mother? – She is dead.

- How did she die? -She went to bed and died.

- And who cares for you?? Have you any relations? - Yes, two young Brothers.

- How old are they?  - One is six and the other two.

I force myself not to show any emotion for these people must not be traumatised, they have suffered enough and life has tested them greatly.

- But there must be a relative who can help you, an aunt or uncle?

- No, we have no-one. –Then who feeds you?

- A woman. I work and I give her what I earn and she feeds my two little brothers and it is for this that I must polish shoes …

Then I said to the Brother: Look, this child must go to college and I undertake to find a father who will adopt him and take on the care of supporting the two younger brothers. Where? It does not matter in what part of the world, but you must do this for me. There are men like this one who save a nation. There are men like this one who must be educated. When we find a child of twelve capable of leaving his play, his studies, all that is interesting in life in order to look after his two little brothers, here is a man capable of doing more than we think in life.

In the heart of his Brothers

1- “To all of this he added a great delicateness in his relations with others.  He knew how to develop a rich sensitivity which filled him with solicitude for people.  He was amiable, attentive to details, and serviceable to the extreme.  Having a very big heart he knew how to be a ‘friend to all’.  He had the art of preserving and cultivating friendship.  He had the memory and the imagination for that.”

2- Brother Basilio burned his life out for Jesus Christ.  He did it in the style of Mary, the faithful Virgin.  He loved all of us, profoundly: the shoeshine boy in the square, the young Brother, the father of a family, the co-worker, and without limits, without measure, the Church, the world, the Congregation and especially what he would call the Holy Will of God.

3- That what Basilio’s way: direct, to the point, and always interested in the person, This was one of the greatest gifts he gave each of us and the Institute: he was a Brother. He loved us as his brothers and loved all those whose lives he touched as brothers and sisters. His way of being a Brother with and for us was a great blessing for each of us, for our Institute and for the Church…

4-“He lived and died as a helmsman and a captain. It was enough to know that he was there for one not to become worried or disoriented, even when things were at their worst. He knew exactly what his mission in life was. And he has left clear and exemplary footprints for us to follow, unworthy or incapable though we may feel of doing so.

5- He always impressed me as someone who was serene, kindly, learned and humble, a religious who was filled with sound faith, one who was solicitous for promoting the religious life, and a faithful interpreter of the charism of his Founder.

I appreciated him as a reliable writer on the spiritual and ascetic life and I derived much profit from his books on prayer, community life, fraternal charity, etc. He was a real teacher, a guide and a true leader…His talks on renewal and aggiornamento inspired us with great hope in the future… Brother Basilio’s kindly face remains very clear in my memory and I regard it as a genuine grace to have known him.

6- Brother Basilio was a great apostle in our Marist world, a bearer of the Good News.

His care for the Brothers was as complete as you can imagine it, he brought a special personal attention to those in dire need.

With his ability to reach the hearts, he concerned himself with persons before studying the institutions.

He knew how to obtain the necessary information to always draw an adequate judgement.

His prophetic voice invited us to accept the challenges proposed by Vatican II and to heed its calls.

He stimulated a deep renovation of our personal spiritual lives.

His personal union with God in prayer made him competent to teach us along that line.

This union with God gave him unity of purpose, integrity, simplicity and humility.

One can claim that he lived wholly according to the tradition of the Institute and according to the Founder’s spirit.

To many Brothers he provoked a new trust in themselves and in the Institute.

Our gratitude to this intrepid shepherd who not only showed us the way but also directed us along the right paths.

The prophet of the Exodus said, “tell the Israelites to set forward.’’  Brother Basilio was a real leader in the onward journey of our Institute.
 
7- With the death of Brother Basilio Rueda, an outstanding figure has disappeared, a personality well above the average, whose stature was due not merely to the long period of eighteen years during which he was our Superior General, but to his truly remarkable personal richness…

His acumen was, without doubt, of a very high order: that ability to penetrate rapidly and profoundly into a concept, allied to the capacity to communicate it precisely and completely. One can scarcely think of Brother Basilio otherwise than with his mind ever on the alert ready to react. 
 
5-Il recopie en caractères majuscules le conseil de son directeur spirituel : « Ce ne seront pas les enquêtes, les congrès, les conférences, les cours qui sauveront l’Eglise et le monde de leurs crises d’aujourd’hui, mais les saints, les hommes de Dieu… Ta sainteté personnelle, que Dieu attend ardemment, est indispensable à ton Institut. »

7- For Br. Quentin Duffy, who had worked for eighteen years as his Vicar, Basilio would be remembered for his youthful gaiety, for his quick intelligence to seize the essential of a good religious life, for his ascendancy and his influence on men and women of all ages, for his remarkable piety, for his strong faith and ardent charity, for the easy word and apt choice of the pen.

9- There is no doubt that Brother Basilio, both by his writings as well as by his active and unique presence among us, was one of the most valued and most balanced guiding spirits of the renewal years, not only for his Institute, but in the whole field of religious life.

…Many religious have been able, as a result of his writings and his own personal life, to walk more surely and joyfully towards the mystery of the living and true God. 

10- As Superior General of the Institute (which was when I knew him), one of his great qualities was his ability to listen with patience and with genuine interest. When he was not taken up with interviews and other jobs he had to attend to the numerous letters piled up on his desk, demanding his attention. Yet, whoever knocked on his door, whether the youngest brother in the house or somebody from the furthest part of the world, all were always sure to find a cheerful, smiling welcome and a ready ear. Any the pressing business he had was no longer important; priority was given immediately to the visitor. And even if the latter were to overstay his welcome, Basilio would never give any indication of  any flagging interest, but would listen attentively and with affection, regardless of the time, for as long as the speaker wanted. Then, well into the night he would catch up on his work. 
  

11- He was a very special person: he combined in himself gentleness and firmness, prudence and boldness, love for the best in tradition with the ability not only to accept what was new but also to create initiatives for renewal – and this not only as regards structures but also concerning the very concept of the religious life of the individual and of the whole Institute.

12- His vision, encouragement, support and affirmation were one of my greatest sources of strength, hope and courage during some very dark days! 
 

13- Brother Basilio had this great quality, the sense of listening, which enabled him to listen to his confrères… He knew how to listen, he knew how to listen even to a long litany of miseries, sometimes exaggerated, with much Christian patience and fraternal charity… His love for his Brothers showed itself in a great tactfulness which led him to be close to each of them.  His charity was attention; it was knowledge of the neighbour.  He didn’t wait for a signal, he was always on the alert to lend a helping hand, to say a word of comfort.  He knew how to make himself all to all.

By his action, and also by his writings, Brother Basilio let us understand that he cultivated two sincere loves in himself, the love of God and the love of Man, and that he understood everything that Faith puts in us in way of light, security, strength, assurance. 
 

Br. Giovanni Maria Bigotto 2002

“Un perro sin dueno” (A masterless dog)

This is the name that Br. Basilio Rueda greeted me with when I was at the Pavilon Champagnat. My memory is still vivid. Today I am happy to make you aware of this little incident at the end of numerous testimonies whom this courageous confrere, Basilio, has received throughout the world.. That day there I met in his person a man: sympathetic, happy, laughing, communicative, fraternal.

I was director of this house with alongside me seven confreres and 114 girls from 17 to 20. For him, there was no surprise, I was fulfilling a normal function in a community of Marist Brothers. It was completely natural to me. I felt secure, accepted, valued and understood. I had a friend with whom I could fraternise, relax.

Later, when he left, and when I re-read this greeting writing in his fine hand on a scrap of paper in his motherly style, when I had asked him (about it) and he obliged without hesitation and with a waggish smile, the warmth of friendship enveloped me. I had met a man who carried God with him

It is in order for a man to laugh at his fellow man, but to do so without offending, with humour, he must walk with the one who walks on the waters and change the latter into wine.

I smile when I recall the day when someone was teaching us and told us to create a face, a mask what!... I have encountered this sort of farce or at least these personalities of holy religious, yet without charm without warmth, like the Canadian winter. Br. Basilio was summer, gentleness, love, simplicity. He would do anything for anyone.

In concluding, when I learned that the canonisation process was established in Rome, I rejoiced and with sincerity I invoked this champion of the faith. With this testimony I reach for this relic which is very dear, it is a testimony.

I firmly but humbly place myself amongst his friends: I consider that he is still near me for the rest of my days.

Sincerely in Jesus, Marie and Champagnat

Borromée Caron, FMS

Thank you Brother Basilio

-For having twice accepted to be our Superior General and thus shouldering such very heavy and demanding responsibilities;

-For having been a Father Champagnat for us for eighteen years: you loved us, you inspired us, just as Champagnat did the first Little Brothers;

-For your great and long voyages, sometimes urgent, sometimes perilous, always inspired by love;

-For having been an untiring worker, insatiable in communicating to the Brothers your clear messages regarding the young, the poor, justice, community, and the Church;

-For the time you devoted to the ordinary Brothers, to the young as well as the aged, by a letter, a telephone call, a visit, an unexpected message, by a truly brotherly gesture;

-For your joy so readily communicated, your jovial laugh, your teasing, so good-natured and beneficial, your enticing language;

-For the example of your life of intense prayer, your manifested fidelity to the practice of the Presence of God, your immense thirst for adoration and contemplation;

-For the mystery of love and unity of which you were the bearer, the prophet and the initiator, whether you were hastily passing through or staying for a time as our guest;

-For having been a universal Brother for each and everyone and for having laboured that this universal fraternity might live among us; for your discretion and respect in every meeting, in all your communication, in every intervention, in every urgency and in every request;

-For having saved from obscurity and abandonment the Marist heritage of Notre Dame de l’Hermitage, and for giving us the opportunity to rediscover there, for all time, Father Champagnat, Brother François and our first Brothers;

-Thank you, Brother Basilio for having been a wonderful Brother to us and for accepting to continue in this role by interceding for us. 
Prayer

God, our Father,

You gave our Brother Basilio

A magnanimous heart, a penetrating intelligence

And a great passion for your Kingdom.

His heart was a generous source of friendship.

His intelligence knew how to solve our problems.

His passion for your Kingdom renewed our Marist family.

We thank you, God our Father

For this precious gift that Basilio was

For the Church, for numerous friends and for us.

Please, allow us to call him for help

When doubt hovers over our lives

When disease, problems or old age make us anxious.

We pray you specially now for ….

And you Mary, our good Mother,

To whom Basilio dedicated one of his finest circulars,

Intercede for us.

Father, may our prayer glorify you!

You, and your Holy Spirit and your Son

Through whom we pray you.  Amen

Where has Br. Basilio’s cause reached?
It is at its first stages.

1 – 5th. June 2002 on the First Vespers of St. Marcellin Champagnat, the General Council took the decision to introduce the cause of Br. Basilio Rueda Guzmán

This decision opened the phase of the research of personal documents, of the public and private writings of Br. Basilio and of witnesses in his favour. The writings will be submitted to the study of two theological censors and three historians.

2 – 19th. June 2004, His Eminence Cardinal Juan Sandoval Iniguez, Archbishop of Guadalajara, establishes a diocesan Tribunal
 and thus opens the Ordinary Process. This act signifies that the cause is officially open as far as the Church is concerned. Br. Basilio can now officially receive the title “Servant of God”.
 This Tribunal charged with questioning the witnesses
 who appear on the list prepared by the Brother Vice-Postulator; he has, however, the right and the duty to summon others who are not on the list.

3 – Thursday, 26th. June the first witness, Br. Arturo Chaves de la Mora is summoned. He is part of the same formation group as Br. Basilio, then Provincial of Central America under the first mandate of Br. Basilio, finally, General Councillor during Br. Basilio’s second mandate. The session lasted 2h 40m.

4 – This Tribunal comes together very Thursday up until all the witnesses have been hard. It can take several years.

5 – There has been a rogatory Process (evidence-taking session) in Spain, for the Spanish witnesses who knew Br. Basilio.

When this Ordinary Process is concluded, the documents will be sent to the Congregation of Saints in Rome, for study. If they receive “the decree of validity” the Postulator will begin to write the Positio. The study of this latter by the theologians and Cardinals and bishops usually result in the decree of heroïcity of virtues and with the title of Venerable.

The average lapse of time between the presentation of the Positio to the Congregation for the causes of Saints and the decree of heroïcity of virtues is around 15 years.

A recognised miracle would lead to beatification and a second one to canonisation.

The lapse of time between the decree of heroïcity of virtues and the miracle depends on the goodness of God and on our prayers.

REMEMBERING  BROTHER  LYCARION


21 July 1870 – 27 July 1909

Brother Lycarion gave witness to his faith in his martyrdom. The anniversary of his courageous death falls on 27 July.  We have left this Brother of ours in the shadows for a long while but today we want to learn about him, pray with him and praise God for the holy Brothers he gives us.

Le 27 juillet est l’anniversaire de la mort du Frère Lycarion, un Frère que nous pouvons considérer comme témoin de la foi jusqu’au sang et que pendant longtemps nous avons laissé dans l’ombre. Il est pourtant le premier de nos Frères martyrs d’Espagne, celui qui ouvre la liste. Sa mort, au cours de la semaine tragique de Barcelone, en 1909, annonce celle de nos Frères de 1934 à 1939. Ils sont les victimes de la même haine et de la même violence mises à détruire l’Eglise et tout ce qui propose à l’homme le dialogue avec Dieu.

2. LET US LEARN ABOUT BROTHER LYCARION

He was born at Bagnes, in the Valais County, Switzerland on 21 July 1870.  His civil name was François Benjamin May.

François was 18 years old when he moved to St Paul-Trois-Châteaux to become a Brother.  When his training was ended he was sent to work in Spain.  At the age of 25 he was already the director of the school in Canet del Mar in Catalonia.  He was next sent to Arceniega in the Basque area.  

His superiors trusted him and asked him to open St Joseph School at Pueblo Nuevo, a workers’ suburb of Barcelona.  We have to remember how the unskilled labourers were suffering at the beginning of the 20th century.  Brother Lycarion’s school took care of the workers’ children for free.  Other classrooms were built to welcome more pupils and even some workers.  While the families greatly appreciated Brother’s work the anarchists expressed their discontent.  These anarchists wanted to control the workers and manipulate them in time of elections.  Thus, during the Tragic Week of Barcelona, Brother Lycarion was the first victim and his school the first one to be  burnt down.

The tragic week  - 27 July to 1 August 1909 (Second reader)
The anarchists instigated and directed the workers’ revolt.  Disturbances caused the burning of sixteen churches and thirty-three schools, sixteen convents, eleven welfare centres and six workers’ centres.  Schools were the hardest hit.

2-Is our Brother Lycarion a martyr ?

Yes, in the popular meaning of the word: he was killed by anarchists who declared themselves  atheists.  Brother Lycarion’s school took care of the workers’ children whose success was remarkable.  Opposite this school were situated the anarchists’ school and the Young Barbarians’ Centre.  The ‘’Barbarians’’ were young members of the leftist radical party.  Through newspapers, brochures, posters and meetings the radical youth taught the workers to hate the Church.  Barbarians as they were, they promised blood and fire.  A few days before the school destruction, the Barbarians’ club had decided to burn St Joseph’s School and to eliminate the Brothers.  The anarchist school director, Francisco Ferrer Guardia did not leave his observation post before seeing the Brothers’ school burnt up.  The fire was set during the 26 to 27 July night and Brother Lycarion was shot at 10 A.M. on 27 July.  

Litany of thanksgiving and request

Response after each prayer:        We glorify you.
Lord, you have saved us through your Son’s death, the first one of all the martyrs,

but also the first born from the dead.  /  We glorify you.

Lord, for all men and women who remained faithful to you up to martyrdom.

Lord, for all educators who help the young ones to grow up with enthusiasm and

who at the risk of their own lives show them the way to you.

Lord, for all those who are hungry and thirsty for justice and who claim it by paying with their blood.

Lord for all the peace makers  who accept to be victimised by the violent ones.

Lord, for all those who are victims of political ambition although they labour for the advancement of people who cannot get out of the lowest condition of poverty.

For all the poor people, Lord, who in spite of their daily martyrdom remain faithful to you and rely on you.   For this witness of faith that they give us.

Lord, because  we never run short of martyrs and their stimulating examples.

Lord, for our martyrs from Oceania, China, Spain and Africa, all worthy sons of Marcellin and our brothers.

Lord, for all the martyrs whose only treasure was yourself and who proclaimed their faith in resurrection and  eternal life.

Response: Lord, hear our prayer.
For all the innocent victims of today’s wars and political rivalry.

For all the victims of certain economic systems, of drug, of sexual abuses and of poverty.

For all those you  will call this year to shed their blood to witness to you.

Lord, increase our generosity, our commitment for justice and help us to promote fraternity and solidarity.

Lord, increase the holiness, the openness to you and to the world problems in our  Marist community.

Prayer to Br. Lycarion

Godh All-powerful, You who were glorified by the bloody

confession of Br. Lycarion, faithful witness of the christian

school in favour of children in need, increase

in us, by his intercession, faith, hope and 

charity and grant us the grace of… that we ask

you in favour of ….

Father, glorify your servant, Br. Lycarion.

We ask you this through Jesus, your Son, Our Lord.  Amen.
4-Witnesses reported : 
a) ‘’He was an admirable and hard-working teacher who took very much at heart the good of 

     his pupils.  He prepared his lessons with great care.  His lessons were clear and very interesting.  He applied himself even more  for his Saturday marial instructions.  He excelled in his social relationships so that at the end of the first year he had gained the confidence of everybody because of his hard work and kindness.  The people of his area called him the ‘’holy Brother’’.

b) ‘’The servant of God stood out by his charity and by the interest he showed for  the workers and  their children.  He edified the people of his area who could easily feel and observe a special radiance of holiness in him.’’

c) ‘’My father who had been Brother Lycarion’s pupil for several years had lots of praises for him.  He always considered him as an exemplary religious, an opinion that he shared with the other old boys.  He specially mentioned Brother’s humane  and lively spirit adding that  Brother Lycarion did not measure his efforts.’’

d) Some of his former pupils, fifty years after his death say that they still pray to him every day and that they owe him much for their human and Christian formation.  

e) Brother Rafael lived with him and was in his community when the tragic events occurred  writes, ‘’He always gave me an excellent example as regarded relationships between educator and pupils.  He has been the best possible father to me.’’

f) Here is what he, Lycarion wrote to his family after having observed the workers of his town, ‘’It breaks my heart to glance at those workers when they leave their workshops because next to the white-haired ones I cannot miss to see boys and girls workers who scarcely saw eight springs.  The worn out faces of these children announce an early autumn…’’

What level has been reached yet towards the beatification ? 
Brother Lycarion is one of the Brothers whose martyrdom the Marist congregation would like to have recognised by Rome, i.e. that he be declared blessed.  He deserves it in the sense that he was remarkable on the human  and on the spiritual levels at a high degree.  Martyrdom is often the crowning of an  already exceptional Christian life. 

All the necessary work in the Barcelona diocese and in the Ordinary Tribunal received the validity decree from Rome. We are now in the Roman phase.

The documentation work (positio) is finished and ready to be printed.  But this ‘’cause’’ will be joined to those of Brother Eusebio and his companions; there were fifty-nine Marist martyrs during the Spanish civil war: 1936-1939.

For this group, most of the work has been done.

Brother Lycarion is now on the way to beatification.  Since the ‘journey’ might be long, we will have to be patient.

As far as we are concerned, we have to remind ourselves that ‘’To become a Brother is to bind oneself to become a saint!’’ and that many Brothers in our Institute did decide to live according to this saying.  May these Brothers dwell in our prayers and become our daily friends!

BERNARDO FABREGA JULIA

1889-1934

Marist Brother

Brother and martyr
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6th October 1974. 

70 years ago

Br Bernardo was assassinated in Barruelo, Spain.

He was 45 years old.

The opening page of his Cause summarizes the event in these words:

The Good Shepherd gives his life for his sheep. (John 10:11)

No one becomes a martyr all of a sudden

Br Bernardo had the heart of an apostle.  In all the positions he held, he set up a number of initiatives: choirs, former pupils’ associations, Catholic Action groups, apostolic movements among the pupils, setting up statues of the Sacred Heart, prayer evenings, open doors, study circles, conferences both cultural and religious, adult education classes, savings banks for the children of the miners, study bursaries, mobile libraries, theatre company, folklore activities, visit to the families of the miners and to the sick, fostering vocations, accompanying the young Brothers … all this on top of his normal work as headmaster and teacher.

He wrote to one of his former pupils:  “Nine hours of class each day seemed to me no longer than nine minutes, because I got great pleasure in being with the children, and all I was able to do for them seemed little enough.” (p.67)
 All of this had developed in a life of close intimacy with the Lord and his Good Mother, not to mention his mortification and even the hairshirt.  He used to say: “What good can I do for the children if I do not practise it first myself?” (p. 71)
An article in the newspaper El Debate states:  “The religious who was assassinated, Don Plácido Fábrega, was a truly apostolic man.  During nine years at Barruelo and Villejo de Orbó, he dedicated himself to the intellectual and moral formation of the children of the miners of that area.  He was highly esteemed by the children, for whom he also set up a savings bank … “  (p. 215)

Br Bernardo knew that he was a target.  He said to a confrere at Lerida: “I do not know what is going to happen at Barruelo, but sooner or later something terrible is going to happen... The poor workers have become fanatics, they are armed and hold training sessions every week… They threaten the priests and the sisters … But may God’s will be done!  We are in his hands.” (p. 197)

When his mother heard that he was to take over the direction of the school in Barruelo, she said to him:  “May God look after you, my boy!  The miners have a bad reputation.  Let us hope they do not kill you.”  He answered:  They are not as bad as that, mother, and even if they are, is there any happiness greater than to give up one’s life for God and the Gospel?” (p. 199)

When Br Laurentino, his Provincial, heard of the death of Br Bernardo, this “complete and faultless religious”, he wrote:  “He was an untiring apostle of poor children, an exemplary religious, a total Marist, superior, father, and model for his Brothers, an excellent recruiter of vocations…”

On the 5th October, feast of St Placid, the baptismal name of Br Bernardo, the communities of Barruelo and Vallejo de Orbó came together to celebrate their superior’s feastday.  In a poem written for the occasion, one of the Brothers wished Br Bernardo “eternal happiness.”  (p. 94)

The “fioretti” of Br Bernardo

Like Marcellin Br Bernardo loved to speak to children about God.  A confrère leaves us his memory of this episode:

It was a free day in Barcelona.  We met a poor child, dressed in rags.  Br Bernardo said to me” I wonder if this poor boy knows that God exists?”  The boy came up to us and asked for some money or a picture or something.  Before he gave him anything, Br Bernardo spoke to him and found that he could say the Our Father and the Hail Mary, and he asked him:
Who taught you these prayers?

My mother.

Where is she?

She is dead.

How long ago?

Three months.

Do you pray for her?

Since he got no answer, he asked the boy:

Where is she now?

In the cemetery.

Yes, her body is, but where is her soul?

With her body!

No, son, don’t you know that the soul does not die?  Don’t you know that there is a heaven? … (p. 102)

Two employees at the House of the People, both Marxist and irreligious, had to sit an examination.  They came along to ask Br Bernardo to help them in their preparation.  He never refused such requests, and he did not on this occasion.  He gave them an hour’s lesson every day for two months.  He did not want any payment, as he said, “I am happy to do this.”  (p. 152)

Every year, he managed to get people to donate a large quantity of clothing, which he gave out to the families of the poorest miners. (p.153) He was happy to become a beggar for the sake of these poor people. They nicknamed him the conman and the highwayman, but there was no malice in these names.  (p. 155)

Bernardo wrote to one of his benefactors:  “On the way to church for 6.30 Mass, we met two children hunched up against the door of the church.  They were orphans, almost naked, and dying of cold.  We brought them to the school and dressed them from head to toe.  I would be more correct if I said it was you who dressed them from head to toe!”  (p. 153)

One day he met a poor old woman, so poor that her dress was in tatters.  He immediately took off his shirt and gave it to her to cover herself.  (p. 155)

On rainy days, or days of great humidity, some of the pupils had nothing to wear on the way home but sandals.  Br Bernardo gave them waterproof shoes or sabots.  And when it was really cold, he called out to the poorest dressed and gave them coats to protect them from the cold, and told them to keep them  (p. 155)

He gave private lessons and used the money earned to help poor children, above all to be adequately dressed for their First Communion. (p. 156) He was always the one to prepare the children for their First Communion, and he took this apostolate for himself in all the positions he held.

On one occasion when he was at Vallejo de Orbó, he was told that one of his pupils was ill at Malabuena.  To get there was a long journey, mostly uphill.  He set out at once, on foot as usual.  He found the boy in a very poor condition.  He gave him some medicine he had prepared, and, encouraging the family, went back to Barruelo, where he asked the doctor to go at once to see to the boy.  He then went back at once to Vallejo to give his classes.  His total journey was 15 kms.  (From the time of his visit, the sick boy made a rapid recovery... he was still alive in 1991, aged 85) (p. 157)

In a village near Barruelo, a 17-year-old boy wanted to steal 10 pesetas from a ten- year-old.  In doing it he killed him, hitting him on the head with a large rock.  When Bernardo heard of this horrible crime, he decided to attend the funeral with all the children in the school, in spite of the cold weather.  The people of the area were greatly impressed by this gesture.  (p. 159)

He was often superior of small communities, and he gladly took the part of goalkeeper so the young Brothers could have their game of football.  (p. 178)

On the day of his patronal feast, Br Bernardo was at table with his Brothers and those of the community of Vallejo de Orbó, who had been invited.  He was told that a young Marxist, out of work, and poorly dressed, was at the door looking for alms.  He got up at once.  When he saw the boy’s rags, he brought him some clothes and shoes, and brought him to the table, and when he was satisfied, sent him on his way in a most friendly way.  (p. 152)
His whole life in one page

1889 
18th February, Br Bernardo was born in Camallera, near Gerona.  At Baptism he was given the names Plácido Juan José.


1901 9th March, he entered the Juniorate, following the example of one of his brothers

1905   8th September, he made his First Vows; he made his Final Vows in 1910 and the Vow of Stability in 1930

       He went through the positions normal at the time: community cook, studies, primary teacher, secondary teacher, deputy headmaster of a school, community superior and headmaster.

1910 Teaching in the school at Igualada, to which he remained very attached for the rest of his life.

1916   He was a member of the founding community in San José in Barcelona.     During his nine years there, he developed and strengthened the type of his apostolate.

1925 Named as community superior and headmaster of the school for the children of the coal miners in Vallejo de Orbó.  This in the same valley as Barruelo, a few kilometres away.  From now on his apostolate was taken up with the training of the miners’ children, and he developed a passionate love for this working population, poor and infiltrated by Marxism as it was.  Very conscious of the poverty of these families, he wanted to give the children the chance of a better future.

1931 The superiors asked him to take over the direction of the school in Barruelo and to be the superior of the community of six Brothers.

1934 On the 6th of October, he was killed as about 4.30 a.m., his body was insulted, mutilated, and dragged by the legs into the Brothers’s property, where it lay for some twenty four hours. On the 8th October, he was buried in the parish cemetery at Barruelo.

1935 On the 12th October, in the course of a solemn ceremony, his remains were placed in a new tomb in the cemetery of Barruelo.

The red dawn, the red blood

A climate of menace

In Spain with the coming of the Second Republic in 1931, the spread of anticlericalism and Marxism became provocative and aimed in a most shameful way against the Church and Christian values.

Br Bernardo was courageous in opposing this deadly tide which menaced the Christianity of Barruelo and particularly the young.  He started many educational initiatives to stem the flow of apostasy:  Catholic Action, Study Circles, Evening Classes, Savings Banks …

Seeing the witness of consecrated life shown by Br Bernardo and his charity to all who stood in need, many who had become Marxists came back to the Church.

This was the main reason that the local Communist chiefs put his name on their blacklist, and on a number of occasions threatened to kill him. Eliminating him was one of their first objectives when the revolution broke out.  However, nothing could turn him aside from proclaiming Christ and giving witness for him.  He was the victim of an unreasoning hate (Jn 15:25)  (The man who killed him admitted this at his trial) His last words were a prayer to God and to the Virgin Mary, and of pardon offered to his murderer who watched him die and boasted of it. (p. 3 & 4)

Freedom! ….  And I killed him!

Br Heráclio José described what happened:  “It was about 4 in the morning when we were wakened by fireworks exploding against our windows and by gunshots... The only way out was through the back door on to the orchard, and from here to find our way across the stream.  When we got there, Br Bernardo saw that we were hesitating, and said “Courage, Brothers!  God is looking after us!” and he led the way.  The six of us crossed the stream.  A few metres further on Br Bernardo found himself confronted by an armed man who shouted “Freedom!” (This was the password, and the answer should have been “This is what we are fighting for.”) Br Bernardo said to him “In God’s name don’t shoot!  I am the headmaster of the school, and for the last nine years I have been working to educate the children of the miners.”  But the man fired two shots at him.  I heard his last words: “Holy Virgin!  O Lord!  Forgive me!  Forgive him!! O-o-o-h! Mother!”  (pp. 182-183)

The murderer called his friends and bragged: “Come and look here!  Here’s a monk whose mouth is colder than the mother that bore him!” and he walked on the corpse. They came out with all sorts of obscenities and profanities against the corpse, one of them stabbed him, then they mutilated the body, tied a rope to its feet and dragged it into the Brothers’ orchard, where it lay abandoned for 24 hours. (pp. 186-187)

Celestino Mediavilla, the murderer, said later that the motive was not political nor for personal revenge.  He recognized that Br Bernardo was a good man, who did a lot of good for the miners’ children… But the order had been given to kill priests and religious and to burn down the parish church and the Brothers’ school.  That is Marxist logic!  (p. 206)

The witness of the testimonies

The centre of Br Bernardo’s spirituality is faith in the God of Love (p. 111)

Br Bernardo’s virtue is not the result of his temperament, but the product, worked hard for, of a particular effort day after day. …His days were not a succession of equal periods of time, like a series of products coming off the production line of his spirit.  His life was a continual “becoming”... as he mounted the ramp of daily tasks.  (p. 166)

If Br Bernardo managed to become a competent educator in the faith of his young students, the reason is that he put forward not only his theological knowledge, but first and foremost his experience of God.  (p. 98)

He was an extraordinary teacher, strong willed, of an energetic character, serious and deep in all he undertook. In other respects, he was affable, very good mannered, extremely charitable. His sincerity and his uprightness were worthy of remark.  (p. 95)

A young Brother was going to join Br Bernardo’s community.  The Provincial gave him only one piece of advice: Make an effort always to base yourself on Br Bernardo.  After some days, the young Brother understood:  “It is as if he had said to me: I could advise you to be pious, mortified, zealous, in a word, saintly.  But I am recommending all that by the single act of putting you in the company of Br Bernardo.  He will be for you a model of piety, a mirror of abnegation and regularity, an example of zeal, a beacon of sanctity, a summary of all the virtues, both religious and Marist…  In him you will find a guide, a friend, a brother, a father... “(p. 135)

He had a special predilection for the children of the miners, whom he saw as disadvantaged in the struggles of life.  (p. 150) His aim was to do good to all, but particularly to the miners’ children… He did his best to find ways of dealing with the needs of others, particularly the children of the poorest families; he collected clothes for them every year. (p. 154) He also gave secondhand clothing to young adult men who came to ask for them.  He never asked them about their beliefs.  He gave extra classes out of school and used the money for his charitable purposes. (p. 155)

His virtue was both solid and attractive. He radiated such a joy and a feeling for others that I cannot remember him when we were out walking ever refusing to say hello to anyone, not even to the most belligerent of socialists. (p. 178)

During the time that I knew Br Bernardo, I got to appreciate two great qualities which stood out among all the others: solid piety and hard work.  When I saw in the paper how he had died, I had only one thought, how God had rewarded him with the crown of martyrdom. (p. 180)

Concerns and heartfelt convictions

He often said to his pupils: “You must show your belief by your word and by your works.” (p. 98)

“When I look back during the solitude and calm of the retreat, my arms drop down when I see how little progress I have made in virtue.  How am I ever going to be able to face God?  (p. 104) …Five years of constant struggle, and what have I achieved?  I have struggled, I have made fervent novenas, I have searched for ways and means, I have consulted my confessors. All in vain! I am still far from the perfection God is asking of me.  And that with all the great number of graces he has showered on me!  I receive Communion every day, and I am still so lukewarm!  What abyss have I fallen into?  How much more useful to my confrères and pupils if I were a saint!”  (p. 161)

“Breathing is a sign of life.  Devotion to Mary is a sign of salvation.”  (p. 118)

“We are yours, Mary, because you are our well beloved Mother, because you are our venerated Queen.  We are totally yours because, when he was dying, Jesus handed us over to your kindness and protection.” (p. 119)

“Today, feast of the Immaculate Conception, I had the joy of receiving Jesus in the church of Our Lady of the Helpless.  So as not to forget anyone, I brought my notebook with the names of my pupils, and I read out your names one by one and asked the Most Holy Virgin to bless you and not to allow any of those God has confided to me to perish.” (Letter to a pupil.  p. 121)

Our misery obliges us to pray...   

He had such a high opinion of prayer that each time I went for my weekly interview, he urged me to acquire a spirit of prayer, and said, “Prayer is the most important point, the thermometer of the religious.”  (p. 128)

On the subject of the carnival, he said “I would be very happy to give classes on these carnival days, not just to my pupils, but to all the village children, if that would prevent even one mortal sin.”  (p. 131)

Only a few days ago your father called me to his bedside and, his voice full of paternal affection, said, “Brother, look after my children, and when you see them, tell that my greatest desire is that they are good religious.” …My dear friends, you know well that your father is already in heaven, but you have a second father who is prepared to do for you what the best of fathers would do, a second father who loves you and blesses you with all his heart. (p. 149)

Talking about the miners’ children he said, “In truth, they have blackened faces, but they are still souls that belong to God.”  (p. 150)

My dear little friend Emilio, You cannot imagine the joy and satisfaction your affectionate card brought me.  What a noble and delicate heart the Lord God has given you! … You say that you are asking me to forgive all the little displeasures you have caused me – I can tell you they are all forgiven, all forgotten, and that I am very happy with you.  (p. 179)

A witness for the Third Millennium

Seventy years have passed since that bloody dawn of 6th October 1934.

Since then, we have had the most devastating war in history.  Spain remained out of it.  She was still licking her wounds.

The Marxist ideology became the most cancerous growth of the century.  Then, all of a sudden, walls, curtains, ideologies, all came tumbling down!

What had been the belief of the men of the House of the People in Barruelo has been swallowed up in history. What was stubbornly believed by Christ’s passionate disciple in Barruelo, Br Bernardo, has remained, as a beacon for all who seek the light.

His life is a marvellous page, even if one under a curse, of that history which still burns us – the victim of an ideology which has collapsed.

His violent death did not succeed in reducing to silence this peace-loving worker for the Gospel (he was not called Plácido for nothing!)  He is still there to tell us that in this life we are not allowed to choose a tranquil mediocrity. He tells us also that only Christ can give sense and joy to our life, and that he deserves to be loved to the extent of shedding our blood for him.

PRAYER

Good Father,

you called Br Bernardo

to participate in the mission of the Church

in  a life completely consecrated

to the education of the children of the working men,

and you gave him the strength to bear witness

of faith and love even to shedding his blood.

Make us worthy to imitate his example

and grant us the grace of … 

And you, Mary, our Good Mother,

obtain for us the glorification of your faithful servant

who worked so hard to make you known and loved.

We make this prayer in the name of Jesus,

the Christ, our Lord.

Amen!
BROTHERS LAURENTINO, VIRGILIO

AND 44 OTHER BROTHERS

Presentation

On the occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of the arrival of the Marist Brothers in Spain, 1886-1986, Brother Basilio, writing to the Spanish Marist family, included this paragraph: “A moving reminder and grateful to these 179 brothers who sealed with their blood the promise that they had made to the Lord on the day of their profession. These are models that you must not forget. They will be your best intercessors and the most beautiful floweret that you can offer to the Lord as a sign of gratitude.”

Of these 179 martyred brothers, this booklet presents the first group to arrive at beatification: Brother Bernardo, killed during the revolt of the Asturies on the 6th October 1934 and Brothers Laurentino, Virgilio and forty-four others, all killed during the night of the 8th October 1936, in the cemeteries of Barcelona.

The booklet presents the situation in Spain in 1936, the persecution, the particular case of the Asturies in the revolt of 1934 and the biography of Brother Bernardo. Regarding the case of the group of Brother Laurentino, the booklet outlines the historical setting, sheds light on the “Ordaz Affair”, touches on Brother Laurentino, presents his prophetic letter of 1933, then come the forty-five other biographies, reduced to the essential but punctuated with reflections and finishing with a beautiful prayer. 

These martyred and beatified Marist Brothers are like the tip of the iceberg of the 172 who gave their life in fidelity to the Lord and of those, still more numerous, who knew prison, torture and work camps. Two other causes have been presented to the Congregation of the Saints, that of Brother Crisanto with sixty-five other brothers and two laypeople and that of Brother Eusebio and fifty-eight other brothers.

Martyrs? Yes, because since 1930 it was evident that the persecution was approaching with a force that was more and more evident and violent. Brother Laurentino alerted his brothers that they were headed for martyrdom and the spiritual climate in the communities had acquired an exceptional intensity. In the prisons, if the brothers could, they reorganised their prayer life and not only for them; retreats were made and all of Holy Week was lived with fervour in the prisons of Barcelona. 

But let the pages that follow inform us and lead us to admire and be proud of these brothers and make a place for them in our lives. 

The Spain of 1936
The facts that concern the persecution and martyrdom of these forty-six Servants of God are found enshrined in a very complex historical setting. Spain was torn by the civil war (1936-1939) and the Church was seriously wounded in all its components. But it would be false to claim that the persecution was caused by the civil war even though this did aggravate it. 

Critical historians recognise that the persecution against the Church was already underway before the 17th July 1936, the day of the uprising of General Franco.

The advent of the second Republic on the 14th April 1931 made Spain the theatre of a revolutionary agitation characterised by a systematic and uninterrupted religious persecution whose principal manifestations broke out in May 1931 with the burning of many convents and churches throughout the whole territory. 

On the 17th May 1933, “The law relative to the Confessions and Religious Congregations” was voted, which imposed the laicisation of religious Congregations and prohibited the teaching of religion in the schools.

The insurrection of October 1934, in the Asturies, which made the first martyrs including our Brother Bernardo, continued with murders, thefts, dynamite attacks, aggression against the forces of order and burnings including our school at Baruelo… The year concluded with a negative result for legality. 

The Iberian Anarchical Federation (FAI) conserved intact its radical secular anticlerical mould having as its aim the destruction of all religious belief and the Church.

As for the Spanish Communist Party, it was totally inspired by Russia and wanted to carry out the soviet programme in Spain. 

On the 16th February 1936, elections were held that were won by the left. Immediately, the burning of churches, town halls and convents started. Political adversaries were the object of violence. On the 27th February, the Komintern of Moscow elaborated an intervention programme in Spanish politics in ten points of which number four demanded “the destruction of churches and religious houses” and number seven “generalised terror”. This programme would become the Vademecum of the left. 

When the dismissal of the President of the Republic, Niceto Alcalà Zamorra, was voted on the 7th April 1936, Leroux, a man of the left and in power until 1935, made this sarcastic evaluation: “The dismissal of the President of the Republic, giving the deathblow to the pyramid of the decomposition of moral, social and political, makes it possible that there would be thereafter Governments presided by criminals…”

From the 16th February to the 2nd April, there were fifty-eight assaults on the headquarters of parties, seventy-two on public and private buildings, thirty-six on churches; twelve burnings of headquarters of parties, forty-five of public buildings, one hundred and six of churches. In July 1936, the most moderate politician, Calvo Sotelo, was murdered. 

Between 1934 and 1936, seven governments were formed and fell. Spain was a country in fibrillation. 

It was in this setting that the military garrison of Morocco proclaimed the national uprising on the 17th July at 17:00 hours. As a reaction, there were also formed revolutionary committees in the territories of Spain faithful to the Republic, which in fact took in hand the powers of the State and of justice and the Church would have a great deal to suffer because of them. 

But between July and August 1936, the government also took several dispositions against the Church: 

-Confiscation of Church buildings, 

-closure of convents and dispersion of religious, 

-requisition of all the charity centres managed by religious, 

-confiscation of parish archives, 

-institution of popular tribunals. 

Republican Spain lived in a sort of legal chaos.

From the 18th July 1936 to March 1939, a great number of priests, religious and thousands of laypeople were murdered in Spain for the simple reason of being Christians and often without the least legal formalities.

The Institute of the Marist Brothers of the Schools was among the religious Institutes who were the most afflicted. The brothers who lived in the zone governed by the revolutionaries had to live as runaways, hiding themselves, deprived of everything, threatened in their physical and moral life. Many knew prison, one hundred and seventy-two gave their life for the Lord, among them the forty-six brothers who are the object of this pamphlet. 

(Page inspired by the Positio of Brother Laurentino, Virgilio and their forty-four martyred companions, pp. 3 to 19.)

 1-A real persecution
“A Marist Brother must have no politics other than Christ!”

Brother Laurentino

Brother Laurentino shows clearly how much our brothers in Spain were aware that martyrdom was a real possibility for them and that the climb to Calvary had already begun. 

We would like to forget that today. Our society has become more tolerant and we weigh up better the horrors that were perpetrated on both sides in what we call “the Spanish Civil War”. It could be that we are tempted to view our martyred brothers as simply political victims because of the forces and social violence at the time. 

It is very rare for the political dimension to be absent from martyrdom. In the death of Christ, the political actors and motivations are strongly evident and the real reason that John the Baptist was beheaded was because a young woman had danced in front of a weak king. A martyr is the one who is killed because somebody wants to kill God, Christ, the Church and destroy all that builds humanity and organises society in the values of the Spirit.

The brothers were aware that they should avoid the trap and the pretext of politics. Brother Laurentino wrote to them in February 1933: “Now more than ever we must remove all that is political from our houses, as all of this can foster divisions and groups. What a sad spectacle would be offered by the religious who declared himself partisan of some political sector…The religious, or at least a Marist Brother, must have no politics other than Christ!”

Those who killed our brothers in Spain clearly expressed this project to expel God from the heart of mankind and of society; this was the collision of two different visions: Promethean man or man in the light of God. The testimony of Brother Elias Arizu Rodríguez confirms this explanation: “I had been called before the leaders of the Revolution to be expelled from Spain. I spoke to four men, Aurelio Fernández, Portela from the F.A.I.
, Eroles and Ordaz, and I asked them why they were persecuting and murdering us. They answered that they had nothing against us personally; but that the ideas we profess are completely opposed to theirs and that they wanted to exterminate these ideas. Thus, the only reason for the death of so many Servants of God was the hatred of the Church and of its ministers.”
 This intention was clearly confirmed by one of the leaders of the revolution: “We intend, in all of Spain, but especially in Catalonia, to finish with all that smells of candle wax!”
 The militiamen of the Revolutionary Committee sang a similar refrain to Brother Hipolito, Director of the house at las Avellanes: “You and yours should manage to leave this area as soon as possible. In the case that this does not happen you are going to have a nasty time, we want neither religions nor religious people. Our religion is humanity.”
 

The material facts also talk of persecution. Out of about sixty communities and establishments that we had in Spain in 1936, forty-four had members who were victims of persecution, eleven establishments were burnt down, just as many were ransacked with countless numbers of chapels and sacred objects profaned. One hundred and seventy-two of our brothers were murdered but many more knew imprisonment, torture and insults. “As soon as the revolutionary movement was declared on 18th July 1936, churches and convents were set on fire, wrecked and destroyed; priests and religious were persecuted to the point of death, many were murdered… and religion was totally forbidden until the end of the war in January 1939.”

Today we have strong feelings about the large number of martyrs in Russia during the Marxist period and we admire their silent witness to their faith. Our martyred brothers in Spain deserve as much and for the same reasons. They speak to us of how to love and to remain faithful in extreme situations. As examples of humanity and holiness, they are a precious treasure in our Marist Family, they are our intercessors and they are our brothers. 
The struggle that we know today is simply more muffled, but in the media and social laws there are constantly two opposite visions of mankind: the one who has no other vision than absolute mortality, a child of the absurd and the one in the light, a child of God, strong in the hope and the freedom that is given by love; daily violence without the pouring forth of blood but also without the pouring forth of life.  

Reflecting on our martyrs will help us to respond to God and to all humanity in a way that is audacious, full of integrity, faithful and that opens the doors to hope. 

2-A letter

1-Letter from Manuel de Irujo
, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Spain in the Republican Government, 7th January 1937.

The Minister of the Republic to the Government of the Republic.

The Constitution of the Republic proclaims the freedom of conscience and of religions. The law on the congregations and the denominations rules on the practice of religion and guarantees it.

The present situation of the Church, as of last July
, throughout all the loyal territory, except in the Basque Country, is the following: 

a-All the altars, objects and images of worship, except in some rare exceptions, have been destroyed and often profaned. 

b-All the churches have been closed to worship, which remains totally and absolutely suspended. 

c-A large number of churches has been burned in Catalonia, and this seems to have been accepted as if that was normal practice. 

d-The warehouses and official organisations have received bells, chalices, ciboria, candelabras and other objects of worship; they have melted them down for military or industrial purposes. 

e-Warehouses of all types have been set up in the churches: markets, garages, military stables, shelters and other various modes of occupation…

f-All the convents have been emptied and religious life forbidden. The buildings objects of worship and goods of any sort have been burnt, vandalised, seized or destroyed. 

g-Priests and religious have been arrested, sent to prison and shot by the thousands without any process. This state of affairs, instead of having diminished, continues all the more, not only in the countryside, where they are hunted down and killed savagely, but also in the cities. Madrid and Barcelona and the other large cities have hundreds of detainees whose only fault is to be a priest or a religious.

h-It is now absolutely forbidden to have images and objects of worship in private. The police keep registers of families, searching their houses, in the most intimate aspects of their personal or family life and destroy maliciously and violently any religious images, prints or books and anything to do with worship or things that are simply just a reminder of it… 

The opinion of the civilised world is observing, with an astonishment that is tilting towards repulsion, the conduct of the government of the Republic, which has not prevented these acts of violence mentioned previously and which consents to their continuation in the form and terms thus exposed. The revolutionary wave may be considered blind, irresistible and uncontrollable in the first instances. The systematic destruction of churches, altars and objects of worship can no longer be considered as a business out of one’s control. 

The participation of official organisations in the transformation of churches and objects of worship has industrial motivations, the imprisonment in State goals of priests, religious, their assassinations, the continuation of a truly fascist system given that everyday the individual conscience of believers is outraged in the intimacy of their very houses and by the official forces of public power, all of that cannot receive a possible explanation without placing before the Government its complicity  or powerlessness in this dilemma. The conclusion is that the exterior policy of the Republic is not attracting the esteem of the civilised world to its cause. 

The Minister concludes by suggesting a series of measures to put an end to this situation: give freedom back to priests and religious, reopen the churches, allow public worship, no longer attack the families in their private life…
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Brother Laurentino
(Mariano Alonso Fuente), 1881-1936

Marist Brother

Mariano Alonso Fuente (Brother Laurentino) was born on the 21st November 1881 at Castrecías, (Burgos).

In 1897 he started the novitiate and then in 1899 his apostolic work in Cartagena. At the start he struggled with discipline. But very quickly, his students came to respect him due to his frank and stable character, his goodness and his knowledge which earned him their hearts to the point that forty years later his students remembered him with admiration of his eminent qualities as an educator. 

In 1905, he was appointed director of the college at Cartagena. When Brother Bérillus, Assistant General, visited this community, he found there such a union and devotion to the students that, full of admiration, he rewarded the brothers with an outing to Oran (Algeria).

When he was thirty-one years of age, he took up the direction of the college at Burgos, one of the most important in Spain. His success was total. He had the opportunity to form a great number of young brothers and obtained great stability in community. When Brother Floribert, Provincial, presented him to the brothers, he said to them, “I am bringing you, as Director, a brother who is a great devotee of the Sacred Heart.” 

Brother Evald, Visitor, asked him to be his assistant seeing the province of Spain was so big with eight hundred brothers and sixty houses. But Brother Evald was sent to Mexico and Brother Laurentino found himself to be the only Visitor. 

In 1928, Brother Laurentino was called to lead the Province of Spain. He went to Canet de Mar, a sanctuary of the Virgin Mary and he renewed the consecration that he had made thirty-one years before and he placed in the hands of the Virgin Mary the work that had been asked of him. 

Spain was entering a tragic and turbulent period. The brothers needed to be guided by a prudent and strong person. In the middle of the torment, Brother Laurentino knew how to pass on the courage and audacity needed to resist and even to form new schools: Seville, Cordoue, Huelva… which are still flourishing colleges today. He also knew how to create among the brothers a climate of intense spiritual life that energised the apostle and prepared the martyr. During the period of the persecution, the spiritual and apostolic life of the communities attained an astonishing level. 

The hour of martyrdom was close. On the 18th July 1936, the African army started the national uprising. On the 19th the revolution broke out at Barcelona and in the evening hundreds of churches and convents were set on fire. 

What was the state of the soul of Brother Laurentino? On the 3rd October 1936, he sent Brother Atanasio to Murcie to give support to brothers who were in prison. He advised him to take the Blessed Sacrament with him and he confided this message to him: “Tell the brothers that since this bloody revolution has started, I live only for them, I remember them constantly and I never cease to recommend them to the Blessed Virgin Mary.”

It would have been easy for Brother Laurentino to save himself in Italy. He always preferred to remain with his persecuted brothers. He organised for one hundred and seventeen young people in formation to get into France. But he and one hundred and six other brothers fell into the trap that the FAI had set for them. 

On the 7th October 1936, in the port of Barcelona, the brothers were made prisoners when they were in the boat Cabo San Agustin which was to have taken them to France, according to the agreement reached with the FAI.

During the following night, that of the 8th October, forty-six brothers, among them Brothers Laurentino and Virgilio, were shot in the cemeteries of Barcelona. 

A look into his soul

“In these sad days, during which we have experienced hours of deep worry, my thoughts have always turned to the persons and the beautiful works of our beloved Province, desirous of putting myself in frequent communication with the brothers, especially those most threatened, in the desire of consoling them and expressing to them the religious affection that my heart of a father feels more than ever during these days of mourning.”

“In these critical moments may our attitude not be that of those who give way to sterile lamentations… Let us be religious in words, actions and sentiments, especially in these moments when it seems that the Lord desires us to feel a little the light weight of his adorable cross… Thus let us pray with fervour… Let us give ourselves totally to God and to our work… We are at a favourable time since now we truly feel ourselves to be disciples of Christ. A thousand times happy if the Lord judges us worthy to suffer for Him.”

Now is the time!

These are the quite surprising New Year greetings that Brother Laurentino, Provincial, sent to his brothers at the start of 1933: 

“You who tell God every day that you love him with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your being, well, now is the time to show this. Yes, now while those who persevere in loving him are mocked, abandoned, defamed, deprived of their legitimate rights as citizens, insulted and made the target of a satanic persecution. 

Now is the time to show how great is the fidelity that you have sworn to the Lord. Now is the time to prove that your desires for sacrifice are not illusory and pure fantasy. Perhaps those who today show cowardice and desert the good cause once believed they were invincible…

The time is coming when we will see the valiant, those for whom there is nothing that they cannot master with the help of the One who gives them strength, those for whom nothing in the world can take away their peace, but who shelter behind the rampart of God, give the impression that their souls are becoming stronger as they face the present difficulties and worries. They do not recoil from great sacrifices – although they willingly recognise their fragility – as the pleiad of martyrs, of confessors and of men enamoured of Jesus Christ did not recoil from the tyrants and persecutors…

Now is the time to rejoice and to exult, as Jesus told us and as the apostles did when the time came to suffer trials and persecutions for the name of the divine Master. 

Besides, it is not we who are persecuted, but Jesus who is persecuted in each of his faithful servants. Each of us suffers for one only, but he suffers in all his members. 

So cease your complaints and lamentations, you who follow the Redeemer; you have not yet experienced the sufferings of Calvary or the destitution of the Saviour. He remains silent, prays, suffers and redeems. Pray, make amends, work, co-operate with Him for the salvation of souls. Would you want any better preparation to celebrate the 19th centenary of the blood-soaked drama of Calvary?

Now is the time to make amends more efficaciously for oneself and for others for our unfaithfulness to God. Now is the time to storm heaven with fervent and continual prayers for the intentions of God and of the Church; and for the intentions of the people and the works that are so dear to us and particularly recommended to us. 

Yes, now is the time to pray and to pray indeed as our situation demands of us. 

Now, now, without waiting any longer… Now is the hour to benefit from this time of trial, which is a time of grace and of blessing… This is to be our motto for the year 1933.

Brother Laurentino – Stella Maris, January 1933, number 138, page 5. 
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Brother Virgilio
(Trifón Nicasio Lacunza Unzu), 1891-1936

Marist Brother

Trifón Nicasio Lacunza Unzu (Brother Virgilio) was born in Ciriza, Navarra, on the 3rd July 1891.

On the 17th March 1903, his older brother, Brother Sixto, took him to the juniorate at Vic. 

Brilliant in studies, in 1923 he obtained his degree in Philosophy and Arts, majoring in History and Geography. 

In October 1908, he was sent to the college at Burgos where he stayed until 1935. In 1925, he was appointed director of this college which had 683 students. Even in the years when the persecution was the most violent, the number of students did not stop increasing. Between January and June 1936, he was at Murcie where he replaced the Brother Director. The superiors were preparing him to replace Brother Laurentino.

When the revolution broke out, Brother Virgilio was at Barcelona. Throughout September, the Brother Provincial made him responsible for organising the departure for France of one hundred and seventeen young people in formation. On the 5th October, he succeeded in getting them across the border. However, the one hundred and six brothers who were with him on the boat San Agustin, anchored in the port of Barcelona, with the intention of sailing to France, were taken to the San Elias prison. During the night of the 8th October 1936, forty-six of them, including the Provincial and himself, were shot in the silence and the solitude of the cemeteries of Barcelona.

Brother Virgilio had a rich personality: “His authority over the students was absolute, but at the same time he was loveable. He inspired confidence and attracted the students with his eloquence…” In community, he was devoted and at the service of others, being the first to work. When the superiors appointed him as director of the college at Burgos, he started to cry, believing himself to be one of the most reckless of the community. 

He spoke of the Virgin Mary in true lyrical accents: “Make sure that your favour is never lacking, and that now and always your love enchants me, attracts me, seduces me, fills me with love, embellishes me, astonishes me and draws me to the heights…”
He was a friend of joy and jokes: “He was a companion whose presence gave courage, made you forget the fatigue of the day and renewed your energies for the following day. During recreation times, he proved to be always joyous, loving to make and receive jokes that eliminated tensions.” Someone who knew, kept this memory: “He had a way of being agreeable, a happy conversation and he showed enthusiasm in his work, where he showed a great spirit of initiative. During walks, recreations, excursions, he showed his family spirit and sympathy. His healthy joy, his good humour was pleasing to everyone and attracted the most serious. An untiring worker, he was faithful and simple in the accomplishment of his duties… His simplicity and his affability earned him the affection of many and the admiration of all.”
He had become a specialist as a “cinema operator”. In 1918, during the interminable winter Sunday evenings, when it was impossible to go out for a walk, he showed the students interesting films that he followed with a discussion on the artistic and moral value of he film. He insisted that his superiors buy better projectors. He justified the cinema sessions thus: “It is a marvellous work for preserving the children and young people, it is a true apostolate!…” 

In 1932, the laws against Catholic teaching were enforced. Before the imminent threat, Brother Virgilio created the civil society “Culture” and by a contract he passed the control of this college to this society; the college took the name “Liceo Zorrilla”. The teaching personnel was formed by lay teachers and secularised brothers. At the same time he stored in a secure place the objects of value from the museum and the library. Brother Laurentino thought these initiatives were excellent and suggested them to all the colleges with this advice: “Make yourself safe, resist and save, if possible, all our works.”
Apart from the martyrdom, there is in Brother Virgilio material for a sympathetic and close saint. 

“The Ordaz Affair” or the perfect betrayal

Everyone left the house of Les Avellanes (Lleida), the central house of formation of postulants, novices and scholastics, nearly two hundred people. After the house was requisitioned to become a hospital, the young people in formation had to be dispersed in the nearby villages and farms. They were very well welcomed by these people, but this situation could not last for very long.

The Provincial Council decided to make direct contact with the leaders of the Iberian Anarchical Federation, Aurelio Fernández Sánchez and Antonio Ordaz Lázaro. After some long, complex talks, finally an agreement seemed to be found: pay 100,000 French francs and the whole community of Les Avellanes could go to France through the Puigcerdá pass. Then spend another 100,000 French francs so that the other brothers of the Province could go to France by boat. The Brother Adjutant, a Frenchman, was entrusted with the task of finding and paying these sums.

On the 5th October 1936, the community of Les Avellanes reached Puigcerdá. But only the young people in formation were allowed to cross the border: 114, accompanied by Brother Moïse Félix who was French and two other young brothers. All the formators were sent back. Thus the Iberian Anarchical Federation did not maintain the integrity of the commitment. But among the brothers, it was considered as a success as the young brothers in formation were able through France to reach the part of Spain where the persecution did not exist.

The second part of the contract anticipated that the brothers would meet on the boat “Cabo San Agustín” on the 7th October 1936 at nine o’clock in the evening, to be transferred to a French boat and then taken to Marseilles. The password was “Ordaz Affair”. Thus 107 brothers came to be on the boat. 

When the Brother Adjutant wanted to pay the 100,000 francs for the brothers, Antonio Ordaz Lázaro dryly said to him: “The CNT and the FAI do not sell themselves and cannot be bought!” The Brother Adjutant, a strong character, responded: “That’s true! But they steal, ransack and kill!” having stripped the brother of all that he had, Ordaz had him thrown in prison. On the boat the hours passed and there was no presence of the French boat. The idea of a betrayal arose first as a suspicion, then as anguish and finally as a certitude. Aurelio Fernando Sánchez, president of the FAI, prided himself on this abundant hunt and invited the militia to not miss “these little rabbits”. 

The brothers were divided as prisoners into three groups of fifty, forty-four and thirteen, according to the capacity of the cells. In the group of forty-four there were the superiors and the brothers of value in the Province. It was this group and two other brothers who were led during the night of the 8th October 1936 to the cemeteries of Barcelona: Montacada and Les Corts, and there they were shot by machine-gun. 

This betrayal had no tribunal or judgement. The brothers were killed for being religious, men of the Church, witnesses to Christ and to his values. For the anarchists, it was amply sufficient since they wanted to install an atheist world. 

The mortal remains of a great number of these brothers rest in the chapel of Les Avellanes, a place of Marist pilgrimage among the most loved and frequented.  
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Brother Alberto Maria 
(Néstor Vivar Valdivielso), 1910-1936

Marist Brother.

Néstor was born in Estépar (Burgos), on the 4th March 1910. At the age of ten he entered the Marist juniorate in Vic (Barcelona). On the 23rd August 1931, he made his perpetual profession. 

When he had finished his formation studies he was sent as prefect and laundry supervisor in the postulancy at Avellanes. The order and discipline in the distribution of things and his attention to people were admirable. The postulants truly loved him. He had a joyous character and his usual simplicity, leaving transparent the candour of his happy and satisfied soul in the service of God, were proverbial. He joined to his joviality and to his inalterable friendliness a constant interest for all with whom he dealt.

Later, he was sent to the school of Valldemía (Mataró) where, despite his youth, he earned the sympathy of all. He enjoyed the confidence of all who on many occasions asked his advice.

When the revolution-persecution of 1936 broke out, he was visiting his family. With the torment that was approaching, his parents did not see any security for him in Catalonia. But he said to them, “I cannot stay. My place is there. And even if we must not see each other again, it is as God wishes. He will help me! … If they kill me, do not cry, I will be happy to shed my blood for Christ.” That is how he bid his farewell to his parents. 
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Brother Ángel Andrés, 
(Lucio Izquierdo López), 1899-1936.

Marist Brother.

He was born in Dueñas (Palencia) on the 4th March 1899. On the 3rd January 1912, he headed to Arzeniega, the juniorate of the Marist Brothers. On the 12th April 1914 he received the Marist habit and received the religious name of Ángel Andrés. In August 1920, he made his perpetual profession. 

Having graduated from the faculty of Philosophy and of Arts, he was a good writer and poet. He consecrated all his time to studies, without affecting his piety and religious spirit. Many of his articles were published in the magazine Stella Maris. As well, he was one of the most active collaborators for the publication FTD. He also collaborated on the magazine Festivities of the Liturgical Year and A Saint for each day. It is to Brother Ángel Andrés that we owe the school edition of Quichotte, enriched by notes, comments and application and writing themes.

At the same time as these works, he was also teaching. He was a teacher at Burgos, Logroño and especially at Madrid. Every Sunday saw him at the head of a group of young people visiting the poor and looking after them. In his last year, he was teaching at Madrid. When the school year finished, he went to Barcelona to dedicate his holiday time to the Luis Vives publishing house. In the peril he totally forgot himself and his security. He thought only about helping his brothers. This zeal did not escape the notice of the leaders of the FAI and especially of Ordaz. When on the 8th October they took the brothers from the boat to take them to prison, Brothers Ángel Andrés and Virgilio Lacunza were put in a car and disappeared. They were part of the group of forty-six brothers from the prison of San Elias who were shot for being religious. 

Lord, stay with us

and continue to guide your flock with love;

august sign that never pales

It is the Cross in which you lay down your Law.
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Brother Anselmo 
(Aniceto Falgueras Casellas), 1879-1936

Marist Brother

Aniceto was born on the 16th April 1879 in Salt (Girona). 

He entered the Marist Brothers’ juniorate at Canet de Mar on the 24th July 1893. 

He made his vow of obedience on the 15th August 1895 and his perpetual profession in 1899. 

He was pious, mortified and austere. He put aside the desserts in the refectory and then during his walks, he distributed them to the poor and to the children to whom he taught catechism. This happened in the port, among the small gypsies of Barceloneta, and in San José de la Montaña.

In the juniorate at Vic, he was the econome. The community was not rich, but he put so much effort into his work that no one every lacked what was necessary. 

In the early days of the revolution, that is to say from the 19th to the 30th July, he maintained a great serenity and took prudent measures to face the situation in the best possible way. Without counting his efforts, he looked after the different groups of the house at Vic: juniors and brothers, hidden and distributed among the various farms of Pla de Vic. 

On the 30th July, when the militia had taken hold of the school and had made it into a prison, Brother Anselmo came down to Barcelona. He was awaiting the events in a resigned manner, when at the start of October 1936 he received the news of a possible embarking for Marseille. He thus went to the boat “Cabo San Agustín”, the rendezvous point, on the 7th October. He was part of the group of forty-six brothers from the prison of San Elias who were murdered for the simple fact that they were religious. 

Brother Anselmo was the co-founder of the first Marist house in Mexico, in Guadalajara. He worked in Mexico from 1899 to 1909.
** The Province of Spain was generous with the mission. It sent more than twenty brothers to Mexico, more than a dozen to Peru and Chile, about ten to Colombia and about ten to Argentina. It continued to be missionary after the persecution sending brothers to Venezuela, Cuba, Ecuador, Paraguay, Uruguay and Bolivia. And this healthy tradition still continues today: Brothers are sent to Hungry, Romania, Algeria, Ivory Coast, Congo… and the four martyrs of Bugobe, Brothers Servando, Miguel Angel, Fernando and Julio, are the straight heirs of the martyrs of 1934-1936 and the pioneers of the “missio ad gentes”
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Brother Antolín 
(Antonio Roig Alibau), 1891-1936.

Marist Brother

On the 6th February 1891 Antonio was born in Igualada (Barcelona).

He entered the juniorate at Vic and on the 8th September 1907 he made his first vows. On the 15th August 1912 he pronounced his perpetual vows. 

The superiors appointed him as sacristan and tailor’s aide. He was very happy in these humble employments and he kept all the material in perfect order. At the age of thirty, he did not have one dark hair left. They say that his hair turned white following a great scare during the Tragic Week of Barcelona in 1909. To avoid the desecration by a mob in revolt, he hid himself for hours in a confessional with a ciborium full of consecrated hosts. That happened at San Andrés de Palomar.

When the revolution broke out, of which he was one of the victims, after a month of imprisonment at Girona, he was granted conditional liberty and authorised to go to Igualada, his native area. Invited to transfer to France, he accepted the position and joined the boat “Cabo San Agustín” on the 7th October 1936. He was shot the following day, out of simple hatred of religion. His body was recognised in the cemetery of Montcada (Barcelona).
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Brother Baudillo 
(Pedro Ciordia Hernández), 1888-1936

Marist Brother

Pedro Ciordia Hernández was born on the 19th May 1888 at Cárcar (Navarre). 

He entered the juniorate at San Andrés de Palomar (Barcelona) on the 29th May 1901. He pronounced his first vows on the 2nd February 1905. 

He made his perpetual profession on the 30th August 1910.

Brother Baudillo was faithful and exact in the correction of the work that he gave noting what was good and what needed improvement. He spent so many hours in the correction of notebooks and of homework! He found his recompense in the enthusiasm that he aroused in his students.

In 1917 Brother Baudillo made the Second Novitiate at Grugliasco (Italy). He wrote a synthesis of ascetic theology. His companions in community realised quickly that the doctrine and the spirit contained in this were the soul of his interior life and of all his actions. Appointed director of the school at Canet de Mar and then of Sants (Barcelona), the two works were times of glory and prosperity under his prudent and firm direction, for the number of students, the good spirit and the emulation which reigned among the teachers as also among the students. 

In 1933, it was necessary to apply the orders of Azaña which made the religious teaching congregations disappear. The school at Valldemía (Mataró) was bought, in conformity with the new laws, by the society “Inmobiliaria Mundial S.A.”, whose central headquarters were at Lyons (France). It was rented by a group of teachers who were all brothers, in civil dress. 

When, at the end of September 1936, there was talk of an agreement with the FAI, Brother Baudillo remained sceptical… In the boat he shared the same cabin as the Brother Provincial and followed his superior to the same final tragic destiny during the night of the 8th October 1936. 
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Brother Bernabé 
(Casimiro Riba Pi), 1877-1936

Marist Brother

On the 14th September 1877, Casimiro was born in Rubí (Barcelona). 

In 1893, he entered religious life at Canet de Mar .

On the 17th September 1899, he made his perpetual profession.

He started his apostolate at Girona, under the direction of Brother Hilario. These were two souls who would become deep friends. His success in teaching was complete, as much at Girona as later at Lleida and Barcelona (the schools of the Immaculate Conception). He captivated his students and his moral authority was great. In 1903, Brother Bernabé founded the school at La Garriga. There, as everywhere else, he earned the respect of the families and authorities, content with the education given to their children and proud to have such a centre of fine teaching. Later, he would become director of the schools at Girona, Igualada and Badalona. The qualities of his direction were particularly noted in this last locality. 

When the revolution broke out on the 19th July 1936, he retired to Rubí in the house of one of his brothers. He was safe there because his brother passed as being on the left. When they spoke to him about the trip to Marseille by boat, he accepted to be part of it. He did not know that he was heading towards martyrdom, but that was in the heart of all the brothers. 

** Marist Spain in 1936 was divided in three Provinces:

1-The Province of Anzuola, in the Basque country, founded by the French Province of Lacabane.

2-The Province of León which extended in the western part of Spain: Galice and León. It was founded by the French Province of Aubenas.

3-The Province of Spain, the most numerous and which towards 1930 included nearly 800 brothers. It was also the largest in extent occupying Catalonia, Aragon, Navarre, the two Castilles and all of the south of Spain.

Nearly all of the martyrs of the persecution of 1936-39 belonged to this Province. 
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Brother Carlos Rafael 
(Carlos Brengaret Pujol), 1917-1936

Marist Brother

Carlos was born on the 11th July 1917 in Sant Jordi Desvalls (Girona). 

In 1928, he entered the juniorate at Vic.

On the 2nd July 1934, he pronounced his first vows.

Once his formation studies were finished, he was sent by his superiors to Mataró to the school of Saint Joseph Street. 

He was the youngest victim of this group of forty-six brothers killed in Barcelona. A true angel that the Virgin had made enter heaven! During the year that he exercised his apostolate among the children, he was a model of candour and of astonishing simplicity. He rejoiced in his very noble vocation as a teacher; his optimism and his healthy joy were proverbial and contagious. He had no difficulty with anybody and felt at ease in his ministry. His director, Brother Doroteo, wrote: “He was an excellent teacher and also a pious and steady soul.”

When the revolution started, he left Mataró and headed towards his family. Having found out about the boat to France, he said goodbye to his family and joined the boat on the 7th October 1936. He was imprisoned in the San Elias prison. Knowing that the groups who were leaving the prison were not returning because they were being killed by the Marxists and calculating that he could suffer the same fate, he said to his neighbour: “Also we are going to die as martyrs and we will go to heaven! What luck!” Everyone was convinced that they would die only because of Christ. He was the youngest of the group of forty-five brothers who were killed; he was aged nineteen years and three months.

** In the group of forty-six martyrs, seventeen were in their twenties: young martyrs with a short and simple religious life; but with the generosity proper to youth, they gave their life to the Lord. 
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Brother Dionisio Martín 
(José Cesari Mercadal), 1903-1936.

Marist Brother

José was born on the 16th January 1903 in Puig-reig (Barcelona). 

In 1916 he started his journey in Marist religious life.

On the 8th September 1919, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 15th August 1924, he made his definitive commitment through his perpetual profession. 

He exercised his teaching career in Les Avellanes, 1919; Lleida, 1921; Madrid, 1924; Larache, 1925; Valencia (Almeda), 1928; Vic, 1929; Pamplona, 1932; Zaragoza, 1934; Les Avellanes, 1935-36 (in the novitiate).

An excellent teacher, he inspired in his students the love of work and of study. He gave brilliant courses that brought him the congratulations of examination tribunals. Full of piety and of zeal, he urged his students to attend daily Mass and to receive Holy Communion. He loved the hidden life and study and he also requested from his superiors a position in the novitiate house of Les Avellanes. “He was full of goodness and zeal, very concerned to give his disciples examples of piety and especially of the human virtues.”
** The statistics show us that the years 1930-1939 were a great trial for the Province of Spain which passed from 800 brothers to a little more than 400. If 172 or 179 are the victims of the persecution and others die on the fronts, and if new entries to religious life were less, one can think that a good hundred brothers left (The average was of 29 per year). This truth gives more value to the brothers who were generous at the time of the trial. (Aggiungere grafico)
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Brother Epifanio 
(Fernando  Suñer Estrach), 1874-1936

Marist Brother

Fernando was born on the 26th March 1874 in Tayala (Girona). 

On the 21st September 1888, he entered the juniorate at Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux (France).

On the 7th September 1890, he made his vow of obedience.

On the 19th September 1895, he pronounced his perpetual vows. 

Brother Epifanio left a profound mark on the Marist Province of Spain. He was a student of the first school founded in our country and he asked the director, Brother Hilario, if he could enter the congregation which he would honour with his merits and virtues. He was an excellent teacher: he quickly earned the confidence of the students. He was director at Lloret, Malgrat, Igualada, Logroño, Manresa and Lleida. A few years later, he was at the school at 38 Lauria Street Barcelona. It was here that the national uprising surprised him. As soon as the revolution broke out, the community had to disperse in search of shelter. The director, concerned about the abandoned house, had the unfortunate idea of returning to the school to see if he could save some things. That was when he was captured and put in prison. He was freed and he looked for accommodation in a boarding house when he fell once more into the hands of the revolutionaries who threw him into prison for the second time. He was one of those who from the beginning mistrusted the good faith of Aurelio Fernandez’s men, and as he was a member of the Provincial Council, he said so in the meetings but finally he accepted his superiors’ plan.

Brother Epifano, at sixty-two years of age, was the oldest of the group of martyrs. 

The martyr

In the heart of a martyr there are three lines of strength:

· The absolute Lordship of the Lord,

· a climate of love which goes to the extreme,

· the total gift in a context of a violent death.
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Brother Felipe José 
(Fermín Latienda Azpilicueta), 1891-1936

Marist Brother

Firmín Latienda A. was born in Iruña-Pamplona (Navarra) on the 7th July 1891.

On the 8th September 1903, he entered the juniorate at Vic. 

On the 8th September 1907, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 15th August 1913, he committed himself through his perpetual profession.

“In Brother Felipe José,” wrote one of his companions “I saw personified the virtues of the religious educator: piety, dignity, competence. Friend of the Socratic process, he intelligently accompanied the disciple so that, by question after question, he would himself deduce the appropriate formulae and conclusions.”

In February 1936, he arrived at Les Avellanes as interim Master of Novices: the novices felt they were orphans as they esteemed Brother Luis Gonzaga who had just left for the Second Novitiate. The piety, prudence and joy of Brother Felipe José quickly helped to calm their spirits. 

A graduate from the university of Saragosse, he was competent and simple in his talks, offering each person opportune knowledge and advice. 

At the start of the revolution, Brother Felipe José headed to Vilanova de la Sal with all the teachers and disciples. In this village one commented on his vigils and his abnegation in favour of his novices. His pain was great when, by order of the Red Committee, they had to disperse in the region. In this situation, the presence of Brother Felipe José became compromising for the others. He hid himself with a few brothers in the grottos of the surrounding area. With all its discomfort, he was victim of a paralysis that made movement difficult. He was among the victims of the San Elias prison. 

A confrère testified: “He had a frank and open character, full of humour. I remember how much he was an example for us and the signs of simple, intense and persistent piety that we could see in him.”
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Brother Félix León 
(Félix Ayúcar Eraso), 1911-1936

Marist Brother

Félix Ayúcar Eraso was born on the 4th December 1911 in Estella (Navarra).

On the 16th October 1924, he entered the juniorate at Villafranca de Navarra.

On the 8th September 1929, he pronounced his first vows. He was only temporarily professed when the revolution broke out. He taught at Igualada, Mataró and Barcelona.

During his years of formation, he was noted for his piety and his silence. At the end of his scholasticate studies, he was first sent to Igualada. 

During the national uprising, he had the possibility of hiding himself in the early days in the house of one of his brothers. When the militia took him they found him in the company of two other Marists. They detained them and took them to the place where they held rowing races at Guinardó. There they found themselves with other brothers including the good Brother Epifanio. Later they joined the others on the boat “Cabo San Agustin”. Here he had the strange surprise to see two militia wearing his clothes and those of one of his brothers from whom they had taken them a little time before.

After that Brother Félix León was put into the San Elias prison from which he only left for the final sacrifice, the night of the 8th October 1936.

A brother who was his companion said: “He never panicked about what could happen to him, as the circumstances allowed him to think that he would gain what he so much desired: martyrdom.”
The martyr 2

Between the Lord and the martyr, there is a love that allows the folly of martyrdom.

This love precedes, prepares, claims, allows the martyr, often as a desire, as prayer, as joy and as the reality experienced at the moment of trial.

In this context of love, forgiveness for the executioners is spontaneous; it is an element of martyrdom.
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Brother Fortunato Andrés 
(Fortunato Ruiz Peña), 1898-1936

Marist Brother

Fortunato Ruiz Peña was born on the 2nd February 1898 in La Piedra (Burgos).

On the 21st November 1911 he entered the juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 8th September 1914 he pronounced his first vows.

On the 28th September 1920 he made his perpetual profession. 

He taught in Artziniega, Cabezón de la Sal (Santander), Vallejo de Orbó (Palencia), Zaragoza, Les Avellanes.

He was patient, kind, prompt for the service and very gifted in mechanics. No machine could beat him. He did not stop working until he had got the motor functioning again. When the militia took possession of the monastery of Les Avellanes, they wanted to protect him knowing his ability with motors and electricity. As well, he prepared very savoury meals and could do any kind of work. 

Seeing someone poor made him feel deep compassion. He could not let anyone go without helping them and he added a glass of wine to the meals for the poor. When he saw that they needed clothes, he asked the superiors for them. 

Because of all the services that he rendered, the militia in the monastery did not want to do him any harm, but they advised him to save himself if he wanted. He went to Os de Balaguer. In this village everyone knew him. Things must have gone fairly well for him since, when he ran to the boat, he was the only one to be in good physical shape. 
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Brother Frumencio 
(Julio García Galarza), 1909-1936

Marist Brother

Julio García Galarza was born on the 28th June 1909 in Medina de Pomar (Burgos).

On the 24th December 1921 he entered the juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 8th September 1926 he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 15th August 1932 he made his perpetual profession.

He taught in the following places: Artziniega, Vic (Barcelona), Sants (Barcelona), Valencia, Alcazarquivir. When the revolution broke out he was at Sants.

In the company of Brother Alberto Ayúcar he abandoned the school at Sants and found accommodation in Nueva de San Francisco Street, and afterwards in Tallers Street where they met up with Brothers Santiago María Saiz and Félix León Ayúcar. They were not bothered until the 20th September, when they were arrested and put into prison. 

The same red committee that had them put into prison led them, with an escort, to the ship. It was the 7th October. The route of their martyrdom terminated at the Montcada cemetery where they were shot during the night of the 8th October 1936. 

The martyr 3

All of this is evident in Christ, the martyr par excellence, he who founds our faith. He attained the summit of his love on the Cross. His life, he had given: “No one takes it from me, I lay it down of my own free will!” Jn 10,18. And he justifies his gift: “No one can have greater love than to lay down his life for his friends.” Jn 15,13. And those whom he loved, the Lord loved them to the extreme of his time and of his being. Jn 13,1. With him, in the context of love, forgiveness flows from its source: “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing!” Lk 23, 34.
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Brother Gabriel Eduardo 
(Segismundo Hidalgo Martínez), 1913-1936

Marist Brother

Segismundo was born in Tobes y Rahedo (Burgos) on the 28th April 1913.

In 1924 he entered the juniorate at Artziniega.

On the 8th September he pronounced his first vows.

At the juniorate at Arceniega, his teachers as well as his companions noted the gentleness of his character, his docility and application to study. The Brother Director appreciated him greatly due to the great progress that he made in all domains.

He taught at the juniorate at Villafranca de Navarra, 1930, Saragosse, 1933, Les Avellanes, 1935. In July 1936 the militia occupied the monastery of Les Avellanes. Brother Gabriel Eduardo met with the master of novices, Brother Felipe José, and they decided to hide. On the 4th October 1936, Brother Virgilio came looking for him to go to France via the Puigcerdá pass. But Brother Gabriel Eduardo was stopped at the border. On the 7th October he hurried to the boat “Cabo San Agustin”. He was killed the following day with forty-five other brothers. He was twenty-three years of age.

** These martyred brothers led the hidden and simple life of a Marist Brother, so simple and banal, like ours, that sometimes there was little to say except the humble fidelity to the humility of ordinary things: the daily meeting with children and young people to make them discover Jesus and to pass on knowledge and wisdom in order to make them honest citizens and convinced Christians. A modest and sublime life!

[image: image40.jpg]


[image: image41.jpg]



Brother Gaudencio, 
(Juan Tubau Perelló), 1894-1936

Marist Brother

Juan Tubau Perelló was born on the 10th March 1894 in Igualada (Barcelona).

On the 11th August 1907, he entered the juniorate at Vic.

On the 27th September 1910, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 11th August 1915, he made his perpetual profession.

His appointments were the following: Lleida, 1911; Zaragoza, 1919; Alicante, 1920; Barcelona, 1923; Murcia, 1926; Alicante, 1930; Valencia, 1931; Girona, 1934; Valencia, 1935. When the revolution broke out, he was able to find refuge with his family in Igualada.

We can be assured that Brother Gaudencio was always a total religious, distinguishing himself especially by his unlimited charity and his great piety. Never did he miss a community prayer. Even though he had a lot of work, he never refused a service. A brother in the community had the habit of asking him frequently, “Make me a summary of what is important in this lesson.” And he would do so willingly. He got on well with all the brothers with whom he lived: “Peace and good food” was his motto. He would say that in Catalonian which made the motto more musical and meaningful. Brother Gaudencio Tubau’s director was a hard man who sometimes hindered the good harmony of the community. But Brother Gaudencio, who was a virtuous man, never had any difficulty or dispute with him.

He had taken refuge with his family in Igualada, but, as soon as he heard of the plan to go to France, he took leave of his family and headed to Barcelona to join the boat “Cabo San Agustín”. For him, this would mean martyrdom. 
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Brother Gil Felipe 
(Felipe Ruiz Peña), 1907-1936

Marist Brother

Felipe Ruiz Peña was born on the 23rd March 1907 in Silleruelo de Bezana (Burgos).

On the 27th November 1923, he entered the juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 8th September 1926, he pronounced his first vows in Les Avellanes. 

On the 15th August 1932, he made his perpetual profession.

His apostolate saw him working in Artziniega, 1928, Jaén, 1931, and Lleida, 1933. He was in this city when the national uprising broke out. He was for a time one of the infirmarians in the school of Montserrat which had been converted into a hospital and where the brothers offered their services as infirmarians. Afterwards, he was able to head for Barcelona to board the boat which was to take them to France. He was taken prisoner along with 106 other brothers and shot during the night of the 8th October 1936. 

The simplicity of Brother Gil Felipe was extraordinary and earned for him the esteem of all. The testimonies given by some childhood friends arouse admiration. God wanted to reward with the crown martyrdom the one who had served him unreservedly.

** In the city of Lleida, there were two Marist schools, one a day school and the other, Montserrat College, a boarding school. This was requisitioned to become a military hospital. At first, the brothers stayed there, working as infirmarians; they welcomed the wounded who arrived everyday from the Huesca front. But after they were suspected because they were religious, their services were no longer wanted and they sought to eliminate them physically. Five of these brothers were martyred on the night of the 8th October 1936.

[image: image44.jpg]


[image: image45.jpg]



Brother Hermógenes 
(Antonio Badía Andalé), 1908-1936

Marist Brother
Antonio Badía Andalé was born on the 13th April 1908 in Bellcaire de Urgell (Leida).

On the 15th August 1921, he entered the juniorate at Vic. 

On the 8th September 1925, he made his first profession. 

On the 15th August 1930, he made his perpetual profession.

His apostolate of teaching took him to the following places: La Garriga (Barcelona) 1926; Badalona, 1927; Vic, 1929; Palafrugell (Girona), 1931; Sabadell, 1932; Alcazarquivir (Marruecos), 1933; and finally Torelló. He left this city when the revolution broke out and he took refuge in Barceloneta, a district to the south of Barcelona. Afterwards he went to the district of Sants, staying in the house of one of his brothers. On the 7th October 1936, he went to the boat “Cabo San Agustín” for a tragic end during the night of the 8th October 1936.

Having to change house, in one of his first years of apostolate, he said to a brother, “I think that I have left nothing here!” The other responded, “Do not believe it! Here you leave the memory of your regularity, your good character, your judgement and your obedience. Your memory is going to be maintained between the teachers and the students.” In effect, he was one of those brothers who are worth their weight in gold, because they always make themselves responsible for what obedience confides to them.

Only the hatred of religion was the motive of the execution of this young brother.
The martyr 4

The martyr reminds us that the Lord is loveable

and that he is the only one 

in whom we can realise the plenitude of our being.

The martyr recalls, against all atheism, 

against all materialism, 

that it is worth waging everything on Christ.

The martyr gives energy to our faith 

and that starts to give witness.

Our forty-seven martyred brothers help us 

to put the Lord back in the centre; 

they give energy to our baptism and to our consecration.
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Brother Isaías María 
(Victoriano Martínez Martín), 1899-1936.

Marist Brother

Victoriano Martínez Martín was born on the 1st March 1899 in Villalbilla de Villadiego (Burgos).

On the 28th December 1912, he entered the juniorate at Vic. 

On the 5th July 1915, he made his first vows.

On the 28th September 1920, he made his perpetual profession. 

He worked with young people at the following places: Lleida, 1917; Madrid (Cisne), 1924; Málaga, 1927; Lleida Montserrat, 1928; Mataró (Valldemía), 1929; and finally Barcelona (San José Oriol). He was in this school when the community had to disperse after the 18th June 1936. 

He was a strong-minded man, a fighter, with a frank and open character. During his period of work he had few destinations. This is an important observation for this time when needs used to oblige many movements, especially for the young brothers.  

Brother Isaías was in the community of San José de Oriol. After the school was set on fire and there were searches by armed people, he did not doubt for one minute and he sought refuge in the Provincial residence. He had also started some steps to go to Madrid. Before leaving, he was invited to board the boat “Cabo San Agustín”. He was among the forty-six who had to undertake the walk to death during the evening of the 8th October 1936. 
** El paseíllo, that is to say, the little walk, was what the anarchist militia called the last walk that led to martyrdom, often at night in solitary places without witnesses. Many martyrs simply disappeared; God alone saw and welcomed their testimony.
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Brother Ismael 
(Nicolás Ran Goñi) 1909-1936

Marist Brother

Nicolás Ran Goñi was born on the 6th December 1909 in Cirauqui (Pamplona).

On the 7th January 1920, he entered the juniorate at Artziniega (Álava)

On the 8th September 1926, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 23rd August 1931, he made his perpetual profession.

He worked as a religious educator at the following places: Burgos, 1927; Villafranca de Navarra, 1929; Burgos, boarding school, 1930; Jaén, 1931; Logroño, 1932; Artziniega, 1934; Lleida Monteserrat, 1936. When the troubled days of the war started, he was in the boarding school at Lleida. As the other brothers did, he put himself at the service of the injured as an infirmarian. They arrived in great numbers at the front of Huesca and the brothers took them in charge. Their school had been transformed into a hospital. But Brother Ismael had to flee as they came looking for him to kill him.

He also made his way to the boat “Cabo San Agustín” on the 7th October 1936: it was to be his rendezvous with death and his testimony to the Lord to the point of shedding his blood.

In his work as a teacher in the school at Burgos and Logroño, he knew how to earn the affection and the love of his pupils and their parents. Due to his delicate health, he spent a few years in the infirmary of Les Avellanes. Throughout this illness he forged in himself a greater confidence in God and a greater openness to his decisions and good will.
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Brother Jaime Ramón 
(Jaime Morella Bruguera), 1898-1936

Marist Brother

Jaime Morella Bruguera was born on the 25th November 1898 in Osor (Sant Pere de Osor) (Girona). 

On the 4th February 1914, he entered the juniorate at Vic. 

On the 25th July 1915, he pronounced his first vows. 

In August 1920, he made his perpetual profession.

His appointments were to the following places: Sabadell, 1916; Barcelona, 1919; Valencia, 1920; Barcelona (Lauria 38), 1924; Barcelona (San José Oriol), 1925; Sabadell, 1930; Barcelona (San Olegario), 1934; and finally he went to the FTD Publishing House.

Brother Jaime Ramón was in the publishing house the day when the militia burnt the buildings, on the 19th July 1936. He went to seek refuge with a relative at Tetuán Square (Barcelona). He was recognised as a religious, accused, detained and imprisoned. He was placed in the San Elias prison in very bad conditions due to the treatment he had received. He left the prison for his final walk on the 8th October 1936. 

Brother Jaime Ramón distinguished himself by his total devotion to his classes. His character, a little strange, made him suffer in his work which was difficult for him. He would shout often, but he only did so out of interest for his students. He wanted them to learn, progress. Everything seemed insignificant for him, even the depletion of his energy, compared to the important gain of his students of a good future. 

The work of teaching was finally too much for him and he asked for a more tranquil work. This was given to him as a reward for his devotion and he moved to the FTD Publishing House. 
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Brother José Carmelo 
(Gregorio Faci Molins), 1908-1936

Marist Brother

Gregorio Faci Molins was born on the 2nd March 1908 in La Codoñera (Teruel).

On the 25th September 1919, he entered the juniorate at Vic.

On the 8th September 1924, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 15th August 1929, he made his perpetual profession.

His apostolate took him to the following places: Cartagena, 1925; Alicante, 1929; Valencia, 1929; Girona, 1931; Mataró (Valldemía), 1933; Sabadell, 1935.

Brother José Carmelo was a soul dedicated entirely to God. He had a meticulous Christian formation, a treasure that he received from his parents. He distinguished himself by his innocence and his simple character; he was refined, gentle, pious and serious regarding his duties. Peaceful, simple, without presumption, he sought to eclipse himself and to live silently.

He was a gifted violinist which was his favourite distraction, his ideal pastime.

On the 18th July 1936, Brother José Carmelo was at Sabadell. The revolution reached this city and the school was set on fire. The nine brothers of the community had to flee. The director, Brother Fausto and Brother José Carmelo were martyred, but on two different dates. The latter presented himself at the boat, the “Cabo San Agustín”. From there he was taken to the San Elias prison which he only left to be shot.   

** The “Cabo San Agustín” was a sequestred boat. In the agreement between the superiors of the Marist Province of Spain and the leaders of the CNT-FAI, the boat “Cabo San Agustín” was to welcome the brothers on the night of the 7th October 1936 to pass them onto a French boat en route for Marseille. The French boat was never seen. The brothers were arrested and led to the San Elias prison. 

Brother José Federico
(Nicolás Pereda Revuelta), 1916-1936

Marist Brother.

Nicolás Pereda Revuelta was born on the 20th February in Villanueva la Blanca (Burgos).

On the 15th August 1927, he entered the juniorate at Artziniega.

On the 8th September 1932, he pronounced his first vows.

His appointments were: Barcelona (San José Oriol) 1933; Canet de Mar, 1934; and in November 1935 he was sent to Torelló. He was in this school when the national uprising broke out on the 18th July 1936. 

The faith and piety of the family home were reproduced and lived out in Brother José Federico. He was attracted gradually to religious life. One of his confrères in community said, “I have been a witness to the enthusiasm with which he spoke of the first years of religious life and the desire to consecrate himself to the life of perfection.” 
He was totally captivated by the fact of being able to leave for France by boat, not knowing that it was a trap. The boarding house in which he had found accommodation was sure and tranquil but he left it to make his way to the boat and there to meet imprisonment and finally death, while his youthfulness was still full of dreams. He was only twenty years and seven months old. 


Brother Juan Crisóstomo
(Juan Pelfort Planell), 1913-1936

Marist Brother

Juan Pelfort Planell was born on the 21st May 1913 in Ódena-Espelt (Barcelona).

On the 23rd February 1929, he entered the postulancy at Les Avellanes (Lleida).

On the 8th September 1930, he pronounced his first temporary vows.

He was probably formed by the piety of his parents or by that of the brothers of Igualada, since Juan entered directly into the house of the novitiate. Nothing seemed strange to him and he adapted perfectly to the demands of the timetable, the studies and the work.

He was appointed to only two places: Badalona and Mataró. His teaching in the younger classes was very much appreciated by the students and their parents. He gave himself totally to his work.

When the school at Valldemía was requisitioned as a hospital, Brother Juan Crisóstomo withdrew to his family, to his birthplace at Ódena, near Igualada. But, finally, he preferred to follow the invitation of the superiors.

Impregnated with the piety and studies of the houses of formation, and still young in life, he took the pathway to martyrdom that he shared with his Brother Provincial. He was only twenty-three years and five months old and still in temporary profession.


Brother Juan de Mata
(Jesús Mechón Franco), 1898-1936

Marist Brother

Jesús Mechón Franco was born on the 15th June 1898 in Puente Tocinos (Murcia).

On the 27th February 1926, he entered the postulancy at Les Avellanes.

On the 8th September 1927, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 15th August 1932, he made his perpetual profession.

Throughout 1936, he offered his services as an aide in the infirmary of Les Avellanes.

On the 7th October of this same year, he made his way to Barcelona, to the boat “Cabo San Agustín” and from there he was led to the San Elias prison. During the night of the 8th October, he was shot.

Brother Juan was an extraordinary case of adaptation. He was twenty-seven years old when he made the decision to enter the novitiate at Les Avellanes. Few thought that, despite his will, he could adapt to the rigid life of the novitiate. In fact he was able to adapt to everything joyfully. He knew the life of the brothers and he was used to service. 

Witnesses speak of a reserved man in words, but his face revealed deep feelings. His joy for religious life and for his vocation showed itself continually. One witness affirmed that it was impossible for him to hold back tears at the reading of the Spiritual Testament of the Founder, Saint Marcellin Champagnat. 

As an aide in the infirmary in Les Avellanes, he gave himself to his work with all his soul and with all his heart. He was skilful in resolving problems of the house and he knew how to be close to the sick and make their sufferings his own. 

Brother Laureano Carlos
(Pedro Sitjes Puig), 1889-1936

Marist Brother

Pedro Sitjes Puig was born on the 4th May 1889 in Parlavà, province of Girona.

On the 4th July 1904, he entered the juniorate-postulancy at San Andrés de Palomar.

On the 22nd February 1906, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 20th February 1911, he made his perpetual profession at Lleida.

Brother Laureano Carlos was an excellent teacher and he knew how to win the confidence of his students. His confrères, in the various educational communities, gave witness to this reputation. At Toledo, Badalona, Sabadell and Igualada, where he stayed for several school years, people remembered his teaching fondly. “For me he was a man of simplicity who had the characteristics proper to the brothers: affability, modesty, disposition to service towards all and in whatever occasion. His heart was so good and sincere that it was impossible for him to have adversaries.”

During the school year of 1935-1936, he was in the community of Igualada with eight other brothers. The Catalonian government gave the order to seize all the buildings that had a religious character. The committee of Igualada, which had always defended the brothers and had put a car at their disposal to take from the school the objects that they considered necessary, had to comply with this order.

Several brothers took accommodation in a boarding house in Igualada and they remained there until the invitation arrived to go to Barcelona to the boat “Cabo San Agustín”. Brother Laureano Carlos made his way to the place which was a rendezvous with martyrdom. 
** On the boat “Cabo San Agustín” 107 brothers were arrested and put in the San Elias prison; forty-six were shot. This gives the proportion between the brothers killed and those put in prison, if 172 were killed, probably 300 or more had the experience of a prison and sometimes torture and work camps. Three hundred is practically three-quarters of the Province. 


Brother Leónides
(Jerónimo Messegué Ribera), 1884-1936

Marist Brother

Jerónimo Messegué Ribera was born on the 27th January 1884 in Castelló de Farfanya (Lleida). 

On the 27th August 1898 he entered the postulancy at Vic.

On the 5th August 1900, he pronounced the vow of obedience. 

On the 27th August 1905, he pronounced his perpetual vows. 

The older students realised the value and the merit of their teacher for he was an excellent educator who gave his lessons with concision and method, with precision and exactitude. Brother Leónides often changed his educational community and travelled through the immense territory of the Province of Spain, from Girona to Cartagena, and from Madrid to Pamplona then to Mataró.

His convictions as a religious were firmly rooted and deep. We have this confession from his own mouth: “I owe my vocation to my mother who was a saint. She certainly passed half of her life in the church in the village, on her knees before the Blessed Sacrament or saying the rosary before the statue of the Blessed Virgin.” He attributed the piety that accompanied and helped him in all circumstances and the devotion that gave him joy and filled his soul to the qualities inherited from his mother. 

When the school at Mataró (Valldemía) was requisitioned by the republican authorities, the brothers had to seek refuge elsewhere. Brother Leónides found accommodation with an aunt in Barcelona. He also made his way to the rendezvous at the boat. The death walk, the little walk, as the militia called it, during the night of the 8th October 1936, put an end to his life. 
Brother Leopoldo José
(Florentino Redondo Insausti), 1885-1936

Marist Brother

Florentino Redondo Insausti was born on the 14th March 1885 in Cárcar (Navarra).

On the 13th February 1898 he entered the juniorate at Canet de Mar.

On the 5th August 1902, he pronounced the vow of obedience. 

In September 1903, he went to America (Argentina-Luján) where he stayed for twelve years.

On the 15th August 1907, he made his perpetual profession. 

During his stay in Argentina he worked at Mar del Plata, Caseros and Luján. 

In 1915 he returned to Europe and stayed in Italy until 1920, in Grugliasco, Vintimille and Mondovì. After this, he was at Mataró (Valldemía). He stayed here for sixteen years as a domestic worker and as an infirmarian. He was in this school when the national uprising erupted on the 18th July 1936. He was part of the forty-six brothers shot during the evening of the 8th October 1936.

He was a silent servant of the Lord and of all those who needed his help. The life testimonies of Brother Leopoldo abound in two directions: his interior life and his availability for service. He maintained silence with all the rigour anticipated in the Rule. This did not make him a brusque and strange man; quite on the contrary, it made him sympathetic and appealing. He always wore a frank smile on his face and his personality, his attitude and his service were pleasant. The students called him “the saint”. 

This is what he wrote to his sister Leonor: “Leonor, I am going to give you some advice: it’s that you must spend a lot more time thanking Our Lord God, for the innumerable benefits that you have received, rather than losing time by asking for new favours or graces. That is what pleases God the most; thanking is the best way of asking; even among people it is like this.”

Brother Lino Fernando
(Víctor Gutiérrez Gómez), 1899-1936

Marist Brother

Víctor Gutiérrez Gómez was born on the 23rd December 1899 in Villegas (Burgos).

On the 24th September 1913, he entered the Marist juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 8th September 1916, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 25th August 1925, he made his perpetual profession. 

His way of being and his relationships with others gave him the reputation of being a peaceful man. Not only did he not have problems with people around him, but you could be sure that everything would go very well. He obeyed with such facility that his companions used to often say, “Obedience is natural for him!”

Brother Lino spent nearly all his religious life at Les Avellanes (Lleida), except for a brief sojourn of one year at Torrelaguna, then at Manzanares, and finally at Barruelo. At Les Avellanes he had the role of aide-infirmarian. 

“A man docile and ready to serve, timid, as a consequence of meningitis.”

Brother Licarión
(Ángel Roba Osorno), 1895-1936

Marist Brother

Ángel Roba Osorno was born on the 27th January 1895 in Sasamón (Burgos).

On the 15th April 1907, he entered the Marist juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 25th July, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 15th August 1916, he made his perpetual profession. 

His appointments took him to the following places: Barcelona, Artziniega, Pamplona, Logroño, Gerona, Toledo, Zaragoza, Valencia, Lleida, Alicante and Burgos.

He had a frank, expansive character; he maintained in those around him joy and optimism. People were comfortable to be with him as were his students who appreciated him, as he knew how to win their sympathy. His activity, his love of work and his discipline were not commonly found in others and even though these values are not easily found in students, he happened to get his students to imitate his example enthusiastically.

The boarding school where Brother Licarión resided was requisitioned as a hospital and he stayed their offering his services as an infirmarian and helping wounded soldiers. From Lleida, where he was at the outbreak of the national uprising, he made his way to Barcelona. He was taken from the boat “Cabo San Agustín” to the tragic end that we already know.

“He was an active man, efficient in this work as teacher and catechist. He had an energetic character but he knew how to be a docile and exemplary religious.”

Brother Martiniano
(Isidro Serrano Fabón), 1901-1936

Marist Brother

Isidro Serrano Fabón was born on the 5th August 1901 in La Cañada de Verich (Teruel).

On the 2nd December 1915, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona). 

On the 25th July 1918, he made his first vows.

On the 15th August 1923, he pronounced his perpetual vows.

The superiors sent him to Barcelona, Girona, Lleida, Murcia, Cartagena and Valencia. He was in this school when the revolution broke out. He was part of the group of forty-six brothers murdered during the night of the 8th October 1936. 

After being formed as a teacher in various schools, he asked to work in the parish schools of the Conception in Barcelona where he stayed for the longest part of his life as an educator. He was at ease in the parish schools because of the simple character of the students to whom he felt very close. It was a milieu where he judged that he could better live the charism of Marcellin Champagnat, the Founder. It was in this milieu that Brother Martiniano lived his vocation with joy and pleasure. 

“You would see him happy and satisfied in his work of teaching. He was a true family son, with the characteristics of the good children of Marcellin Champagnat. In the parish schools of the Conception in Barcelona, Brothers Gaston, director, and Martiniano were like father and son.”

Brother Miguel Ireneo
(Leocadio Rodríguez Nieto), 1899-1936

Marist Brother

Leocadio Rodríguez Nieto was born on the 9th December 1899 in Calahorra de Boedo (Palencia).

On the 15th September 1912, he entered the juniorate at Carrión de los Condes (Palencia).

On the 8th September 1916, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 28th September 1921, he made his perpetual profession.

After a brief sojourn in Mexico in 1916, he returned to Spain. 

The apostolate called him to Pamplona in 1921 and then to Barcelona in 1933.

Very gifted intellectually, he easily outstripped his companions and those of his age. His capacities were noted in his schoolwork and in the academic preparation in which he dominated in all the subjects. He prepared the courses for which he was responsible with care and then gave them with great confidence. The brothers of his community appreciated especially his spirit of faith, his piety and his serenity because he saw divine Providence in everything.

His life was his best preparation for martyrdom during the night of the 8th October 1936. 

“With everyone he was an affable character, ready to serve; he loved his work and he was faithful to his duties as a religious; he gave proof of a very solid faith and a visceral love for his vocation.” 

Brother Porfirio
(Leoncio Pérez Gómez), 1899-1936

Marist Brother

Leoncio Pérez Gómez was born on the 6th July 1899 in Masa (Burgos).

On the 6th March 1914, he entered the Marist juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 2nd February 1916, he made his first vows.

On the 6th August 1925, he pronounced his perpetual vows. 

His apostolate took him to Alcoy (Alicante), Pamplona, Murcia, Mataró and Barcelona. He was at San José de Oriol when the revolution broke out. He was one of the victims of the night of the 8th October 1936, shot in the cemetery at Montcada (Barcelona).

Brother Porfirio had acquired the reputation of being a strict man with himself, mortified and rigorous on days of fasting. He had attacks of malaria, but rarely retired to his bed. When he was sick he was still more demanding in his ordinary life. He did not tolerate the delicacy of an easy life and he easily coped with austerity and rigour. 

“He was a happy man, ready for service, competent in the courses that he gave and which he prepared in advance and he was extremely charitable.” 
** The community of San José Oriol, with seventeen brothers, was the most tested. The college was burnt on the first day of the revolution on the 19th July 1936. Four brothers of this community were killed on the night of the 8th October 1936, while four others, including the director, had been killed before. 

Brother Prisciliano
(José Mir Pons), 1889-1936

Marist Brother

José Mir Pons was born on the 1st February 1889 in Igualada (Barcelona).

On the 2nd October 1904, he entered the novitiate house at San Andrés de Palomar.

On the 22nd February 1906, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 20th August 1911, he made his perpetual profession.

His apostolate in schools was at Manresa, Mataró, Sabadell, Azpeitia, Badalona, Valencia, Toledo, Lleida, Alicante, Murcia, Cartagena, Lucena (Córdoba) and Barcelona. When the revolution broke out, which would become very soon a violent persecution, Brother Prisciliano was in the San José Oriol school. The militia expelled the community who had to find accommodation in the houses of friends, parents or in boarding houses. He would be a victim of the summary justice of anarchists that eliminated all religious people without judgement.  

Brother Prisciliano was born into a family of musicians and he was a talented pianist. He successfully attended courses at the Madrid Conservatorium. He practised this art as a virtuoso. 

“He was full of goodness and he showed himself to be amiable with everyone, especially those of his family. He attracted us by his virtues and by his eloquence. He exhorted us to be well behaved towards our parents, grandparents and friends. Many times, I heard him say that he was very content in his vocation and that he had been called by God. He was an organist; during the solemnities he would play the organ in the parish of San José Oriol. Throughout the days of trouble, he did not want to live in his parents’ house, or with his grandmother at Igualada so as to not cause any problems for them.”
Brother Ramón Alberto
(Feliciano Ayúcar Eraso), 1914-1936

Marist Brother

Feliciano Ayúcar Eraso was born on the 24th January 1914 in Estella (Navarra).

On the 16th October 1924, he entered the Marist juniorate at Villafranca de Navarra.

On the 8th September 1930, he pronounced his first vows.

The superiors sent him successively to Vic, Torellò (Barcelona), Vilafranca del Penedès, Girona, and the day school at La Mercè.

Brother Ramón Alberto was in the community of Sants (Barcelona) when the persecution commenced.

Following a search made on the 20th September 1936 in the boarding house where he was staying with his brother, Brother Santiago María and Brother Frumencio, he was put into prison. A short time later he was freed and found out about the Brothers’ plan to take a boat to go to France. Thus he made his way to the boat “Cabo San Agustín”. He was one of the younger members of this group of martyrs, being just twenty-two years old.

“He was a simple young person, ready to serve, reserved, one of these young people incapable of doing harm to anyone, a worker and committed in class.” The first posting to which he was sent was the juniorate at Vic; his qualities and virtues ensured that the superiors were confident enough in him to send him to a house of formation.
Brother Salvio
(Victoriano Gómez Gutiérrez), 1884-1936

Marist Brother

Victoriano Gómez Gutiérrez was born on the 8th November 1884 in Villamorón (Burgos).

On the 9th October 1896, he entered the Marist juniorate at Burgos. 

On the 5th August 1902, he pronounced his vow of obedience. 

On the 28th August 1907, he made his perpetual profession. 

After his formation, he was sent to the following places: the locality of Alella (Barcelona), San Andrés de Palomar (Barcelona), Pamplona, Artziniega (Álava) and Les Avellanes, where he was stationed in 1936. On the 3rd October, after hiding in the surroundings of the novitiate, he made his way to take the boat “Cabo San Agustín” which was to take him to France. But the FAI betrayed the agreement, arrested 107 brothers, sent them to prison and executed forty-six of them, one of which was our Brother Salvio. 

The testimonies are unanimous in recognising the humility of Brother Salvio, as also his simplicity in his words and affection. His usual smile spoke of the peace that inhabited him and which characterised his relationship with God and with people. This smile never left him, even when he was paralysed on one side which meant that he always had to lie down. Young people found in him an example of virtue. 

He openly said, “I want to obtain the grace of martyrdom or at least its equivalent: to be able to die as a martyr of love as Saint Therese of the Child Jesus.”
** The message of the martyrs
Men of love, you bet everything on God;

Men of fidelity, the given word was kept;

Men of reconciliation you remade unity.

In you love triumphed over violence and life over death.

Announcers of the resurrection, your steps are in eternity.

In the humility of each day, you are passionate about the Absolute,

In the richness of life you are friends of the Essential.

You believe that in mankind and in the family of the saints, 

You are the face of the Church and the pure identity of the Christian.

In you it is the Lord who is killed and Jesus who is glorified.

Brother Santiago
(Serafín Zugaldía Lacruz), 1894-1936

Marist Brother

Serafin was born on the 16th April 1894 in Echálaz, Egüés Valley (Navarra).

On the 17th March 1909, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona) and from there he went to the international juniorate at Grugliasco (Italy). 

On the 15th August 1914, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 27th September 1919, he made his perpetual profession.

Brother Santiago started his apostolate at Pamplona throughout 1915 and then went to Carrión de los Condes (Palencia), Vic (Barcelona), Les Avellanes (Lleida), Villafranca de Navarra, Girona and Barcelona. When the persecution broke out in July 1936, he was at Les Avellanes. During the months of July August and September he hid in several places near the novitiate at Les Avellanes. He was part of the group of forty-six brothers murdered during the night of the 8th October 1936.

He was a brother of vast literary and musical culture and he worked on the publication of several books. In his musical repertory he showed that he was a fine connoisseur of liturgy; he animated religious ceremonies with enthusiasm and love through the choice of his hymns. He published some articles in which he gives witness not only to his taste but also to his liturgical knowledge and eucharistic fervour. In 1933, year of the Redemption, he wrote: “Hail O Cross! You are all to me and I am all to you; bind us with your soft ties of mutual and constant pure love, this will be our union forever.”

A witness wrote: “He was simple, hard-working and an excellent organist who played in the church of Les Avellanes where he lived for a long time. As well as a musician he was also a composer and published various liturgical works.”
Brother Santiago María
(Santiago Sáiz Martínez), 1912-1936

Marist Brother

Santiago Sáiz Martínez was born on the 30th December 1912 in Castañares (Burgos).

On the 23rd September 1915, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona). 

On the 8th September 1930, he consecrated himself to God in the Institute of the Marist Brothers with his first vows.

Brother Santiago María started his apostolate in Lleida, 1931, from where he went to Barcelona in 1933. The persecution found him in the school of San José Oriol. The community was obliged to abandon the school and the brothers had to find accommodation with friends, relatives or in constantly inspected boarding houses. He was part of the group that was killed during the night of the 8th October 1936 without any judgement or chance to defend their innocence. Brother Santiago Maria was not quite twenty-four years of age.

Witnesses affirmed: “Brother Santiago María was an excellent teacher: he was faithful to his responsibilities and to his work and he gave a great deal of promise as an apostle to youth.”

The community of San José Oriol, which consisted of seventeen brothers, was the most severely hit by the persecution. In this community Brother Santiago María was the youngest brother.

“He was a teacher who was full of zeal and devoted to his task. He taught the catechism with love and his devotion to the Blessed Virgin and the Eucharist were very well known. He was gifted with a character given to service and to the gratitude towards the students and the teachers.”   

Brother Santos
(Santos Escudero Miguel), 1907-1936

Marist Brother 

Santos Escudero Miguel was born on the 30th October 1907 in Medinilla (Burgos).

On the 27th September 1919, he entered the Marist juniorate at Artziniega (Álava).

On the 8th September 1924, he pronounced his first vows at Les Avellanes (Lleida).

On the 15th August 1929, he made his perpetual profession.

His first placement was Lleida, in the day school, and he stayed there for five years. Afterwards, he went to the Montserrat boarding school in the same city. He was here when the persecution commenced in 1936. As all of the brothers of the community were to be, he was an infirmarian as the school had been transformed into a hospital. Despite their services, a good number of these brothers were finally killed for being religious.

His apostolic life was short but he was noted for his virtue and his qualities as a teacher: “For the students, he was a complete teacher, he gave himself totally to his work and he was an example for others in his serious approach to all things. He was also a good religious.”

Brother Teódulo
(Lucio Zudaire Aramendía), 1890-1936

Marist Brother

Lucio Zudaire Aramendía was born on the 23rd April 1890 in Echávarri (Navarra).

On the 3rd September 1902, he entered the Marist juniorate at San Andrés de Palomar. (Barcelona)

On the 24th February 1907, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 15th August 1912, he consecrated himself definitively by his profession of perpetual vows. 

He carried out his apostolic work at Cabezón de la Sal (Santander), Valencia, Mataró and Les Avellanes. He was the director of the scholasticate in this last locality when the revolution broke out. The formation house was occupied by the revolutionaries and the young people in formation had to disperse into the neighbouring farms and the brothers hid in the mountains. 

Brother Teódulo was one of those who co-operated with Brother Virgilio in getting the young people in formation into France. On the 7th October he made his way to Barcelona to board the boat “Cabo San Agustín”. He was detained with 106 other brothers and sent to the San Elias prison which he only left in order to be executed.

Brother Teódulo was a grand figure and the superiors had placed great hopes in him. Contrary to what was usually done, he was allowed to continue his studies in philology in Germany. He was director of the school at Valencia where he was noted for the high quality of his teaching and his direction. He was entrusted with the scholasticate at Les Avellanes where he was forming fifty young brothers. Brother Teódulo’s opinions held a lot of weight due to their level headedness and critical judgement. Among the young people, he enjoyed prestige and admiration. 
** Les Avellanes was the great formation centre of the Marist Province of Spain. Here, there was the juniorate, the postulancy, the novitiate, the scholasticate and the Provincial infirmary. It is easy to understand how two hundred people lived in this house.

When the monastery was requisitioned by the revolutionaries to make it a military hospital, the brothers and young people in formation were forced to quickly find accommodation in the surrounding area, in the little villages, hamlets and farms or even hide in the caves in the mountains. 

In the group of forty-six martyrs, ten belonged to this community. 

Today, Les Avellanes is a Marist sanctuary because many of the bodies of the martyrs rest in the chapel. It is a Marist sanctuary and centre of formation in the Marist spirit frequented by many young people and laypeople. 

Brother Víctor Conrado
(José Ambrós Dejuán), 1898-1936

Marist Brother

José Ambrós Dejuán was born on the 26th March 1898 in Tragó de Noguera (Lleida).

On the 25th March 1913, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona). 

On the 12th April 1915, he pronounced his first vows at Las Avellanas (Lleida).

On the 28th September 1920, he made his perpetual profession.

His appointments were to the following places: Cullera (Valencia), Les Avellanes (Lérida), Torelló (Barcelona), Centelles (Barcelona), Canet de Mar (Barcelona). He was at La Garriga (Barcelona) when the revolution broke out in 1936. 

The revolutionary events, following the national uprising of Franco, reverberated in all the small towns around Barcelona. It started in a calm way on the 20th July, but by eleven o’clock in the morning the church was burning and the detentions and executions had commenced. The brothers were alerted by a friend of the school. They escaped and found refuge in a farm belonging to the family of Brother Victor Luis Tresseras where they were well received. They found the situation peaceful, but the searches were being made more and more frequently. So as not to compromise the family that had welcomed them, the brothers decided to disperse into the boarding houses of Barcelona.

At the start of October, on the invitation of the superiors, Brother Victor Conrado made his way to the rendezvous place, the boat “Cabo San Agustín”; the following tragedy is well known. 
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If we look at the ages of the brothers, we find that the youngest brother was aged 19, while the oldest brother was aged 62. Between these ages there were sixteen brothers in their twenties, eleven brothers in their thirties, eleven brothers in their forties and six brothers in their fifties. This was a young group that was martyred. 

Brother Victoriano José
(José Blanch Roca), 1908-1936

Marist Brother

José Blanch Roca was born on the 23rd February 1908 in Torregrossa (Lérida). 

On the 1st June 1919, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona).

On the 8th September 1924, he pronounced his first vows at Les Avellanes (Lleida). 

On the 15th August 1929, he consecrated himself to God through his perpetual profession. 

Brother Victorino José exercised his apostolic work in the following schools of the Province of Spain: Mataró, Sabadell, Alcoy, Alicante, Girona, Barcelona (Sants) and from 1935 Mataró once more. 

He was a man of simple ways, working without duplicity. The odyssey of his martyrdom is worthy of heroes of the early centuries of Christianity. He headed to the boat “Cabo San Agustín”, on the 7th October 1936; this would lead to his martyrdom.

Brother Victorino was shot by machine gun, fell to the ground but was only wounded. When the murderers left the place, he dragged himself as much as he could to a house of a good family, but this place was also under threat: “You are in danger here,” said the woman of the house, “at this very moment they are searching for my husband who is employed at the railway in order to kill him.” And she showed him the road to Barcelona. On the way he entered another house. Here there were two men who were drunk. They put him back into the hands of he revolutionary committee. Returned to the cemetery, he was shot for the second time.

“He was an intelligent man, attached to his studies, humble and constant in the service to others… A grand devotee of the Blessed Virgin Mary and fearless in the defence of the faith.” 
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The biographical pages devoted to them in the Informatio
 are in general full of praise. Before death and martyrdom, we tend to remember the good aspects of a person. Here, however, we have a group who knew for five years they were heading for the final trial of martyrdom and during this time they were guided by superiors who made them aware of this and created a climate of generosity and piety to prepare their hearts to accept and even desire this sacrifice. 

Brother Vito José
(José Miguel Elola Arruti), 1893-1936

Marist Brother

José Miguel Elola Arruti was born on the 5th March 1893 in Régil (Guipúzcoa).

On the 10th August 1907, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona).

On the 21st September 1909, he pronounced his first vows in Manresa (Barcelona).

On the 15th August 1914, he consecrated himself to God through his perpetual profession.

He worked as a teacher and catechist at Santa Coloma de Querat (Tarragona), Malgrat de Mar (Barcelona), Badalona (Barcelona), Torrelaguna (Madrid), Melilla, Barcelona. In August 1919 the superiors sent him to Les Avellanes where he stayed for seventeen years in charge of the infirmary. When the persecution of 1936 broke out, he was here looking after the sick. 

Brother Vito José was a registered nurse. For this reason the superiors appointed him in charge of the infirmary at Les Avellanes. But what gained him the affection and friendship of all the sick brothers was his affability in words and his opportune and constant service. His medical knowledge was known outside the walls of the monastery and families willingly called on him for their sick members.

When the house at Les Avellanes was requisitioned for the service of the Republic, the sick brothers were sent to the dispensary at Balaguer. The militia came to know the good work of Brother Vito José and they invited him to stay among them. He said to them determinedly, “I will go with my sick ones to Balaguer. And if God asks me for my life, I will be ready to give it to him!” At the dispensary at Balaguer, they were all in admiration for the gentleness with which he treated the patients of the institution. He looked after everyone with an equal attention and affection, no matter what side they were on.
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All did not have the makings of a saint: one brother was too melancholic and taciturn, another too authoritarian in his positions of responsibility, one young brother had found a fiancé but had said yes to his Provincial for going on the Cabo San Agustin… In their human frailty, their choice was for Christ. 

Brother Vivencio
(Juan Núñez Casado), 1908-1936

Marist Brother

Juan Núñez Casado was born on the 10th January 1908 at Covarrubias (Burgos).

On the 5th January 1920, he entered the Marist juniorate at Artziniega (Álava). 

On the 8th September 1924, he pronounced his first vows. 

On the 15th August 1930, he made his perpetual profession.

His apostolate was carried out in the schools at Sabadell (Barcelona), Badalona (Barcelona), Igualada (Barcelona), Zaragoza, Barcelona (Sants), Barcelona (Lauria), Larache (Marruecos), Logroño and Girona (La Mercè). It was here in this last house that he was found throughout the school year of 1935 – 1936.

The brothers of this community received the invitation of the superiors to move to France. Brother Vivencio left Girona with this in mind. He joined Brother Vincente Palmada and they made their way to the boat “Cabo San Agustín” where they arrived with the orders: “Ordaz Affair”. It was a deathly trap, but also the glory of martyrdom.

“I was able to read the letters that his mother sent him at Larache,” said a witness. “They were from a saint. She had a great influence on him. He always showed a great admiration for his mother. It was to her that he owed his vocation and his spiritual life… Brother Vivencio had an impetuous character, but he made every effort to control himself; he was a good religious.”
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The reading of these biographies gives rise to great admiration due to the quality of their lives rather than their tragic deaths. Some were true intellectuals, others expert teachers who were close to young people, others in their leadership roles were able to marry the art of organisation with paternal care and those employed in manual work were capable of rendering great service to others that was always done willingly and joyfully. There were poets, and others with the kindest of hearts, like the brother at las Avellanes who was responsible for welcoming the poor and always made sure that he added a glass of wine with the meal that he offered them

Brother Vulfrano
(Ramón Mill Aran), 1909-1936

Marist Brother

Ramón Mill Aran was born on the 3rd March 1909 at Castellserà (Lleida).

On the 7th October 1920, he entered the Marist juniorate at Vic (Barcelona).

On the 8th September 1925, he pronounced his first vows.

On the 15th August 1930, he made his perpetual profession.

Brother Vulfrano started his apostolate at Centelles (Barcelona) and then at Vic (Barcelona), Igualada (Barcelona), Sabadell (Barcelona), Mataró (Barcelona), Girona and Alcazarquivir (Marruecos). The persecution broke out when he was at Girona. 

Brother Vulfrano distinguished himself by his docility; he was always disposed to do what his superiors requested. He showed that in accepting the many postings where he was sent during his short religious life. He zealously accomplished his mission everywhere as a Christian educator among the children, putting all his energy into showing them the pathway to knowledge. His class was always noted for its discipline and work. 

“I remember my uncle for the great good he wished for us, mainly to us his nephews and especially to the smallest, and we were very happy with our religious uncle. When the religious persecution broke out, our mother told us not to make it known that our uncle was in the house so that he would not be taken. But he replied that this was not important and if the revolutionaries came looking for him, ‘may God be blessed!’”
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All were wholeheartedly devoted to the Mother of the Lord and led simple and discreet Marist lives. We, as a family, can be truly proud of these brothers. We can ask them to intercede for us so that our hearts may be open to the generosity that God is asking of us today. 

Prayer

Lord, you loved our martyred brothers,

and you loved them until the end.

And our martyred brothers also loved you

to the very extreme of their body and their heart.

We thank you for this marvel,

we thank you for the gift of these brothers

generous in love.

Lord, we pray you that they become

intercessors for our Marist family,

for each one of us, their brothers,

for all those who invoke them,

such that you become even more

the Lord of our lives,

the only one on whom it is worth counting.

May your Mother, as for them, also become the Good Mother,

loved in the today of our lives.

And by their intercession we ask you for the grace of … Amen!     

BROTHER CRISANTO

AND

67 COMPANIONS MARTYRS

BROTHER CRISANTO’S POSITIO
Brother Crisanto’s cause is complex since it regroups instances of the martyrdom of brothers who belonged to dispersed communities on the Spanish territory.  Sometimes the same community knows two different moments where brothers are killed, leading to two groups of martyrs. 

This page presents these communities for the sake of clarification:
 1- The martyred Brothers of Les Avellanes:


a) Brother Crisanto


b) The martyrs at the pediment of Les Avellanes,

 2- The Brothers of the community of Toledo,

 3- The Brothers of the community of Valencia

 4- The Brothers of the community of Vich, 

 5- Brother José de Arimatea at Ribadesella,

 6- Brother Aureliano at Badajoz,

 7- The Brothers of the community of Malaga,

 8- The Brothers of the community of Madrid,

 9- The four Brothers of Chinchon,

10- The three Brothers of Torrelaguna,

11- Our Brothers of Villalba de la Sierra (Cuenca),

12- The Brothers of Cabezon de la Sal and Carrejo,

13- The Brothers of Barruelo de Santullán,

14- Brother Benedicto Andrés de Huesca,

15- Brothers Valente José and Eloy José of Valencia,

16- Brother Millán of Denia,

17- Brother Luis Firmín of Arceniega

18- A launderer, a gardener, a mason of Les Avellanes, 

19- Brother Pablo Daniel of Barcelona.

From the martyrdom of Brother Crisanto, in 1936, to that of Brother Pablo Daniel, in 1939, we are dealing with the same cause.  Each group is presented in a few compact pages, but they are often stirring and call for our admiration.  Many of these brothers were killed before Brother Laurentino, Virgilio and the forty-four others who were declared blessed on October 28, 2007.  Brother Crisanto’s positio was submitted to the Congregation for the causes of the saints on December 7, 2001, and the group now awaits beatification.

THE MARTYRS OF LES AVELLANES

Les Avellanes was an important Marist centre in 1936.
  It numbered 210 brothers and aspirants undergoing their training. The house included the juniorate, the postulancy and the novitiate, and the scholasticate, along with their teachers.  It also included the provincial infirmary and a community for the different services: administration, farm, masonry and repairs.

Brother Crisanto was in charge of the aspirants, Brother Aquilino, the sub-director of the novices and three handicapped brothers: Fabian, Felix Lorenzo and Ligorio Pedro who suffered martyrdom on this very location or in the surroundings.

Brother Crisanto  (Casimiro Gonzalez Garcia)

1-The martyrdom
 
Towards twelve o’clock, on August 27, in 1936, a group of foreign militia entered the village of Tartareu; the people guessed the militia’s intention was to kill Brother Crisanto.  He replied that he could not abandon the young aspirants in his charge; thus he quickly walked to the police station where the strange intruders had been waiting for him.  The local militia were told to withdraw.

“Knowing that I had a vehicle, they ordered me to put it at their disposal.  Soon, Brother Crisanto left accompanied by the militia and members of the local committee.  Brother was smiling, tranquil while saying his adieu to those near him.  The village people were very aggrieved by the fact that Brother had fallen into the hands of such savages. The chief of the militia noticed their reaction, and threatened the crowd with his gun and ordered them home.

Having moved three hundred metres further beyond the Mas del Pastor, the militia led Brother Crisanto to an escarpment where they invited the three members of the Tartareu Committee to shoot him.  These refused explaining that they could not kill anybody from their own village.

Immediately, we heard seven or eight shots as we had turned our backs so as not to assist at the assassination.  And, as the servant of God lay on the ground the torturers finished him with another shot.  Turning towards us, they showed us the brother’s personal objects: a watch, a pen and a few coins.”

The militia forced the local farmers to bury the deceased threatening them with a similar fate if they were to refuse do so.  These peasants noticed the cross in the brother’s fingers.

Killed around midday, Brother Crisanto was buried in the afternoon.

The corpse was exhumed for the first time four years later, on 4 May 1940 in the presence of a hundred witnesses.  The body was decomposed but the right hand still held the little cross.

A second exhumation took place thirty-one years later on 15 August 1967.  During this second ceremony, the mortal remains of Brother Crisanto and those of other martyred brothers during the same period, such as Brother Laurentino’s group of forty-six were transferred to the great chapel of Les Avellanes.  This is now a place of pilgrimage.

2-A Transparent Man

 “I spent the first years of my childhood at Torrelaguna
 quiet and far from the world, hearing only the prayers that my mother taught me. What a serene home!  Thus growing like a little delicate flower sheltered from the wind I busied myself decorating a small altar of the Blessed Lady.  I knelt in front of that altar with my mother many times to recite the rosary or do the month of Mary’s exercises.”
  This testimony introduces us into the family of Brother Crisanto.

He was born on 4 March 1897 and at his baptism, three days later, he received the name of Casimiro.

He joined the Marist Brothers in 1914.  He already showed a great availability: “Here I am, do with me whatever will be your pleasure.  My only wish is to obey.”

He took the habit on 2nd February 1915.  That day, he exclaimed, “O my Mother, cover me with your mantle!  May God not allow that this day ever vanishes from our memory and that at the end of our lives we crown our lives with the characteristic death of a Marist Brother who shouts loudly “Ave Maris Stella”.  The day has come, Brother to unite yourself to God and to offer him your heart for ever.”

From 1916, he worked in many of our schools.  The superiors, noticing his qualities, entrusted him with the formation of the aspirants in 1935 at Les Avellanes. That was a difficult period: while he assumed his task with a fatherly heart and responsibility, he had to live with the knowledge of a possible martyrdom.  In August 1936, the Balaguer Revolutionary Committee relocated the aspirants who were in residences into families and farms of Tartareu.  Brother Crisanto had to present himself to the town hall to append his signature twice a day. The people of this village had welcomed them with generosity.  One of the aspirants, recalling the days when the aspirants lived with families of Tartareu, confided, “During the conversations, he told us: ‘They are going to kill me!’ and he would embrace us. Brother Crisanto said: ‘Pray a lot for me, the death sentence is already out against me.’ It seemed that their affection for us became stronger by the day.”

One village youngster offered a safe hiding place to Brother Crisanto who replied, “Thank 

you, if necessary, I’ll give my life of the young aspirants” 9.

On 25 August, two days before his martyrdom, Brother Crisanto visited some confreres who invited him to flee.  “I gave my word to the Committee that I would present myself every day and I will do it.  I won’t even run away when they come to kill me.  It’s my duty to accompany those youths whom the Superiors entrusted to me.  On the other hand, I don’t want to compromise this population that welcomed us so well.  If the militia kill me, their real motive will be that I am a Marist religious and that I do my duty.  How can you even suggest that I abandon my dear aspirants?  As long as I live, with God’s and Mary’s help, I will take care of them.”

At the very moment of the assassination, he expressed his worry for the young ones’ future, “In the name of God”, he begged, “do not kill me, let me take care of my aspirants.”

A volley of shots punctured the brother’s chest, then a second one, “So that he does not escape us!” said the murderers.

His young aspirants, the novices and the scholastics crossed the French border on October 5, 1936.  These were guided by Brother Moisés Felix, the closest collaborator of Brother Crisanto at Las Avellanes. Thus, the final prayer of Brother Crisanto was answered.

3-A real martyr

Speaking of the victims of the Spanish revolution, John Paul II apprised us of the fact that there will always be people who will deny them the martyrs’ crown under the pretext of political motives.  But John Paul II concluded, “If we cared to listen to such people we would have to cancel from the saints’ list all the classic martyrs of the Roman times.  Yes, there was a political motive: they refused to worship the emperor.  Yet all our altars are filled with relics of these saints, authentic martyrs and proclaimed such then and now.”

In the case of the martyrs of Las Avellanes, it was not an accidental gun shot, but the case of an obsession: priests and religious people were literally hounded.  Brother Hippolytus
, the then superior of the Las Avellanes house wrote, “There is not a single free priest left in Catalonia, nor any church that has not been set on fire or profaned, as well in the towns as in the countryside.  The Lord is chased away from the whole of this region which has become a situation of death and desolation.
  And the militia will be quite explicit with him, ‘See that you and your friends leave your premises as soon as possible; otherwise misfortune will hit you for we want neither religion nor religious persons.  Our religion is humanity.’

Wherever the members of the C.N.T.-F.A.I.
 were in command, everything was done to wipe out whatever could witness to faith: the churches were destroyed, the priests, the religious people and the practising Christians were constantly harassed or killed without any political activity charged to the victims.

Our community of Las Avellanes endured phases of growing persecution.

1-On July 18 1936, on the first day of the insurrection in Barcelona, the mayor of Balaguer, Mister Verdaguer, who was also the community’s doctor, came to visit the community.  He wanted to know whether we are willing to cede our house to make it into a hospital or whether it will have to be confiscated. The brothers agreed to relinquish their house and moved to villages and farms nearby.  However, the sick brothers were authorised to stay with the brother in charge and the Director.

2-On July 23, a new command was issued:  everyone must leave the premises.  In the evening, the president of the Revolutionary Committee of Balaguer and Os came along with the militia to give the order.  “Nobody at all must remain.  Before 8 P.M. we will send a lorry that will transport the sick to the hospital.”   25 July was a Sunday; and the brothers attended mass;  for some of them it was to be their last one before martyrdom.

3-On July 30, the Revolutionary committee announced through all the small villages around Les Avellanes:  All the assets of the convent: victuals, clothes, blankets and mattresses had to be returned.  The brothers had allotted them to the families to allow these to welcome and to feed the young people in formation.  The brothers themselves returned the different items.  From that day, they had to sleep on mere boards, on the ground.  They did it with joy to suffer for Christ.

4-On August 5, a group of foreign militia took possession of Las Avellanes.  The Committee spread the rumour that arms were hidden in the convent.  Guided by Brother Hippolytus, the militia inspected all the premises without finding anything. But they had a second mission: locate the brothers’ hiding places, make a list, and register the names of the sick brothers who lodged at the hospital, along with the names of the novices.

5-On August 23, the militia reappeared.  They investigated whether all the assets had been returned.  As some clothes had been found in his home, one man had to pay a heavy fine!

6-Brother Crisanto had found refuge in the small village of Tartareu where the Revolutionary Committee was very moderate and even made up of practising Christians.  On August 6, the population had gathered to welcome Brother Crisanto and his twenty-five aspirants.  These were accommodated by families and farms where they helped in the fields.  Unfortunately, the Balaguer Committee did not lose sight of this. 

Brother Crisanto had been given a make-believe freedom for he had to present himself to the town hall twice a day. Brother did this with simplicity and fidelity.  “I gave my word to present myself to the Committee every day and I will do it.  I won’t run away even if they come to kill me.”

7-During the first days of August, thanks to its moderate Committee, Tartareu knew neither destruction nor death. But soon a group of outside young communists entered on the scene. These forced the families to pile up their religious objects, books and symbols of their faith on the public square; they set all the objects on fire in front of the dismayed villagers. Four members of the Tartareu Committee were demoted and replaced by more “convinced” ones.

8-On August 27, some foreign militia turned up at Tartareu with rather wicked intentions.  The villagers soon found out what was happening and sent somebody to warn Brother Crisanto that he should hide. Those militia had come to execute the death sentence issued against him.  When called, he presented himself.  He looked free from anxiety and greeted the villagers with affection.
4-The popularity of the martyred Brother

Brother Crisanto’s body was hastily buried and no symbol was set on his tomb.  But the owner of the field did not cultivate anything at that particular spot. Many witnesses heard by the diocesan tribunal mention that “As soon as the body was interred the reputation of the holiness and of the martyrdom of the servant of God spread and up to now, the location of the burial has been respected and kept free from farming activities.

The Garrofé family who had welcomed him at Tartareu confirmed the reputation of holiness, “The story of the holiness and the martyrdom of the servant of God went around immediately after his death.”

That reputation grew through the years to the point that people started to pray to him to obtain special favours.  Here is one case among others:

“While my husband happened to be in Barcelona, he suffered from such a strong cerebral attack that the doctor told my children that my husband would not last more than two hours.  Considering the seriousness of the situation, my son who is a doctor carried him to Alicante. During the trip he injected his father with camphor oil and kept changing the packs of ice on the patient’s head. Nobody thought that my husband would outlive the journey.

At Alicante, the doctors gave up hope for my husband.  Then, with great faith, I prayed to Brother Crisanto; I placed his image and relic in evidence and I started a novena with faith and hope.  A few days later, my husband felt better and he continued this way up to his complete cure.

I am convinced my husband recovered his health thanks to Brother Crisanto.

THE MARTYRS OF THE FRONT WALL
BROTHERS: AQUILINO, FABIAN,

FELIX LORENZO, LIGORIO PEDRO

LES AVELLANES - 3 SEPTEMBER 1936

1  The Martyrdom

“At the end of August or during the first days of September of 1936, I happened to be in the city of Balaguer and I was getting ready to return home.  At that very moment, I was ordered by a certain “Chala” to drive his four armed companions and himself to Las Avellanes’ convent.

Here is the scene that was waiting for me at the convent: “‘four metres in front of me stood an individual named “El Peleteiro” and two other armed men.  At about thirty metres, I saw four Marist Brothers dressed in civilian clothes, lined up in front of the wall. I recognised them as Marist Brothers because I had often met them at the convent.  I did not know them except for Bro. Aquilino.  We exchanged greetings.  The fellows I had driven in got off and joined El Peleteiro. At that moment, Brother Aquilino addressed them: ‘I want to talk to you.’  El Peleteiro replied, ‘Speak while we load the guns!’  But the militia did not listen to him.  ‘As a man I forgive you and as a Catholic I thank you for you are putting into my hands the martyr’s palm that all Christians must desire..’  El Peletiro asked him, ‘Have you finished?’ To this, Brother Aquilino Baro shouted, ‘Long Live Christ the King!’  El Peleteiro said: ‘Now, you can turn around!’ Aquilino replied, “Front wise!’ The militia triggered their guns and the four servants of God fell to the ground.”

2  The Life

1-Brother Aquilino (Baldomero Baro Riera)

Brother Aquilino was born on 29 September of 1903 at Tiurana (Lérida), a charming village of 600, in the rich valley of the River Segre.  The next day, at his baptism, he received the name Baldomero, Miguel, Geronimo.  He was not yet 33 when he was killed on 3 September of 1936.

He entered the Vich juniorate in 1916 and went through the normal religious training.  He professed his first vows on  September 8, 1920, and at twenty he was already teaching at the Vich juniorate. His first attempt at teaching was not a success. The superiors sent him to Arceniega where his results were better than at Vich.

At the time of his perpetual profession on 19 July 1925, his confreres noted his growing interest in spiritual life and his proper interconnection between interior, community and apostolic life.

His unlimited devotedness to the training of the juniors made him a candidate as an associate to the novice master at Las Avellanes.  In this task, one noticed his Marist characteristics:  “His humility and his simplicity made him work at his apostolate without making any noise. Brother Aquilino’s whole pedagogical activity aimed at preparing true and committed Christians.

He did not forget to support the faith of his family. The second censor theologian made this reflection, “Each of his letters was animated with a spiritual inspiration. None of his letters forgot to speak the language of a religious person, to exhort to the practice of Christian virtues. The recipients of these letters were surely very edified.”

His prayer to Mary, composed shortly before his martyrdom reveals his interior life:

“O Mary! O Mother of God and Mother of my soul!  Because of you, there is a fusion of two very different beings, and still made to be united: God and my soul! Please, may God give himself to my soul and may my soul give itself to God. Grant me, Good Lady that the thought of God occupy all my soul; that my heart may be invaded by his unique Love and that the great motto of Saint Theresa become truly the norm of my life: “God is sufficient to me!  Only God is sufficient to me!”

Living in the presence of God had become habitual to him.  Also he developed a great trust in God.  This latter virtue was evident when events led him to martyrdom.  He wrote to his sister: “As far as we are concerned, don’t worry; I agree that life has changed, the threats against the religious people, the churches and the convents are frequent, but aren’t we all in the hands of God?  He called us, he gathered us, he watches over us.”

After the July 18, 1936. uprising and the confiscation of our house at Las Avellanes on the same day, Brother Aquilino and his novices were relocated to the nearby village of Vilanova de la Sal.  Then, he moved with his family at Tiurana.  For a month, his voluntary mortification increased.  He considered his body as the grain that must be laid in the soil so that it can bear fruit (Mc 8, 34-35).

The death sentence against him was already out.  He knew it and he was ready.

2-Brother Fabian (Juan Pastor Marco) 

Brother Fabian was born at Barcelona on January 14, 1876.  Two days later, he received the sacrament of baptism and the names Juan, Jaime, Ramón.

On September 3, 1936, the day of his martyrdom, he was  his sixty years old, and the eldest in the group of the four gunned down at the wall of Las Avellanes.

Fabian underwent his religious training at Saint Paul Trois Châteaux since the Marist Brothers arrived in Spain only in 1886 and did not yet possess any training house.

In 1891 he was sent to work in our schools in France: Beausset, Lambesc.

He gave himself to the Institute definitively by professing his perpetual vows on September 21, 1897.

He was recalled to Spain where Spanish brothers were needed and his first obedience was Mataró.  But new houses appeared like mushrooms and Brother Fabian was often transferred.  He succeeded everywhere because he gave himself to his apostolate. His simplicity and kindness attracted pupils to him.  Among them, he behaved like a father.  He even went begging to help those most in need.  This testimony was given by the Ministry of Labour itself.

In August 1935, he was at Barcelona. He could not teach until the end of the school year; a serious disease forced him to move to the infirmary of Las Avellanes. Though seriously ill he was forced by the militia to line up at the wall.  They killed him simply because he was a religious person, a Christian educator of youth.

3-Brother Felix Lorenzo  (Lorenzo Gutiérrez Rojo)

Lorenzo was born on August 10, 1906, in the village of Las Hormazas (Burgos).  The next day he was baptized and received the names Lorenzo, Macario, Julian.  At 13, he entered the juniorate of Arceniega. After having gone through the different stages of his formation, he made his first vows on September 8, 1923.  His perpetual vows were made in 1928.

He first taught at Murcie.  But as his health was poor, his superiors sent him to Zaragoza in 1930 in the hope that a change of climate might help him.  He suffered from a weak heart; sometime, spasms seemed to bring him near death. At the infirmary of Las Avellanes  in 1931, the doctors gave him five months to live.  Three times, he received the sacrament of the sick.

He lived through his sufferings with gentleness and humility.  In spite of the seriousness of his illness, he kept smiling and made himself useful with some work requiring precision.

On 23 July 1936, the Revolutionary Committee of Balaguer allowed the brothers twenty-four hours to empty the house.

On July 25, Brother Lorenzo suffered one of his worst heart attacks; he was very near death.  Yet, the militia carried him on a lorry to the municipal clinic of Balaguer.

The anarchists did not spare this man who was just holding to life by a straw.  They got him out of the hospital, drove him to the public place where he was shot down together with Aquilino, Fabian and Ligorio Pedro.  These last two helped Brother Felix to stand during the execution.

4-Brother Ligorio Pedro (Hilario de Santiago Paredes)
He was the youngest Brother of the four who were killed at the wall on 3 September 1936. He was only 24.  His four brothers and sisters came to give their testimonies at the diocesan trial.  They also gave details of his childhood.

Brother Ligorio Pedro was born on 13 May of 1912 at Cisneros de Campo (Valencia). At his baptism, he received the name of Hilario.

His family was poor. They even ran short of food at times.  One of his uncles who was a priest helped him in his studies.  He would have liked Hilario to become a priest but the Marist attraction was stronger than the priesthood.

On 24 September of 1927, Hilario entered the juniorate  of Carrion de los Condes.  That juniorate was intended to prepare missions candidates but also welcomed youngsters from Latin America.  Little by little, Hilario took up an international mentality. 

At Espira de l’Agly, France, Hilario continued his studies and improved his knowledge of French.  Then, he moved to Pontos (Gérone) to do his postulancy.  On 2 August of 1932, he professed his first vows and changed his name to Ligorio Pedro.

This is when he was called to do his two-year military service. During that period he contacted a disease called “the Pott sickness”.  Brother Ligorio himself described this disease, “The sickness of Pott is an affliction whereby the bones and the blood become pus.”  After his military service the superiors granted him a year to complete his studies at Carrion de los Contes.  He was preparing to go and work in Mexico.  However, his sickness worsened and on the advice of the doctors, he moved to the infirmary on 12 May 1936.  This was where martyrdom was awaiting him.  The militia wrested him from his bed, and led him to the public place where they assassinated him offering no resistance but shouting, “Long Live Christ the King!”

3-The making of martyrs       
From reading the historical facts, one realizes that the servants of God: Aquilino, Fabian, Felix Lorenzo and Ligorio Pedro were killed for the sole reason that they were persons consecrated to God. The behaviour of the militia confirms this. We would like to add that in the whole of Catalonia, churches were burned; profaned and all religious people were hounded out and killed when caught.  Without that hatred of religion how can one explain what was inflicted on the three handicapped Brothers, Fabian, Felix Lorenzo and Pedro Ligorio?  The three of them were already confined to a public hospital, they were in the hands of the Balaguer Committee.

To kill three sick persons because they are religious is not only unequivocally detestable and vile but contrary to the basic statutes of any civilized country.

Let us see how the new “owners” behaved when they took possession of our house at Las Avellanes:

“They spent the first days banqueting. The orgy lasted many days, emptying the pantry, decimating the chicken coop and the stable.  But most painful were the blasphemies and the profanations of the sacred icons that matched the bacchanals. The life-size crucifix in the chapel was dragged in front of the house where the militia rogues aped the Passion scenes before reducing it to smithereens. The statue of the Sacred Heart that towered over the cloister met the same fate, as did the statue of the Virgin Mary that had stood in the chapel. Likewise, the statue of the Virgin that embellished the fountain of “The Contes d’Urgel” was profaned and broken; a similar fate befell a statue high on the hill where the Brothers had sung the Salve Regina so many times. Even the XVIIth century cross of great artistic value that had attracted many pilgrims became the prey of those uncultured iconoclasts.”

During the night of the 4th August, the killings of the priests and the religious started at Lerida. The bishop was one of the first victims along with two Marist Brothers, Candido and Emerico. On 5th  August, the anarchists killed eleven religious from the Franciscans and the Brothers of “des Écoles Pies”.  On the night of 12th August, members of the Os Committee came to Vilanova with the intention of burning the church, but the local Committee opposed the evil deed. The ruffians reappeared on next day with more bravado; they did not burn the church but took out all the religious objects and set them afire on the public square.

Our Brothers who now lived in the midst of the people knew of the happenings.  They were also aware that the enemies were looking for them and that they had already been condemned to death by the fact that they belonged to Christ. The Brothers realized that the situation was very grave indeed. Brother Laurentino, Provincial had challenged them to prepare for martyrdom.

The testimonies given at the Diocesan hearing reveal the same sentiments. Of Br Aquilo one witness said: “I am convinced that Brother Aquilino had the fibre of martyrs; he was incapable of yielding to cowardice, he was ready to die for Christ.”

Before his death Brother Aquilino confided to a Brother, “As far as I am concerned, I believe I must not abandon these young men placed in our care, I have a responsibility for them especially now that the Brother-in-charge has had to run away.  Although I cannot do all that I would like to do to protect them, I hope my presence constitutes a buffer.  If the enemies kill me, I will be happy to die for the Lord and for our dear novices.”

During the last days he spent with his family, he did not hide.  He would recite his prayers in the open.  On feast days, he would gather the young people to recite the rosary.  He continued to wear his scapular.  His letters still carried the heading J.M.J.  His family warned him that he was flirting with danger.  He answered, “If they kill me, I will be a martyr on earth and a saint in heaven.”

To a ruffian who had entered his brother’s home and who was taunting him with being afraid, he retorted, “It is not true; we are not afraid of death. Jesus Christ was persecuted and killed before us. Hence we do not fear death if we can offer our lives to God. It is yourself who is afraid of death!”

Brother Aquilino is, perhaps, the most outstanding representative of the group.  We have more testimonies for him than for the three others because he was tracked down for a longer time and because his novices and relatives survived him to testify in his favour.

THE BROTHERS OF THE TOLEDO COMMUNITY
1-The community

During the school year of 1935-1936, the Toledo Marist community numbered sixteen Brothers. Here are those who were present in mid-July:

Brothers Claudio Luis, Cipriano José, forty-three years old and the superior,

Jorge Luis (50), Jean Marie (63), Julio Fermín (37), Javier Benito (24), Anacleto Luis (23),

Bruno José (21), Evencio (37), Abdon (41), Eduardo Maria (21), and Felix Amancio (24).

Four young Brothers were attending summer courses at Murcie.  Brother Claudio Luis did not join the group of martyrs. The others were killed on 23 August 1936, except Brother Jorge Luis who was assassinated on the following day, on 24 August.

Reference to this group of martyrs will be made as we recall events in the last days of Brother Cipriano Jose, the superior.

1-Brother Cipriano Jose  (Julian Iglesias Bañuelos)

Brother Cipriano Jose was born on 26 February of 1893 at Valcarceres (Burgos). Baptized two days later, he was named Julián. His parents were modest peasants whose inheritance to their children was twofold: piety and the love of work.

In 1905, Julián, at the early age of 12 started his Marist training at the Juniorate in Burgos. He took the habit at San Andres de Palomar (Barcelona) on 8 September 1908 and became Brother Cipriano Jose.  He made his perpetual vows on 1st August of 1915 and pronounced his vow of stability on 15th August 1924.

Talented and tenacious, he obtained his master’s degree in literature and in philosophy. He displayed an astonishing professional competence. From external observation, he might have given the impression of being reserved and, perhaps, even severe.  In fact, he had a sensitive, noble and very honest soul.  He showed himself enterprising, accommodating and very attentive to the needs of others.  He provided for all the Brothers before thinking of himself.  Whenever anyone was sick he would spend the whole night at the Brother’s bedside in spite of the next day’s tasks.  That dedication was inspired by his great devotion to the Eucharist. To the Brothers and the teachers he often recommended the pious practice of visits to the Blessed Sacrament; he found this practice very fruitful. He prayed in such a fervent way that his Brothers did not need any exhortation in this field.

His obedience was salutary. The least desires of his superiors were accepted without the “buts” that would have been justified on some occasions. He fought old habits or little abuses that had introduced themselves into community life at the risk of losing popularity. Poverty was his most characteristic virtue. He was satisfied with what was indispensable.  On the other hand, he ensured that his Brothers would not want for anything.  He even promoted the innocent pleasures such as the Christmas tree, the gifts at the Epiphany, and a well prepared dish on the important feast days. 

“When the superiors gave us the order to wear a secular clothing so that we complied with the  political requirements, he let the Brothers choose the best suits first and then chose his suit afterwards.” “He bought such an ordinary overcoat that we suggested that the superior should have chosen better quality.  He replied with a smile.”

He amazed everyone by the quantity of work he could do.  He hardly had any time for the newspaper.  He would tell the Brothers, “Take it, there is some urgent work waiting for me!”

Headmaster of a school that numbered 185 pupils in the secondary section and 300 in the primary cycle, he was also the bursar and the administrator. He received the school fees himself and sold the stationery. He taught three or four subjects in the upper classes.  Still, he found time to inspect the classes and to accompany the young teachers.  His confreres would say, “What a life, he never gets tired!”

In fact, in this quantity of work one could easily discern the devotedness of a religious person.  He placed the greatest emphasis on the teaching of religion. He, personally, gave those lessons to the upper classes.  One of his favourite refrains was: “All classes are dispensable except the period of religion!”

This is the man whom the Toledo republican authorities made their victim and God’s martyr.

2-The martyrdom

1-The Situation at Toledo

The first two days after the national uprising of 18 July of 1936, Toledo lived in relative calm; the public power had sided with the nationalists. But when on 21 July, six thousand militia warriors arrived from Madrid, the Guardia Civil retreated to the Alcazar and the town was taken on 22 July.

The Marxists did not delay in setting in motion their persecution projects. They confiscated all the Church assets.  Immediately thereafter the hunt for the priests, religious and committed lay people started.

“At Toledo, the persecution assumed a catastrophic antireligious character. I could notice this fact because I was in charge of the cemetery.  The victims were all committed Christian people. The revolution attacked the priests and the religious.  Between four hundred and fifty and five hundred people were killed in the city of Toledo. Among those victims were all the canons of the cathedral, the parish priests and the two communities of the town: the Carmelites and the Marist Brothers.”

2-The Brothers Are Arrested

At the beginning of the revolution, the Brothers adopted an attitude of resignation while they waited for the events to unfold.  The confusion and disorder that had erupted after the declaration of the state of war on 21 July of 1936 did not deter them from occupying themselves with their usual tasks and they did not seek out safety inside the Alcazar as they had been advised to do. 

The Brothers did not imagine that they had been included on the list of those to be sent to jail.

This naïve simplicity made it very easy for the militia to catch them by surprise.  When Brother Cipriano Jose realized the situation, he begged the Brothers to rush to the chapel to consume the consecrated hosts. Unfortunately, the people from the militia, who had already broken into the school interrupted the Brothers before they could reach the chapel.

“The militia group shouted, ‘All the religious of the college, present themselves in the yard’.  They lined up the Brothers near the wall, separating them from the other persons. They also forced me to line up against the wall under the pretext that I was a religious teacher at the college.  As I protested that I was a lay teacher, one of the militia pushed me outside, shouting, “Get out of here!” I remained around the college to find out what was going to happen. At night, I saw a group of men from the militia pushing the Brothers violently. The Brothers were then force-marched to jail.

All the arrested people were frisked. The discovery of a rosary, a medal or a scapular triggered excesses of rage and blasphemies.  The militia unleashed the same tantrums when they inspected the school.  Instead of the arms that they were seeking they found an abundance of religious objects that they broke to pieces and threw out the windows.”

The prison was not humanitarian at all. “We were thrown into a ‘brigata’ (cell) immediately.  We stayed in those cells that had neither air nor water for twenty days. We could not go out to drink water.  There was only one jug of water for the forty incarcerated persons. The guards soon became torturers; and they kept threatening to send us to the firing squad. Prisoners who would never return were made to pass in front of us.” A witness reported, “The Brothers prayed with resignation at the approach of sure death.  People were killed at the very door of the prison. Yet, the Brothers kept calm and prayerful.”

3-The Execution

Franco’s planes had bombed Madrid on 22 August 1936 inflicting many deaths. The militia people took their revenge on the prisoners by slaughtering a group on the Transito esplanade on 23 August. On that same day, it was the turn of the Marist Brothers and the other religious and the priests to suffer the same vengeful and cruel punishment. But the Transito was encumbered with corpses. The Marist Brothers and the others were then led to the “Puerta Del Cambron” where they were mown down by machine gun fire. Those executions had not been preceded by any judgment or by any opportunity of defense. The fact of being a religious person was sufficient to deserve execution!

4-The Martyrdom of Brother Jorge Luis

Brother Jorge Luis was killed on the following day. When his confreres had been taken to jail, he was helping in the kitchen.  Warned that his confreres had been arrested, he was advised not to move. But a militia member recognized him as a Marist Brother and reported him. Brother Jorge was arrested and locked in an especially secure cell.  Don Carmelo Moscardo Guzman who shared the same cell, left the following testimony:

“…One day the guards took me from the jail and I was locked up in a special cell. Late that night ‘Granadino’ showed himself in. When I inquired about my brother’s death, he simply replied that it was ‘justice’ to shoot him.  ‘Like the justice you will get.’ Then a Marist Brother was let in who had not been found the day before. The ruffians questioned him at length on God’s existence. While this was happening Granadino interjected, “Here is how it will all end.”  And he stuck the Brother heavily on the head with his gun. Shortly afterwards I was removed from the cell. I could, therefore, not know whether the Brother’s death was due to the blow from the gun or whether he was assassinated later.”

It happened that Brother Jorge Luis survived the blow; the next day he was shot at the Transito.

3  The souls of the martyrs

Let us now enter into our Brothers’ souls when they were in jail by listening to those who shared the same fate.

“During all the time I spent in jail with them, all these Brothers showed a great meekness, without any coarseness, bearing the humiliations with dignity.”

They tried to create a strong atmosphere of prayer in the prison, as one witness testified:

“During their time in prison, the Brothers lived eminently Christian and religious lives, thus constantly edifying and encouraging the prisoners. They prayed a lot. The rosary was recited every day, often animated by a Brother. With great courage, they prepared themselves to suffer death out of love for the Lord. From their first day in jail, they expected death with certainty.”

A companion of the Brothers in jail, Mr. Felice Bretaño Encinas related, “During the days of the revolution the servants of God dedicated themselves to observe the discipline of penance and during the moments when they were not seen they prayed.”

Brother Jorge Luis did not hide his desire to become a martyr,

“My greatest desire, after my conversion has been to shed my blood for Christ.”

Mr Carmelo Moscardo Guzman had witnessed the conversation between Granadino and Brother Jorge Luis on God’s existence. Brother had defended religion so well that the other, burning with rage had struck him with a violent blow on the head with the stock of his gun.

Brother Jean Marie was of French stock. When the French consul informed him that he had started the procedures to get him out of jail and repatriate him, the Brother refused categorically, “This never! I always lived with them; I want to die with them!”

Brother Anacleto Luis wrote to his relatives, fifteen days before being shot.

“Do not worry for me.  How happy you would be to die in the same way I will soon do!”

Brother Bruno’s mother and sister came to visit him. The latter described the scene,

“At the moment our anxious mother mentioned the dangers that threatened the religious, he, my brother, stood up and joyfully exclaimed, ‘O Mother! What a joy it would be to die a martyr!’ My mother burst in sobs while I admired my brother’s determination. And he, to assuage his mother’s pain whispered to her that there was a secret escape door at the college.”

“The son of General Moscardo, defender of L’Alcazar of Toledo was in jail with the Brothers. Father and son engaged into a memorable dialogue.  The son told his father that unless he surrendered he (the son) would be shot. Then addressing himself to Brother Javier Benito, his teacher, he implored, “What will happen to us?’  The Brother replied, “My son, may God’s will be done!” That night, in small groups, all were led to their execution. That night, the Brothers of the College, Moscardo’s son and other persons died.”

Witnesses affirm that Brother Jorge Luis walked to the execution ground with the same contemplative mien as when going to communion. “I heard that he walked with his arms crosswise with his eyes closed.”  And at the execution ground, he made a great apologia in favour of Religion for which he died happy. Finally, after he had shouted, ‘Long Live God! Long Live Religion! Long Live Christ the King!’ he was shot.”  A man who lived near the execution place told how he had heard perfectly Brother Jorge forgive those who were taking part in his assassination, declaring that he bore them no grudge. He testified that Brother’s last words had been, “Long Live Christ the King!”

Hearing or reading these testimonies one may be tempted to think, “This is idealized biography!” What is certain is that those witnesses to faith had long prepared themselves for this extraordinary grace of martyrdom.

4  Already the Dawn of Glory

Eight Marist Brothers Interred in a Toledo Parish Church

The 24th and 25th of October of 2003 were important days in the annals of the Marist saints. They marked the legal recognition of the mortal remains of eight Brothers of the Toledo community, Spain. These Brothers had been killed on 23rd and 24th August of 1936. The ceremony took place in front of an ecclesiastic tribunal in the afternoon of 24th October 2003.

On Saturday 25th October, we attended the burial of the mortal remains of these Brothers in Santa Teresa, near our College. Everything developed around a solemn mass presided over by the Archbishop of Toledo.  Relatives of the martyrs and one hundred Brothers attended the ceremony.  The mortal remains had been laid down into eight small urns. These, carried by relatives of the deceased Brothers at the end of the mass, were laid into a marble sarcophagus that now stands at the left hand side of the nave in the chapel of the Blessed Sacrament.

The transfer of the mortal remains of the martyrs is a very ancient Church tradition that can be traced as far back as the first martyr, Saint Stephen. Through the celebration of the transfer, the Church expresses its esteem, its respect and its gratitude to the great witnesses of faith.  In martyrdom, it recognizes the ideal for all Christians: to make of one’s life a complete gift to the Lord.

Our Congregation numbers many martyrs: they are gifts from the love of God. And the power of this gift manifests itself right now.  That was evident on Saturday 25 October, at the moment of the re-interment: the church was full of people happy to welcome those eight witnesses of Christ among them.  From now on, the faithful will have the leisure to pause in front of the common tomb of the eight Brothers for a moment of reflection and prayer. These witnesses belong to them, they belong to the Church. And we, the Marist Brothers why should we not open our hearts and our lives to that grace and sing with the Virgin Mary a loud Magnificat for all the marvels that God has done among us?

The eight Brothers interred in Saint Teresa parish church are:

Javier Benito       Cipriano Jose           Julio Firmin

Bruno Jose          Abdon                      Felix Amancio

Jean Marie          Jorge Luis

OUR MARTYRED BROTHERS
FROM THE COMMUNITIES OF VALENCIA

The Marist Brothers directed two prosperous schools in Valencia: 

The “Academia Nebrija Nutria” primary cycle and C.E.G and The “Liceo Mayans.” 

 The two communities maintained fraternal relationships and often visited each other.  

The following pages will present the case of the martyrdoms of the Brothers of the “Academia Nebrija” Community.

1-A community of martyrs

Four Brothers made up the “Academia Nebrija” community during the 1935-36 school year. They were Brothers Luis Damián 45 years old, the school headmaster, 

José Ceferino (31), the sub-director,  Berardo José ( 24) and Benedicto José (23).

1-Brother Luis Damián  was born in France in 1891 in the eastern Pyrenees. When the Combes laws confiscated the Brothers’ possessions and forced them into exile, the young Joseph Sobraqués (Luis Damian) asked to become a Marist Brother and to go to Spain for his training. He was at Vich for his juniorate and he went to make his novitiate at San Andrés de Palomar. He never considered himself in exile in Spain. He wrote to a Spanish confrere in-charge of vocations in France, “That you are at Espira (in France) should not give you the impression of being in exile! I have never considered myself an exile; to a Christian the fatherland is heaven, to a religious the field of apostolate is anywhere in the world whatever name it bears. May God make us, you and me, firm in these principles!”

He confirmed these sentiments when the Spanish state legislated that Spanish nationals only were authorized to teach in Spain.  Brother Luis Damián immediately renounced his French nationality to take up Spanish citizenship. When dangers became imminent he was advised to re-apply for  French citizenship. His sister suggested that he return to Perpignan and orientate himself towards the priesthood. He, however, remained faithful to his vocation as a Brother and retained his Spanish citizenship. He followed his conscience in all these matters. He was deeply distressed by the plight of the Spanish people, especially the poor. In a letter to his aunt who was a nun he wrote: “It is dreadful to think of all the Catholic convents and churches that have been burned or ransacked! Religious Houses in the smaller towns have been the most affected. So much so that many religious have had to give up their apostolates.”

In another letter he indicated what he thought were the social reasons for the persecution,

“The well-off people have forgotten the serious Gospel precepts regarding the use of material goods; they do not share with the poor; that is what swells the ranks of the communist and socialist parties; here is what brings a hatred of religion that is wrongly accused of being in cahoots with the bourgeois class”

He asked his aunt to pray for him and his community, “More than ever, I wish to recommend myself to your good prayers that I may be up to par in war time and that I may lose no-one that the good Lord has entrusted to me.”

His wish was granted. He, his three confreres and the school chaplain were all martyred together.

2-Brother José Ceferino was born at Centelles (Barcelona) in 1905.  In 1918, after his mother’s death, he started his Marist training. Of cheerful character, he was used to humility and liked to care for others. He was appointed the sub director of the Academia Nebrija for the school year 1935-36. He and Brother Director made a perfect pair for proper school administration and for the progress to holiness. A Brother from another school of the same town said of him, “On familiar terms, we used to call him ‘Saint Louis’ (of Gonzaga). He was a wholesome and virtuous youth, a committed man possessed of an interior life that reflected beauty, simplicity, transparency and availability. He was great in his knowledge, great in his skill to discern people’s needs and in his readiness to help everybody.”

3-Brothers Berardo José and Benedicto José were the two young Brothers from that community of martyrs; the former was 24 and the latter 23. Both came from the Burgos province. Berardo showed himself as a simple, frank, lovable and jovial young man. He was constant in his studies. Although not endowed with great intellectual talents he became a successful teacher.

Benedicto José was a young man with noble but simple feelings. His first teaching appointment took him to Vallejo de Orbo; then he was stationed at Barruelo de Santullan, a coal mining area, in the Palencia Province.  For three years he lived in the community of Brother Bernardo. In 1935-36, he was part of the community of the “Academia Nebrija” of Valencia.  When the persecution forced the Brothers to disperse, Benedicto José remained with Bernardo. They were arrested together and sent to jail where they found their director and sub director.
Isn’t it beautiful to see a community walk together to martyrdom and together show their fidelity to Christ?

2-The martyrdom

The news of the military uprising by Franco was publicised on 17 July 1936. Immediately, a storm of terror was unleashed against the Church and its property in Valencia where a mad crowd ransacked the priests’ training college. The fear that the next target might be the Marist schools made Brother Damián try to avoid any sacrilegious profanations. His first preoccupation was to carry the College’s ciborium to a safe hiding place. Once he had done that he hurriedly crossed the town, despite the intermittent gun-fire, to reach the other college. He told me, ‘We must save the Blessed Sacrament; I will put it in a safe place where I have already hidden the ciborium of our college!’ And this is what he did crossing the town again through streets infested with many armed men.”

On 21st  July, a militia group barged into the school and gave the Brothers thirty minutes to vacate the premises and to move to an allocated residence. As the residence’s owner had been condemned to house arrest, the Brothers decided to disperse.  Brother Damian hid himself in an old boy’s home; Brother José Ceferino at the chaplain’s house, Brothers Berardo and Benedicto in a pension cared by three elderly ladies.  A Brother who had come from Barcelona to hide at his sister’s home advised Brother Luis Damián to go and see the French consul. Brother Damián interjected, “And who will take care of my Brothers”?

We don’t know exactly how Brother Luis Damián was arrested. On 4th August when Father Francisco Martinez Ciudad was thrown into prison he found Brother Damian already there. “When I was taken to the Sagunto jail, the servant of God was already there. He was lying down on a poor mattress.  When he found out I was a priest he asked me to hear his confession. Later, I heard from him that his entire community and the chaplain had been arrested. He was lying down with his arms crossed over his chest, as in prayer.”

The stay in prison was short but the sufferings were cruel.  “The reason why Brother was lying on his poor mattress was because of the extreme weakness he felt after three days without food. Besides, he had been submitted to moral tortures: threats, abominable noises, and taunts from immoral people, and provocation from prostitutes and constant threats with daggers. The authorities kept him in that weakening state that they called ‘the bleeding’ as an immediate preparation for his execution by the firing squad.”  (What Father Martinez said about Brother Luis Damian must also have been the experience of the other Brothers before they died.)

Father Francisco Martinez Ciudad continued his testimony thus:
“I was present when they led him out into the presence of chief Ungria, who was brandishing a revolver. Ungria shouted, ‘Will the Director of the Marist Brothers present himself with his four companions.’  With my own eyes I saw Brother Director, three Brothers and the chaplain rise up. A few minutes elapsed while the Brothers walked down the steps to the yard. Then we heard five gun shots followed by other staccato sounds that suggested that coffins were being nailed shut.  And then the noise of a lorry made us realise that the corpses were being taken elsewhere. 

Next, Ungria requested the attention of the four Alicante priests who were there.  

‘You saw, the five gentlemen are already killed and buried; you will suffer the same treatment if at the end of twenty-four hours you have not bring in twenty thousand pesetas!’

We never knew where the four Brothers had been buried. It was the same case for all the religious who died in that prison. Hiding the corpses was part of the persecution.”

3- A real persecution
At Valencia, the F.A.I. committees and the socialist party did not waste time with court trials. The arrested religious, the priests and lay people were quickly executed. There were short detentions but no trials.

Brother Rafael Iriberri San Martín of the Mayans Lycée who made a stay in jail described what happened, “The 1936 revolution was highly anti-Catholic. At Valencia where I happened to be, almost all the churches were burned. Many priests, religious and even nuns were killed.”

Father Francisco Martinez Ciudad added, “In the prison yard there was the icon of a saint. The thugs practiced their shooting on it and they measured the correct distance from it when executing their victims. In the prisons they used to offer their victims two choices: either a good ticket to Russia or freedom if we apostatized. We can surely assume that those proposals were made to our martyrs.”

An interesting testimony came from Father Francisco Sastre Vallés, the parish priest of Mislata, who shared the same jail: “The communist officials felt that the Brothers were seen as influential people within the local community because of their religious life and holiness. For this reason they selected them as their first victims.”  He added that during the few days they stayed in prison they catechized the other prisoners, “They distinguished themselves by their heroic faith and stability, and by their deep piety. All considered them as extraordinary souls.”

Here is the image that Father Francisco Martinez Ciudad still had in memory when he was called to witness at the diocesan tribunal:  “I had the impression I was hearing the confession of a saint. His preparation for martyrdom and his demeanour revealed this very well. Since the day of his execution I have never forgotten the aura of sanctity that was evident at his martyrdom. Since then I have always recommended my needs to this servant of God; I have even invited the sick people in my care to recommend themselves to him.”

THE MARTYRED BROTHERS OF THE COMMUNITY OF VICH
Vich is a little town in the midland of Catalonia, forty kilometres north east of Barcelona. In 1936, there were three Marist communities :

a school: ‘Sagrado Corazon de Jesus’

a tailor shop that supplied all the Spanish Brothers

a juniorate with forty young ones. 

Each of these communities had its martyrs but here we will particularly follow the fate of the community of the juniorate. There were four Brothers: 

Severino, 28 years old

José Teofilo, 19

Justo Pastor, 29 and 

Alipio José, 20.

The entire community was eliminated but in two different moments.  First Brothers José Teofilo and Severino on 1st August 1936, then Brothers Justo Pastor and Alipio José on 8 September 1936.

This was a group of young martyrs since the eldest one, Brother Justo Pastor was hardly 29. He was the first one to pour his blood for the Lord. The youngest one was Brother José Teofilo still in his teens. 

1-A climate of persecution

The main organisers of the persecution in Catalonia were the members of the F.A.I., a society specially thirsty for the blood of the priests and religious and whose dreadful purpose was the disappearance of the Church. Many historical testimonies are in line with this statement, “If there was an antireligious movement at Vich its cause had originated in Barcelona. In itself Vich, a little provincial town was favourable to the priests. The F.A.I. elements imposed the revolutionary movement in Vich.  The first buildings to be burned were the cathedral and the bishop’s house.

The militia had piled up religious objects in the central place intending to burn them. “We came here to do some cleaning!” they said. Noting this iconoclastic fury, a Franciscan concluded, “We can very well observe that what ignites their rage the most is whatever has a relationship to God!”

What happened to Brother Severino was  very eloquent. While accompanying his juniors he was arrested by the militia who asked him who he was. “Well, I am a teacher going for a stroll with my pupils.”  They said, “We are looking for the priests only.” They let him go.  A few days later, he was identified as a Marist Brother and arrested along with the others. They were on the militia’s vehicle that stopped at a control station. He heard, “Make them get off, we will pluck them like chickens!”. The one who seemed the chief bully told Brother Severino, “Now, we know that you are a defrocked Jesuit, if we save your life, you will fall back into our hands.”  Lawyers could not defend religious; as  the death sentence was already decreed against Church people “a priori”. The F.A.I. leaders had given this instruction to their patrols, “Do not offer any protection to priests, monks and nuns.”

That was the hostile climate under which the Brothers of Vich had to live during the 1936 summer.

2-Our four Brothers

1-Brother Severino  (Severino Ruiz Hidalgo)

Severino was born on 5 November of 1907 in the Asturias. Although two of his siblings were Marist Brothers, it was not easy for him to join the latter. Two uncles, one of them  a priest and the other a Marist Brother tried to coerce the parents so that they would prevent Severino from entering the juniorate.  Only after his three-year military service did he manage to enter the Les Avellanes novitiate.  That was in 1930 and he was 23. His training over, he remained to work as the postulants’ prefect, and then was assigned to the Vich juniorate in 1935. It was at that moment that he had told his director, “Brother, do not fear to point out the defects that you see in me, I am an old fox.” 

His spiritual life was guided by three words: sacrifice, prayer and self-denial. He would have liked his younger brother to join the Brothers so that all the boys of his family would have been Marists.

For the Vich community everything sped up from 27 July 1936 after an inspection by the Revolutionary Committee.  The juniors and the Brothers who had found a refuge in different neighbourhood farms now had to come together again in the house. For a few days, they were on house arrest under the direct supervision of the militia.  Brother Severino maintained his joyful equanimity. On 30 July, after having emptied the community’s bank account, the militia placed the aspirants into the “Casa de la Caridad” and the Brothers received a safe-conduct to travel to Barcelona. The four Brothers were arrested on 31 July and both Brothers, Teofilo and Severino, received their palms of martyrdom at dawn, on 1st August.

2-Brother José Teofilo  (José Mullet Velilla)

Teofilo was born on 28 June 1917.  He entered the juniorate in 1928 when he was only 11. Already he showed a personality that was marked by a wholesome cheerfulness, a lively intelligence, a love of work and piety.

He happened to be in the Vich community during September 1935 for his teaching practice. 

It was in this community that the 1936 events took him by surprise.  He shared Brother Severino’s fate.  He was only 19 when on 1st August he became another victim of religious hatred and the first one to shed his blood for the Lord.

3-Brother Justo Pastor  (Maximo Aranda Modrego)
Maximo was born on 3rd September 1907, near Zaragoza.  When he was 12 the parish priest of his village took him to the Vich juniorate where his Marist vocation grew and ripened. One of his teachers left this testimony, “May God give us many Brothers of that mould: pious, zealous, committed to their studies, industrious to amass spiritual and intellectual riches…”

Brother Cleto who lived with him during the last two years of his life said that Maximo’s spiritual life had three solid fulcrums: 

The love of Jesus in the Holy Sacrament,

A tender devotion to the Virgin Mary and

Fidelity to the rules of the Institute.

Every day, he thanked the good Mother for his vocation and he asked her to help him persevere in it till the end.

From September 1934, his field of work had been the Vich juniorate. When he secured a safe conduct on 30 July 1936, he went to lodge with his sister Angelita at Barcelona. Brother Egidio Paniagua accompanied him.  He did not forget to visit the juniors at the “Casa de Caridad.”  When he introduced himself as the music teacher the house director let him in. He encouraged the juniors, accompanied them on their strolls and grasped the opportunity to teach them a bit of catechism. Alas! As Brother Justo Pastor was not registered with any syndicate he could not stay any longer. 

He landed in a Barcelona pension with Brothers Alipio, Maximo and Jacinto Miguel. On 7 September, the four of them are arrested during supper time and on the next day, 8 September, feast of the nativity of the Virgin Mary, they were killed.

4-Brother Alipio José  (Maximiano Drionda Lehoz)

Maximiano was born at Uzstarroz, Navarra, on 8 June 1916. At the age of 14, he started his Marist training at Villafranca, Navarra. His novitiate classmates attested that he was obedient, devoted, hard working and self-denying. To avoid the dangers of the military service, he requested to go and work in a mission country.  On 15 July, he left Les Avellanes to travel to Vich until he could find transport to Argentina.  Alas, he shared the fate of the juniorate community. Aware of the possibility of martyrdom, he begged the good Mother, “If I must die, O dear Mother, may it be on your feast day!”  He was thinking of 15th of August but his martyrdom was to come on 8 September, feast of the nativity of Mary, the anniversary of his taking the habit and of his first profession.

3-Martyrdom

1-Brothers José Teofilo and Severino: 1st August 1936

On 27 July 1936 towards 6 pm., a dozen well-armed militia, sent by the Barcelona Committee, entered for a so-called inspection of the Vich house or rather to take it over. They transferred the fifteen juniors to the “Casa de Caridad” while the Brothers were allowed to spend their nights in the community house until 29 July. On 30 July, the thugs accompanied Brother treasurer to the bank to withdraw and confiscate the whole of the community’s money. Next, they remitted one hundred pesetas to each Brother and a safe-conduct to Barcelona.

Brothers Cleto Luis, Dionisio David, Severino and José Teofilo lodged in the San Antonio Pension but had their meals at “Hôtel Espagnol”.  On 31st July a group of militia came to the hotel and arrested the four Brothers. During the interrogation session, these were accused of being “fascists like all the monks and priests and of organising night raids to kill ordinary people.” Then came the killing threats.

On 1st August 1936, towards 4 am. the Brothers are led out under escort. The  vehicles  of the militia were already at the gate. The Brothers understood that they were to be taken for the final ride. They were driven out of Barcelona, Brothers José Teofilo and Dionisio David in one vehicle, Brothers Severino and Cleto Luis in the other. The vehicle of these last two stopped along a deserted road; on the right hand side there were fruit trees, on the left hand side there was the slope of a hill. They all got out of the vehicle. Brother Cleto Luis was told to walk towards the hill.  Brother Severino was asked to shout, “Long live the “F.A.I.”, but he proclaimed, “Long live the Virgin of the Pilar!” Then, he was offered, “Say, ‘Long live the republic’ and we will release you.”; Severino replied, “Long live Christ the King!” Furious, the militia pushed him back into the car, “Get in, we will fix you!” At that very moment, the other vehicle arrived with Brothers José Teofilo and Dionisio David.  Brother Severino asked to be allowed to embrace them one last time. At their refusal and thinking they were just about to shoot Brother Cleto Luis, he shouted, “Long live Christ the King!” One the militia dressed as a soldier, told the others, “He is emotional, he does not know what he is saying.” The thugs asked Severino to get into the car with the two others. Reaching the Rio Llobregat, the car stopped again. They asked Brother Dionisio David to run towards the brook.  While he was running, he heard a gun shot.  The militia had just killed the young Brother José Teofilo. Brother Severino was the only one remaining in their hands. They carried on their sadistic journey up to La Palma de Cervello. As Brother Severino kept refusing to repeat the revolutionary slogans, they made him get off and unloaded their guns at him. He died while shouting, “Long live Christ the King! Long Live Our Lady of Pilar!” Those who had not shot him yet came near and they also unloaded their guns. Finally, they poured petrol on him, set him on fire and abandoned him.

2-Brother Justo Pastor and Alipio José: 8 September 1936

These two Brothers undertook to help the Vich juniors who had been unable to return to their families and had found board at “Casa de Caridad.”  That apostolate becoming impossible, Brother Provincial called them to Barcelona. They lodged in a cabaret with two elderly Brothers: Jacinto Miguel and Masimino. The four of them were arrested on the night of 7 September and shot on the next day.  That was typical of the F.A.I. expeditious executions. Their bodies were identified at the Clinica by Brother Gérard who was being treated and by the Brothers Eraclio Maurin, Swiss, Ismier, French and by Brother Raimondo (Egidio Paniagua) who was killed later on.

All those Brothers had a heart ready for martyrdom. Before the dispersal at Vich, Brother Jeronimo Emiliano, Director encouraged the others, “Goodbye, God willing. Otherwise, adieu! May we meet in heaven in the eternal life, with all the saints.  I am quite certain that we won’t see each other again.  Let us remain united in prayer.”

Recalling the night of the interrogations, Brother Cleto Luis wrote, “Through all this, we were tranquil, since five days earlier, we had confessed and received communion as if it had been the last time.”

Brother Severino revealed his deep feelings when he wrote to his father and his brothers, “Do not worry for me. We know very well what we are looking for and at what cost! Dreadful days will come, maybe very dreadful but with Christ, we say, “We have overcome the world.”

During the interrogations, the militia told the young Brother José Teofilo, “Look, you are still young, tell us the truth and we will let you live; life is so beautiful!” You will see your family again and there will be a lot of joy.” But the young Brother did not listen to this alluring promise.

Brother Cleto Luis wrote, “During the three days our house was used as a jail, (27th, 28th, 29th July) and continually watched by the militia, Brother Justo Pastor used to walk to and fro in the cloister, reciting his rosary or making other pious exercises.”

Those Brothers ascended to martyrdom together and they received this grace that places Jesus above everything and can transform death into a peak of love and joy.

BROTHER JOSE DE ARIMATEA
The Marist Brothers had opened a school at Ribadesella, Asturias in 1930. That school had three primary classes and three at the secondary level. Brother José de Arimatea was the Director.

The intellectual and moral education were excellent; hence the Brothers’ work was well appreciated by the parish priest and the population. However, the Mayor and the public teacher had no sympathy for the establishment. This Mayor had registered Brother José de Arimatea among his “dangerous” persons!

1-Biography

Brother José de Arimatea  (Restituto Santiago Allende) was born near Santander on 10 June 1902. His entire Marist formation took place at Anzuola in the Basque country: from his juniorate to his scholasticate. Of sanguine character, he sometimes gave the impression of being intractable and belligerent; enough to make relationships difficult.

He profited by his second novitiate, at Grugliasco, in 1930 to try and control his impetuous nature. On his return, his confrères discovered a man at ease and more sociable. Evidently his nature showed up again once in a while and the Brothers found him abrupt, quick to retort. Thus, at the time of the Asturias revolution, in October 1934, (the time Brother Bernardo was killed.) a policeman had given a revolver to the Brothers for defense purposes. During an outing, the Brothers were carrying that revolver that was loaded. Walking in front of a cabaret, they met some individuals.  One of them taunted the Brothers, “Tonight, you will see the blood flow!” The Director had a quick repartee, “And some bullets, now if you wish!” This reaction so far from the beatitudes nevertheless revealed strength and courage. Brother José de Arimatea was incapable of silence in front of the Mayor’s injustices or immoral actions.

Yet, this man with a little violent character prepared children for their first communion and was training them to love the Lord; he directed “la schola cantorum” that enriched the parish liturgies.  He was sensitive enough to welcome poor children for free. He never sent back a beggar empty-handed. He was not only paternal with the workers but he treated them justly. The village young pharmacist was not too close to the church, yet, when he contracted tuberculosis Brother José watched him, day and night with such care that the patient reconciled with God before dying. Brother had and deserved the esteem of the people. But there was no love lost between him and the unjust Mayor and the public school master.

On 25 July, the Ribadesella village fell to the Marxists. Towards 1 am. the militia broke into the school with an arrest warrant for the Director. They asked for and arrested him only. They left the other Brothers alone, allowing them to stay in the house. They even asked Brother Demetrio Ortigosa Oraa, the sub-director to take over. The jail time was long and painful but finally came to an end with the assassination on 4 September 1936.

2- The way towards martyrdom

The first harassment of the Brothers started on 16 March 1936. Three Brothers who were coming back from the church one evening were attacked by a volley of pebbles. The same night, the community was awakened by some violent banging at the entrance door. The local police asked for the Director, handed a warrant for arrest and proceeded to a house inspection. The police accused the Brothers of plotting the Mayor's assassination, of hiding arms, of manufacturing noxious gases and explosives. Nothing was found but the Director was led to the Mayor's office. Brother José de Arimatea, with his hot temper did not miss to scorn the Mayor for this gullibility.

Sometime after 22 July, Asturias fell into the hands of the marxists. On 25 July, the parish priest was arrested and led to the town hall amidst the people's mockeries.  The persecution had started.

Brother José de Arimatea was arrested at 1 am. on 26 July and kept in the town hall's basement. That place being too small, all the prisoners were herded into the church transformed into a jail. Until 15 August, life was a real calvary of humiliations and physical sufferings. The guards behaved as torturers and the leaders organized executions of unbelievable fierceness. Thus, the artillery commandant was tied to a tree where he was burned. When the merchant ship Mistral docked, the prisoners were forced to the hard labor of unloading under the mockeries and insults of the militia. Yet, the prisoners had hardly eaten anything. Again, the parish priest was the favourite victim of the humiliations.

On 14 August, the militia gathered thirteen detainees. Led to the cemetery they were peppered with bullets. On the next day, a pick-up truck carried Brother Jose de Arimatea and two other persons to the cemetery. The choice of persons was calculated: the Brother had to bury his friend the priest, then his brother and his brother-in-law. The vision of the bullet ridden bodies greatly disturbed Brother José. A deep friendship had been broken, the Brother and the parish priest having worked in closed collaboration in the administration of the parish.

On 4 September, Brother had to climb into a lorry already filled up with condemned people. Carried to a mine well, the militia tied the prisoners' hands with metal cords and pushed them to the bottom of the pit alive where they left them to die of hunger. The peasants nearby heard howls all night; that prevented them from sleeping.

When in October 1937, Franco's army took possession of the Asturias, the Red Cross took charge of the exhumations. The Brother's remains could be identified by the habit, shirt initials and his scapular.

On 3 June, 2000, the mortal remains of Brother José d'Arimatea were interred in the Ribadesella parish church.

Maria Cuevas Vitorero, the community's cook often visited Brother José in jail. She left this testimony, “I visited him every day bringing him meals and clothes. I never heard him complain against Providence and as I encouraged him by telling him, 'You will get out of this.', he would answer, 'No, it won't be so; I will die because I am a religious; but I accept my sufferings because God chose me.” I often saw him pray in jail. He had his rosary, his scapular and his profession crucifix with him. A few days before his death, he entrusted me with his crucifix for fear it would be profaned.”

BROTHER AURELIANO

(PEDRO ORTIGOSA ORAA)

The “Nuestra Señora Del Carmen” College of Badajoz City had been recently founded in 1930. The Marist community in 1936 was made up of twelve Brothers.  Brother Aureliano belonged to that community but he taught at the diocesan seminary.

1-Life and Martyrdom

Brother Aureliano was born on 5 February 1894, in the village of Torralba del Rio, in Navarra. 

When he was sixteen years old, he started his Marist training at Anzuola. He showed himself to be a strong, determined, cheerful young man with an innate optimism. In his apostolate, he had set this goal: “to guide the children, to guide them in such a way that they may make the experience of God's love.” As for himself, the secret of his spiritual life was to remain in the “presence of the Good Mother and to go to Jesus through her!”

As he had a talent for cooking, he often surprised the community with well-prepared dishes. Besides his ordinary courses at the seminary, he visited the poor suburbs. He had even opened a small school for the marginalized families.

When the militia took possession of Badajoz, on 18 July 1936, they also appropriated all the churches and convents and threw three hundred people into prison. Out of prudence, Brother Estanislao José, the superior of the community invited the Brothers to seek refuge in the pupils' families. On 2nd August, the communists authorized the celebration of a mass in a sisters' convent.  At the end of the mass, the religious, among them three Marist Brothers were thrown into jail.

On 14 August, the nationalist troops freed the town, the prisoners found their liberty again.  The community re-assembled but Brother Aureliano was missing.

With a group of friends, he had attempted to escape to Portugal.  Arms were carried to assure progress. Considering this fact, Brother Aureliano changed his mind. He preferred returning to the Pesini family that had offered him refuge at Badajoz. They hid him in a small villa outside town. But the family's cook revealed the hiding place to the militia.

Meeting him on the road, one of them shouted, “This is a priest!” They all rushed on him, hitting him with their gun stocks, hitting him so hard that he fell down many times. He got out his crucifix and started to kiss it. This excited their violence so much that they beat him until one of his eyes came out of its orbit.

Continuing their roughing up, they led Brother to a bridge. They wanted to shoot him standing but he kept kneeling down.  They would forced him to stand up, he would kneel again. During all that time the militia had not stopped blaspheming. Many times Brother was invited to repeat the blasphemes. But either he kept quiet or answered, “That I won't do!” the militia asked him, “Where do you want us to kill you?” His answer, “Wherever you want!”  He was kneeling down, shouting, “Long live Christ the King!” when they shot him.

2-To Suffer for Jesus, Here is the Real Joy

One of these resolutions qualifies Brother Aureliano very well:

“From today, the goal of my whole life will consist in being the Cyrenian, carrying the cross that the Lord will give me. Lord, this is my resolution. But, you know my great weakness; do not abandon me for a single moment lest I fall and my enemy laugh at me.

Holy Virgin, engrave your seal of mercy on that resolution so that I may fulfill it until you see me in heaven. In return, I promise never to forget you and I will urge the others to do the same.

“To suffer for Jesus and with Jesus, here is the true joy; one day without Jesus, there is the greatest suffering!”

3-We Trust Him and we Pray to Him

Esteban Esquiroz Pascual suffered from a stomach ulcer that allowed him the nuirishment of only milk and water. Seeing him reduced to this extremity, the doctor foresaw his death.

“When Modesta Ortigosa, Brother Aureliano's sister, came to know the seriousness of my state, she sent me as a relic a little piece of cloth that had belonged to him. It was sewn on my clothes without my knowledge. The priest gave me the anointing of the sick at four o'clock on 3 August 1942. I then lost conscience. Twenty minutes later, I asked for a glass of milk. Surprised, my wife and my mother refused to do so at first; I drank and I felt better. Twenty minutes later, I asked for another glass of milk. Everybody was surprised even the priest and the doctor. The latter told me, 'You certainly drank the milk with a lot of water!' “No, it was only milk!  At this, his surprise was greater. From that moment onwards, I have been feeling very well.” 

“I insist in declaring that having suffered from a pulmonary embolism, Doctor Alexandro Encinas de la Rosa considered me as finished. Then, I asked my sons to introduce underneath my mattress a bit of the soil where the servant of God had fallen. My cure was so rapid and complete that it had the doctors amazed. I am still feeling in good health and I work as much as before.

BROTHER GUZMAN AND HIS CONFRERES
OF THE MALAGA COMMUNITY

“After Brother Bernardo's death, I heard Brother Guzman say,  “It is with such a death that God rewards his elect, the just and his friends. I feel a holy jealousy. The straw, like myself, he doe not want, he leaves us in the world to find out whether we will do penance for our sins or not!”

At Malaga, during the full persecution, he was seen reciting his rosary in the bus.

At Malaga, the Brothers administered the “Nuestra Senora de la Victoria” College. During the school year 1935-1936, the Director was Brother Guzman (50). Eight Brothers worked in collaboration with him: Teógenes (50), Fernando Maria (41), Roque (51), Luciano (44), Pedro Jerónimo (31) all martyrdom companions and Brothers Dalmiro, Isaias and Paulino Leon who shared jail time with them but did not suffer martyrdom. 

Brother Guzman was one of the founders of the school that was established in 1924.  He was the sub-director when the first marxist uprising occurred on 11 May 1931.  Both the bishop's palace and the Marist School that stood just next to it perished in the flames. From 1933, he was the school headmaster and the community superior. 

The following will mainly attempt to describe Brother Guzman but all the others fit quite well in the same description. These were: Brothers Teógenes,  Fernando Maria,  Roque,  Luciano  and  Pedro Jerónimo. 

1-Brother Guzman  (Perfecto Becerril Merino)

Brother Guzman was born at Grajalba (Burgos), on 19 April, 1885 and was baptized by the name of Perfecto. At thirteen, he started his Marist life at the Burgos juniorate. From there, he moved to San André de Palomar (Barcelona).  He made his first vows in 1901 and his perpetual vows 5 years later.

His confreres recalled that he lived deeply in the presence of God in the manner of Saint Theresa: “One more hour and one hour less; one more hour lived in the world, one hour less to wait until we meet the Lord.” He loved to call the Virgin Mary the heavenly Mother to express his loving and trusting relationship; and he wanted that nobody should be orphaned from this good Mother.

He was sensitive to the needy; families in financial difficulties could continue to send their children to school without paying. In such circumstances he would say, “We are poor, but we possess everything, whereas these poor will have nothing to eat today and the parents will go through lots of pains to find something for their children.” 

Through his mediation, many workers found stable employment making them escape the day workers' often unjust conditions. 

On the first anniversary of his martyrdom, the “Sur de Malaga” newspaper officially recognized his merits in the social sphere, “Brother Guzman, friend of the Malaga workers, knew how to attract their sympathy for he treated them with cordiality and kindness. He was assassinated on 24 September 1936.”
He willingly visited the sick in the civil and military hospitals and found them a confessor if they so wished.

When the school and the episcopal palace were burned on 11 May 1931 during the first marxist uprising, Brother Guzman went from room to room to make sure that no Brother was in any danger. The Bishop and some members of his family had remained in the burning palace. When he heard of this, he hurried up to go and save them, leading them through the school basement. He did not stop to weep over his destroyed school but he immediately offered lessons in private houses so that the children could end their school year.

2-Towards martrydom 

Malaga had always been a subversive center, a leftists' and revolutionaries' fortress.  After Franco's forces had come on the Spanish scene, the leftists took possession on the town on 19 July 1936. They occupied the cathedral, set four hundred buildings afire and arrested political adversaries and Church people.

Returning from church, seeing armed men camped in front of the school the Brothers decided to disperse. Brother Guzman did his best to encourage them and gave them money for their immediate needs.

On 20 July, the school was ransacked and destroyed. As the residence was not occupied the Brothers had a place to spend their nights.  On 22 July, Brother Guzman assembled the whole community, gave advice to obtain places of refuge and shared the remaining money.

Many times arrested, he was as many times he was freed from the marxists by the secretary of the civil Governor who was his friend.

On 22 August 1936, the Brothers were now in great danger. On that very day, Franco's air force had bombed a popular suburb. The revolutionaries became so excited that they wanted to kill all the Church people. During the following days, all the Brothers were imprisoned, save Brother Isaias María.

1-At midnight, the first Brothers to be arrested were the three who still resided at the school, Brothers Fernando María, Dalmiro and Paulino León. The militia reminded  the Brothers not to dress elegantly, because they were only going for the 'paseito' (the little stroll to execution). On the way, the Brothers heard the militia talk of the place and moment of the execution. But, at the police station, it was decided to throw them into the common jail. They were to stay there for more than a month, up to 24 September. On that day, the F.A.I. chief ordered the prisoners to line up and he told them:

-We will release you but the first one who disturbs us will go for the 'paseito'.

I was standing at the head of the line, Brother Fernando María stood in the middle and Paulino was at the end. When the F.A.I. Chief came in front of me, he asked me:

-Why are you here?

-I don't have my documents.

-Out with you! Pick up your documents and go away! 

I then went through the first, the second and third door.

Brother Fernando María followed. But one of the F.A.I. recognized him and sounded the alert, “He is a Marist Brother!”  They rushed at him, one of the militia twisted his arm and shot him twice leaving him half dead. His fellow assassins finished the Brother.

2-Brother Guzman was discovered in the Hotel Imperio on 24 August. A priest, Don Luis Vera Ordas saw him enter the jail. “We noticed that he was extremely pale. When we asked him why, he told us that the militia had taken him outside to kill him, but at the execution place, the torturers simply said, 'Turn around!' and they took him back into jail.”

Father Francisco Garcia Alonso, testified, “When I left the jail on 22 September, I left him at the infirmary suffering from a very strong fever. That morning, I confessed him, he kneeling, myself standing in the middle of the room.”

Brother Guzman was executed forty-eight hours later. The nationalist air force bombed the town of Malaga again. In retaliation, the militia shot many prisoners specially those who were at the infirmary.   The victims were so numerous at the execution place that they had to wait for their turn. The Brother was killed with a group of priests and buried in a common grave of the nearby cemetery.

3-27 August marked the day Brothers Pedro Jerónimo, Teógenes and Luciano had to face the horrible militia. When the patrol arrived at Rosaria Jurado Rivas' home where the Brothers were lodging, the thugs announced,

-We are coming to arrest the three priests who are hiding at your home!

-Who are you looking for? A

sked Brother Pedro Jerónimo.

-Some priests!

-There are no priests here!

-We were told there are priests,... and you are one of them!

-We are not priests, we are Marist religious.

-It is all the same for us.

And the militia led them to the “paseito”.

The lady who had lodged them was also arrested. At the police station they made the victims sign their own death condemnation! The lady was released with threats but the Brothers were taken to the cemetery and shot.

4-Brother Roque had been welcome by the Mexican consul who had lodged him at his brother-in-law's home outside town. During an inspection, one of the militia, a former pupil recognized him and said, “Now you will pay for all the punishments you gave me for reading the newspaper in class!” He informed the others that they had someone important in their hands: a Marist Brother. The death sentence was immediately decreed and executed at the foot of a nearby tree. That was on 18 October 1936.

3-They Could Have Saved Themselves

Good people, indifferent to politics were hounded out, imprisoned and assassinated. It was not a question of justice or logic unless one meant full marxist justice and logic. Expressing his way of understanding the events, a witness affirmed, 

“They were persecuted and martyred because they were known as religious. But why that hatred? Brother Guzman and so many others could not have enemies, their great kindness extended to everybody. Many Malaga workers regretted those cruel deaths and considered them as crass errors.

Father Luis Vera Ordas told us how he was judged,

“My judgment was summary; when they asked me why I had been arrested, I simply said, because I guessed that I might be martyred,

· Because I am a priest.

· And this seems to be little!” the judge retorted.

In fact, religious and priests were brought to court to hear their death or prison sentence only. No defense was possible. The militia had the right to kill the priests and religious they found like wild animals!

Yet, they were surely aware that the Brothers were not politically dangerous. They aimed at their faith. It was sufficient to show a lack of interest in religion to be released. “Any act of apostasy, even a verbal declaration was enough to save one's life. The servants of God knew this!”

In prison, Brother Guzman made it his apostolate to encourage people. Father Luis Vera Ordas who came near death wrote, “I must add that nobody ever had any idea of apostasy in the red prisons. Such was the grace of God that we waited for death with all our hope in the Lord. We recited the rosary and we meditated. Our spiritual life was so intense that martyrdom was expected as a real grace of God.

Those who were freed because of an arbitrary justice felt a certain jealousy of those who had had the grace of dying for the Lord.

Brother Guzman could have saved himself. The Italian Consul was his friend, invited to contact him,  he answered, 

“The ship's captain is the last one to leave the sinking vessel.  As long as there will be one left in danger I will be at the helm.” 

He did confide to Father Francisco Garcia Alonso,

“I could have saved myself, but I did not want to abandon my Brothers.  Being the Director, I was convinced that I had to share the fate of the others and not to leave Malaga!”

OUR MADRID MARTYRS

1 Marist Presence in the Capital

The Marist Brothers directed four schools in Madrid, two for the Spain province and two for the Leon one. There were martyrs from the four communities.

a) The « Colegio externado Chamberí», primary and secondary school of 693 pupils had a community of fifteen Brothers. The martyrs from that community were:

Brother Benigno José, 30 years old, killed on 1 August 1936,

Brother Adrian, 40, killed on 11 August 1936,

Brother Euquerio, 22, killed on 4 January 1937.

b) The « Colegio Los Madrazo » was founded in 1902. It numbered as many students as Chamberi but the community was made up of 23 brothers.  Five of these obtained the palm of martyrdom. We will present three only:

Brother Gaspar, 38, killed on 22 July 1936,

Brother Camerino, 30, killed on 22 July 1936,

Brother Luis Alfonso, 25, killed on 26 August 1936.

c) The « Colegio San José » was the most prosperous one in Madrid. Its community had thirty-one brothers, Spaniards and Frenchmen.

d) The « Residencia de Estudiantes Cardenal Cisneros » welcomed brothers and old boys attending university. When the revolution erupted, the Colegio San José brothers took refuge into this residence considered a safer one. Six brothers were assassinated because of their faith:

Brother León Argimiro, 23, killed on 20 July 1936

Brother Luis Daniel, 26, killed on 16 October 1936,

Brother Ángel Hipólito, 33, killed on 12 December 1936.

Brother Julián Marcelino 22, killed on 3 December 1936

Brother Domingo Ciriaco, 25, killed on 20 April 1937,

Brother Jorge Camilo, 20, killed on 21 August 1937.

Once more that was a group of fairly young brothers: 40 years the eldest and 20 the youngest one.

2-The Persecution at Madrid

Being the centre of government and communications, Madrid was the first area to realize the seriousness of the national uprising. On 18 July, against the will of the government which wanted to maintain legality, the leftist people started a systematic attack against religion and social harmony. The central government lost control of the situation allowing the revolutionaries freedom to ransack, to burn and even to assassinate. More than fifty buildings were looted or burned. The Popular Front's 'checas' were set up everywhere. From these vipers' nests oozed the thugs who went out and arrested the « enemies of the revolution »: the priests and the religious with the liberty to assassinate without judgment or sentence. 

Not a single Marist community escaped the militia’s rage. Many testimonies concur in their  assertion that the brothers became suddenly objects of hatred, were chased away from their houses, hounded, put into prison and declared death candidates for the sole reason that they were religious:  “By the way I was judged, I can certify that my brothers were martyred because they were religious. All the monks were considered as enemies. I appeared at the Popular Tribunal where I was asked what I had done on elections day. Surprised by this request, I enumerated all my movements but I absent-mindedly left out my going to mass. 'Enough', the judge said, 'I don't need any other proof. For having gone to mass, you are sentenced to one year in jail.'  I could never have imagined that I could get such condemnation for having gone to mass!” 

Josefa Aparicio Hierro recalled what the communist radio had said in a sarcastic way, « A cleaning had to be done in the Church of Our Lady of the Brooms! », alluding to the Virgin of the miraculous medal and the rays that come out of her hands.

Describing the brothers of the « Colegio Los Madrazo », the caretaker said,  “Not only did the brothers suffer martyrdom, but they were also abused with all kinds of humiliations and insults. A mob rushed over the College ground, shouting, 'Down with the clergy!' The militia broke into the college. I witnessed the destruction of all the objects of worship. “

Against the religious and the priests, the communists displayed such a rage that they brought to mind the behaviour of frenzied wild animals. The most frequent testimony one can read from one positio to another regarding the Spanish martyrs is indeed that “ The death of these servants of God was due to the fact they were religious and to the revolutionaries’ hatred of religion and faith in Christ! There was no political motive, no protest for social justice.”

Exasperated by this climate of violence, a number of brothers gave up religious life. Some parents advised their sons to return to their families or to register themselves into syndicates or leftist parties.

The brothers who accepted martyrdom refused to take part into these ambiguous games. Their martyrdom meant their ultimate fidelity to the Lord. This is what thought a former pupil, Fernando Casals Camara,   “To persevere up to martyrdom, they needed to possess extraordinary virtues. I agree that quite a few brothers left religious life at the first occasion. But, I am talking about those who stuck to their vocation up to the last moment and in that state have accepted martyrdom.”

Driven from their residences, they tried to find friendly families to accommodate them. Those brothers suffered from being scattered around, from solitude, deprivations, insecurity and from being hunted. Some were eliminated without leaving any trace. This was part of the persecutors' strategy, not to leave any trace. What is true is that once the brothers fell into the militia's hands they always disappeared.  

3-When Martyrdom Knocks at my Door

1- Brothers Benigno José, Adrian and Euquerio

These three brothers from the 'Colegio Externado Chamberí' left the college after 22 July 1936 and went to seek out lodging in the residence 'Calle Modesto Lafuente ». On 11 August, a patrol of militia appeared and asked for information on 'the priests' who resided there. The caretaker assured them that there were neither priests nor monks in the pension but only teachers. The assassins were about to move away when a neighbour gestured that the priests lodged on the first floor. The militia climbed the stairs and surprised Brothers Benigno José and Adrian who were preparing a meal. They bound these brothers with towels, made the them tumble down the stairs while insulting them, “Bite the towels now!” They were taken to the “Checa de Bellas Artes”. It was between noon and two o'clock.  At three o'clock they were taken somewhere else. Nobody ever knew how they had perished.

Brother Euquerio found his boarding at Hotel Altorga. During the afternoon of 30 August, a few policemen asked the hotel manager to check out a list of names. The manager and the brothers were arrested. Brother Euquerio and his own brother related the facts, “We were taken to the Security's Head Office and from there to the General Porlier's Prison. There, we started a life of deprivation. Towards Christmas 1936, my brother became very sick because of all the deprivation. A doctor, also a prisoner, diagnosed a serious disease but could not do anything. For fear of contagion, he and I had to nurse him in a humid basement. Without food, medicine or warm clothes he soon became delirious, lost consciousness and died without having received any medical help.”  That was on 4 January 1937.

2-Brothers Gaspar Pablo, Camerino and Luis Alfonso

The calvary of Los Madrazo College community started on 20 July 1936. Forced to leave their premises, the brothers had to look for various boarding houses. Brothers Gaspar and Camerino set up in “Posada San Blas”. On 22 July 1936, at about 11 p.m., a patrol of militia barged into the pension. The caretaker informed us how the events progressed,  ”I was interrogated about the few priests who had taken up lodging in our place. I consulted the register and advised the militia firmly that no priest's name was entered. One of them replied that he was certain that they were present but that they had declared they were teachers. Without saying anything more, they ran upstairs and started opening up all the doors. Opening Brother Gaspar's and Camerino’s room they asked them whether they were religious. Far from denying anything, these affirmed the fact candidly. The militia asked them to follow them. “We will follow you.” the brothers simply said without protesting. The brothers were serene; everything progressed without violence, fear or hysteria. They left quietly with the militia. Then, it was impossible to get news from them. Nobody doubted their having been martyred although no-one knew where they had been killed or where their bodies had been buried.

Brothers Luis Alfonso and Celso had found accommodation at Irene García's pension. Brother Celso recalls: “At supper time, a stranger came and told us verbatim,  ‘ For once in my life, I can do a good turn to you. Hurry up and move away, they are coming for you!’  And he disappeared. Brother Luis Alfonso, a priest and I were preparing ourselves to move off. The lady let me out first and sent me to one of her daughters. From the latter, I learned that Brother Luis Alfonso had been arrested on that same night. That was 26th of August. After that, I got no other information.” But very soon the news spread that he had been martyred.” 

3-Brothers León Argimiro, Luis Daniel and Domingo Ciriaco went through similar dreadful movements. They were taken by the militia, then all traces disappeared.

As for Brother Luis Daniel, he was forced into the same convoy as the CEDA deputy, Salvador Madero Ortiz. As soon as the convoy reached Villa Don Fadrique, Salvador’s own native village the deputy was shot right there. Brother Luis Daniel never reached that village.

Brother Domingo Ciriaco, betrayed by an old boy was taken to San José College that had become a « checa » whose director was the old boy's father. Bystanders saw him enter the college on 20 April but nobody ever saw him get out. Later, visitors found evident signs of torture that had been inflicted on the victims.  

Brother Jorge Camilo was the youngest brother of the community. As he was now 21 he was called to do his military service. He avoided the battlegrounds so that he would not have to kill anybody. Discovered as a religious, he was shot in the barrack's yard on 21 August 1937.

The case of Brothers Ángel Hipólito and Julián Marcelino was much more tragic than whatever the persecuted brothers had experienced before.  “Here is what I heard from the Aravaca's cemetery caretaker, who had been incarcerated in the San Anton's prison, in the college of the Écoles Pies. 'They brought  a group of martyrs to the Aravaca cemetery. Brother Ángel Hipólito was among them. At the entrance, they undressed the victims completely. All the objects were thrown into sacks. They drove them two by two to the new cemetery. They forced them to dig a common grave. When the horrendous task was finished they mowed them down with bursts of machine gun so that they fell into the grave. The grave digger confessed he had taken no other loot other than the gold from the teeth.”

The following testimony is valid for all the martyred brothers of Madrid,  “In the midst of this so hostile situation, Brothers Benigno José and Adrian showed themselves resigned, even serene and kind sufferers in their commitment to do God's will. Those who had the good fortune of meeting them saw their humility in their indigence. They never complained against their place of detention. They never discussed politics; they never made any judgment on the terrible events. In short, their behaviour was an absolute acceptance of the divine will.”

4-These Brothers who resemble us

However, it would be false to present those brothers as indifferent and always completely above the storm. They did have their moments of depression and fear. They suffered to see their innocence abused by an arbitrary justice. Their hearts skipped a beat whenever they heard of the demise of one of their friends. Brother León Argimiro fainted when he saw his friend knocked out by his side, and for that, he was kicked and called 'chicken hearted'. They ran away when they could. None sought martyrdom in a presumptuous way. In fact, these brothers were very similar to us in the ordinary life. Brother Benigno José had an optimistic and cheerful nature. The confreres said that with him “life was not a valley of tears!”

Brother Adrian loved to teach but he fell sick. When the persecution prevailed, he became the community’s cook. Conscious that food renews energy and enthusiasm, he made up his mind to prepare very appetizing meals.

Brother Euquerio was probably the only brother to pronounce his perpetual vows in the years of the Republic. He loved to study and was talented in learning languages. With the pupils, he was kind but exacting in the pursuit of the syllabi’s goals.

Brother Gaspar, on the contrary could not maintain discipline. He was warned the educator’s life would be difficult and that he should orientate himself towards another career. He replied that he loved Marist life so much that he would never leave it even if he would have to wash the dishes! He was so discreet that it was remarked, “He calls for our attention the more so because he does not look for it!”

When Brother Camerino finished his military service at 24, he decided to become a brother. He was a strong man, enthusiastic, serenely courageous and very mindful of the others.

Brorther Luis Alfonso could have spent a quiet life if his conscience had been less sensitive. His cousin had found him a safe shelter with a friend who had married a communist. The latter blasphemed so much that Brother could not even stay a week.

Brother León Argimiro loved sports. He was a joyful young man in the best sense of the word.

Brother Luis Daniel had to defend his vocation against his father who had come to the novitiate to take him back home. He had to defend it again when the family trade deteriorated. He exclaimed, “You have eleven children and you can’t give one to God?”

Brother Ángel Hipólito taught and attended university. We found the following prayer in his notes,

“I will walk with my cross 

behind my Lord

And I swear to be faithful 

to my vows and resolutions

until my death. Amen

Brother Domingo Ciriaco taught the lower primary classes only. He too, could have avoided death. His sister, a vegetable merchant, had welcomed him at Madrid and had registered him with a syndicate as her employee. Domingo attended the customers with great ease as if he had done this all his life. He provided his confreres with U.G.T. membership cards saving them from many dangers.  On 20 April 1937, he went to a barrack to ask for a safe-conduct. He was identified as a Marist—he disappeared.

When the militias pushed their way into San José Colegio, on 20 July, Brother Jorge Camilo was in bed, sick with typhoid fever. Just the same, he was hauled to jail without mercy.

Those rapid flashes reveal that these brothers did not consider themselves as heroes. They lived an intense religious life because of their particular situation; persecution strengthens faith. Still, they remained simple men, with normal human relationships.

Never, did they resort to violence; they preferred to die rather than being killers. After the fears that followed the arrests, prayer and grace brought them back to peace, and made them joyfully proud of giving up their lives for the Lord.  
THE FOUR MARTYRS OF CHINCHÓN
“If it were our concern only they would already be on the altars.” 

“I don’t believe in heaven if these servants of God aren’t there!”

(Reflections from the simple people of Chinchon)

The Chinchon community set an example of simple and sympathetic martyrdom.

In 1936, Chinchon was a suburb in the north of Madrid with 7 000 inhabitants. The Marist brothers directed a small free primary school. The school was financed by Marquis Aparicio y de la Pena.

The brothers enjoyed the sympathy of the people who welcomed them in their homes at the moment of the ‘storm’.  However, there was a sort of mission work to exercise. Brother Philippe de Neri explained, “The town numbers 7000 inhabitants. Most of them work on Sundays and feast days. They do not go to mass and blaspheme a lot. You can see that we do not have to travel to a far-away mission land! We do have our civilization work to do right here, near Madrid. I teach sixty-two pupils who behave very well, at least when they are in front of me!”

Brother Philippe de Neri continued, “Three of us teach, the other brother is the cook. We all wear civilian clothes. The cook helps me in the classroom for almost the whole day. We teach all the children of the town.

1 The Four Martyrdom Candidates

1-Brother Feliciano, director and superior was a mature man of 52. The pupils and the parents respected him because he preferred personalized advice and his example was sound. He preceded Brother Bernardo as the director at Barruelo de Santullán from 1928 to 1931. In fact, they worked together since Brother Bernardo at that moment was the director in the school near Vallejo de Orbó. Under Brother Feliciano’s direction, the Chinchon children changed radically; the people commented favorably.  Parents who had not set foot in church since their marriage accompanied their sons to listen to the liturgical singing directed by Brother Feliciano.

2-Brother Philippe de Neri makes up a special case. As a young soldier, when it was his turn to be on guard duty, he held the gun in one hand and his rosary in the other. His time was spent in prayer. He was preparing to get married. A strange thing was observed: while on a stroll with his fiancée, after exchanging a few words, they would continue on their way reciting the rosary.

Brother Philippe remembered his mother as a saint. In his family, they were twelve children; five of them consecrated themselves to God. He was in the habit of making long visits to the Blessed Sacrament. One day, in front of the altar, he felt himself called to join the Marist Brothers. He was almost 30 when he entered the novitiate. After he had pronounced his vow of obedience in 1931, he worked as a cook for two years before starting to teach. Arrived at Chinchon in September 1933, he was soon noticed for his strong personality. Sometimes he said, “We shall defend our work… We are not going to remain passive and say, “We are here, kill us.” But after he had meditated on the Lord’s passion, he found the generosity to commit himself to God’s will. His firmness in his vocation had a healthy impact on the others.

3-Brother Herminio Pascal 24. This young brother was vacillating in his religious vocation. The superiors had to give him a new assignment every year. Thanks to his contact with Brother Philippe de Néri, his gift of himself to the Lord became firmer and he, the youngest in the community, gave the example of a generous martyrdom. The man who lodged him at Chinchon had found him a safe hiding place. But Herminio preferred to stay with his brothers and to share the same fate. With them, he was shot on 29 July 1936.

4-The fourth community member, the cook was a lay man with a Marist heart. Julián Aguilar Martín was a novice when he caught a disease that made him so miserable that he would have been unable to teach. The superiors judged that it would be reasonable to return him to his family. There, he tried out farm work but he was still attracted by the Marist life. He came back and begged Brother Feliciano to hire him as a cook. From that time, he shared the brothers’ life in full: prayers, work, persecution and martyrdom. Everybody at Chinchon thought he was a Marist Brother. Hence, he is rightly considered a Marist martyr.

2 – 29 July 1936: the Day of Trial Has Come

During the first days of the revolution the militia did not dare disturb the little community. It was easy to gauge the brothers’ good work. But towards midnight of 21 July 1936 a group of outside militia men showed up. They besieged the school; some of them even tried to break in through the roofs. Francisco Medina Pintado left this testimony, “I was present when they attacked the college; the militia tried to seize it as if it had been a fortress. The brothers came out humbly and found refuge in private homes.”

Brother Feliciano was welcomed by the village’s notary but the president of the local Revolutionary Committee also offered him his hospitality. The other brothers found accommodation at Teodulo de la Pena Fenandez, the school founder’s nephew. That situation lasted a week. 

On 29 July July, thirty militia members arrived and ordered the local Committee to banish the Marist Brothers from Chinchón. These were taken to the railway station where they boarded the train for Madrid. They could not rely on any Marist residence to offer them a refuge for all the communities had been dispersed and threatened.

They directed themselves towards a benefactor, Paula Aparicio. The house servant, Maria Ontalva Ruiz reported, “The janitor did not want to let them in because of their luggage. However, I think the janitor knew the brothers. Don Valentin told him to inform the Security Guard if he did not trust the brothers. But the janitor notified the militia. The brothers had had just enough time to install themselves on the first floor when the militia people showed themselves and took the brothers away. Nobody ate in the house on that day. The militia returned to collect the brothers’ clothes. After that, there was no sign of the brothers. The benefactor learned that they had been shot right away.”

Francisco Medina Pintado wonders,

« They were not rich and they had not harmed anybody in need.  Then, what was the reason for killing them except that these men were religious?”

Jesús Sáez Lopéz, former student, testifies:

“They were men of faith, hope and charity. When the October 1934 revolution exploded the brothers said prayers for peace without ever uttering any word of hatred against anybody.”

This little community that disappeared abruptly without leaving any trace had had time to set a beautiful example reminding us of: “All the believers were one in heart and mind.” Acts 4, 32

That community was remarkable in its simplicity, its sincerity, transparency in the totality of its consecration.  The holy or the strong one, the weak or the lay man, the early worker or the late one, together, they faced  the trial of martyrdom generously.

THREE VIOLETS
THE MARTYRS OF TORRELAGUNA

1-Let us sympathise with the simple people

In regard to the following three brothers united in their humble lives we are left with the memory of gentle lives totally committed to the very poor. Our information is not vast but the brothers’ examples still give light and comfort.

The three brothers, Victorico María, 42, Jerónimo, 60 and Marino, 35 were born in the small provincial villages of Burgos and Castellón. Now, Providence had gathered them at Torrelaguna, a village of 2000 inhabitants, in austere Castile not far from Madrid. Their 135 pupils received a basic learning.

They led a simple and a quiet life that faith made fertile. Three anonymous lives, but for those who could observe them closely, lives full of love and devotedness. After a visit to their school, Brother Moises wrote, 

“On leaving the house, I could not but share the feeling that had filled me with joy and envy, I exclaimed for all to hear, ‘These are three saints!”
They were the director, a teacher and a cook. But, it was difficult to know who was doing what so united they were in sharing their daily tasks.

For the village people, the brothers were proof that humility and kindness could exist even at a time when violence and sectarianism were prevalent. The only one to snub the brothers’ success was the Master of the public school. At the decisive moment, he channeled the assassins’ dark work.

On 22 July 1936, many people, parents and old boys knew they had lost three unassuming teachers; the militia had just deprived them of a great source of kindness. 

1-Brother Jerónimo (Trifón Tobar Calzada) was born on 3 July 1876. He was sixty years old when he was led to his martyrdom. He had first worked in Spain; next he devoted himself in Colombia for twenty-one years. He also taught in France. When he finally returned to Spain, he was never in good health. Indeed, the declinein his health had caused his return from Colombia. He arrived in Torrelaguna in March 1932. Brother Domicio remembered him as a humble, simple and serious person:

“He was an old-style brother, one of those who likes a hidden life without any pretension. But, in spite of his bad health, he was a cheerful man. His classes were always numerous. Due to his shyness, his discipline lacked firmness. However, he instilled a missionary spirit into many of his pupils.”

2-Brother Victorico María (Eugenio Artola Sorolla) was the school director. He was born on 12 April 1894. He was a trustworthy and helpful brother. He was working at Vallejo de Orbo when Brother Bernardo was the director and was his main collaborator. Torrelaguna saw him arrive on October 1928. Brother Maximiano Albéniz summarized Brother Victorico’s ideal in two words, “service and love.” The apostolic zeal of Brother Bernardo was reflected in Brother Victorico’s activities: Catholic action, study groups to deepen the youth’s faith, preparation for marriage course, hymns and novenas. 

Everything was proposed with kindness, without coercion. His influence was so great that he obtained permission to continue to teach religion and to wear his cassock under the second republic. 

3-Brother Marino (Pedro Alsonso Ortega) was the youngest one of the three brothers. He was born on 14 January 1901. Poor of health, he could not pursue his studies. He even had to make a stay at the Les Avellanes infirmary in 1932. Thus, his Marist life consisted mainly in his helping at the kitchen of the small communities and in his work in the lower classes and in the Catholic Action movement. The Superiors sent him to Torrelaguna in August 1929. He was a good and joyful young brother always helpful but happy to be away from the limelight. One witness did not hesitate to affirm that if Torrelaguna could pride itself of having young lay martyrs the fact was due to Brother Marino’s influence.

2-Work at Torrelaguna

Three Marist Brothers provided sound education to the peasants’ and the workers’ children. The night courses offered to the parents knew great success since one hundred and twenty attended them. That initiative was very appropriate since ninety percent of the adults were illiterate. One advantage of these courses was that the parents became more enthusiastic to send their children to school. Certainly, the parents were very thankful for the training their children were receiving. The brothers’ pupils were noted for their discipline, their courtesy and their assiduousness. Their primary school pupils were already promising a responsible society.

Visiting that school, Brother Moisés wrote,

“The punctuality and the attendance of the children are excellent. By the examinations I administered, I can certify that the pupils have covered the various syllabi and have assimilated its contents in great detail. As for the discipline, it can’t be better. Besides, the brothers agree very well among themselves.”

The people of Torrelaguna thought on the same lines because it was difficult to know who the director was, who the cook was or who was the last one!”  An old boy stated,

“The three of them were perfectly devoted to our cause. Not only were the villagers grateful to the brothers but they loved them.”

Another old boy spoke in even stronger terms,

“I am running short of words to express my admiration for those Marist religious. They taught me to love, to forgive. I owe them this glory, to honour among the martyrs of Christ my own parents, my father and my mother; may these be in God’s glory! I have learned to pardon and to endure that terrible trial with a Christian love. 

3-When the Hour of the Ultimate Gift Tolls

What happened during the Spanish revolution was very strange! Very ordinary people, proletarians, set themselves to killing priests and religious who had issued from modest and peasant families.

At Torrelaguna, the debacle was triggered by an un-repressed jealousy. The public school master could not bear the brothers’ success. During the Asturias’ revolt of 1934, this master was the local committee chief long enough to throw the brothers in jail. Fortunately, his term was cut short and he even had his turn in the infamous lockup.

Everything moved swiftly from 20 July 1936. The civil war had just started and the pupils were on holiday. The public school master, head of the revolutionary committee was also the mayor of Torrelaguna. He patrolled the streets in his search for victims. He thought of the brothers whom he desired to hang. Good! The moment for sweet vengeance had come!

The central revolutionary government dispatched “carabineros” to replace the Guardia Civil at Torrelaguna. That was tantamount to signing the brothers’ death sentence.

In fact, the three brothers were arrested by the carabineros on 20 July. They were locked up in the village dungeon (in the town hall’s basement) where they found themselves with a group of practising lay men, some of them, former pupils.

What was the accusation? 

Wearing the religious habit?

Having consecrated their lives to God?

Having planted the seed of faith into the hearts of children?

During the night from 21 to 22 July the militia’s ruffians came from Asturias. Early, in the morning, they attacked the jail with the intention of eliminating the prisoners. They struck them, interrogated them while howling. A female militia hit the Catholic Action’s lady president so violently that the latter lost an eye. Then they selected their victims: all those whose hands were not calloused on one side, the peasants on the other. The latter were freed. The others: three brothers, two priests, the two Catholic Action’s presidents were handcuffed and forced to climb onto a lorry.

On 22 July in the morning, a dairy man from the little village of Redueña who was on another daily round discovered the nine corpses. He ran and asked for help. 

One of the captives who had been with the brothers left us the following information:

“The brothers knew they were on their way to martyrdom. They had already accepted this greatest of trials with great firmness, without light optimism or useless pessimism. It was rather a holy realism that led them to accept martyrdom.  Still, they were literally like lambs led to their sacrifice. Their courage did not flag. This is how I saw them leave for their deaths.”

A peasant who saw the execution reported,

“There were neither any scenes of despair nor anything similar. There was a call for mercy, yes, when two victims offered some money to save their lives, putting forward their need to care for their young children. Nothing else. They were making the sign of the cross when they received the mortal discharge.

On 23 July, Juan, a former pupil of 14 came to the school:

“I stood aghast! It had been completely ransacked. Our burned books were strewn on the floor, the pieces of furniture were broken and the large photo of all the pupils at the entrance had been torn down.”

On 15 July 2000, the mortal remains of the three brothers were placed into an urn that was transferred into the Torrelaguna parish church. This funeral urn, cut in stone is the master work of a former pupil.

OUR BROTHERS OF VILLALBA DE LA SIERRA
(CUENCA)

Our Cuenca College can boast of having been founded during the Republic period in 1934 when signs of ill omen were already announcing the persecution. That new college “Fray Luis de Leon” with its purely civil statute then makes us infer how much the Spanish brothers were ready to face the new political situation and how they wanted to remain present in the world of youth. Their presence attracted the sympathy and the esteem of the population immediately. However, the anticlerical teachers were quick to begrudge the brothers’ success. That jealousy became fatal when the revolution broke out on 18 July 1936.

Of the seven brothers who worked at that college only one suffered martyrdom, Brother Julián José. His friend, Ramón Emiliano Hortelano Gómez walked along with him. He was a lay teacher and a committed Christian.

1-Portrait of two martyrs

These two servants of God became friends during their military service. That was a friendship based on a deep and shared faith. They agreed so well with each other that the public thought they were both religious. This was why they were executed together. Dragged to the foot of an electricity pylon, they were shot. Then their bodies were splashed with petrol and burned. That was 28 July 1938. Five days before, Ramón had been the happy father of a first child. Brother Julián and his friend were shy of a week to be thirty years old by just a week. Both had been born in 1908. Their mortal remains were kept in the same urn.

1-Brother Julián José  (Nemesio Cabria Andrés)

The future martyr was born on 5 August 1908 at Susilla near Santander.  Two of his brothers had preceded him at the Arceniega (Álava) juniorate. One of them, Florentino went to work in Chile. Brother Julián pronounced his first vows on 8 September 1924, at the age of 16. He made his perpetual vows on 15 August 1929. He was one of the founders of the Cuenca College.

He was likable and sympathetic in character.  In his studies, he had great facility in both Mathematics and  Science. During his teaching, his great equanimity was remarkable.  He never became angry, not even with the less endowed children. He preferred encouragement to motivate his pupils. He did not mind menial tasks. He swept the classrooms when there were no maintenance men. The pupils volunteered to help him. At Cuenca College, the janitor was an old man without any learning. Brother Julián taught him how to read and write. Little by little, he made him appreciate the beauties of religion so well that this man who had abandoned all religious practices started to frequent the church. This very caretaker offered him the safest hospitality of all when the persecution dispersed the community. But in March 1938, Brother Julián was called for military service in the Republican army. He could not hide his religious status for long and was shot.

2-Ramón Emiliano Hortelano Gómez

This servant of God was born at Cuenca on 8 August 1908. His father was a police inspector and his mother a lady with solid Christian principles. He was a kind child, with a passion for learning and a lover of pus. During his studies, he collaborated in the preparation of the school magazine. To no-one’s surprise, he oriented himself towards teaching. His wife left a precious testimony, “My husband and I knew each other from a very young age. He used to come to our home to play with my brother. Ramón always appeared as more refined than the other boys: more virtuous, more exemplary. Very soon, he developed a strong affection for me. But out of respect, he did not dare breathe a word about it to me! We sat for the same teaching examination together. And we were assigned teaching posts at the same village. He wanted to marry immediately so as not to get separated by the war.”

His wife judged him to be an innovative pedagogue: he sometimes allowed time for sexual education. And he advised his wife to do the same with the girls.

The joys of matrimonial and professional life were short-lived. On 1st March1938, called to do his military service, he was sent to Villalba de la Sierra (Cuenca). There, he met the brother who was to become his friend and martyrdom companion, Brother Julián José: they lived together for five months in such a friendship that they went to martyrdom together.

2-The martyrdom

In the city of Cuenca it was on the very first day of Franco’s uprising, on 18 July 1936 that the persecution set in. Elements of the Popular Front invaded the streets. On the next day, the cathedral and the bishop’s palace were surrounded. The bishop was arrested on 28 July, sent to jail and killed on 8 August. On 18 July, the brothers had been forewarned of the imminent occupation of the school by the Socialist Youth Group. The brothers scattered, begging for lodging from safe families. Brother Julián José was taken in by the school janitor, Zoilo Escamilla for a year and a half. But on 1st March 1938 he was called to work in the auxiliary services of the Villalba de la Sierra’s barrack. This is where, on the same day, he met Ramón Emiliano Hortelano Gómez.

They rapidly discovered that they had common characteristics and tastes. Their friendship grew as their life met greater and greater dangers that became very real when they were sent to a certain station called “El Sitio De Abajo.” They had to prepare the camp for the infamous “Columna del Rosal.” Among the soldiers of that column, many were common criminals, public atheists, coarse villains, violent ill bred people, all without any respect for life. Wherever they set foot, their favourite occupations were plunder, attacks on churches and convents or the assassination of religious. These “soldiers” soon became aware that two certain gentlemen were either religious or fervent Christians and they made up their mind to keep them in their sights.

On 23 July, 1938, Ramón Emiliano was granted a 48-hour leave of absence to go and see his new- born child. On his return to camp, he was arrested and executed.

“From a shepherd who supplied us with milk, we learned that my husband and Brother Nemesio (Julián José) had been seized by some militia thugs who killed them. They were then sprinkled with petrol and burned (condemnation reserved to the traitors). When my father-in-law went to collect the mortal remains, he found a few bones only.”

It was possible to identify them thanks to some pieces of clothes incompletely burned and some fragments of paper belonging to Brother Julián José.

The little that remained of the two bodies was kept in a single urn that still lies in the Cuenca cemetery.

3-The Forewarned Heart Had Said Yes

Brother Julian José and Ramón Emiliano had had a presentiment of their martyrdom and they prepared themselves for it as realistic people.

On 1st March 1937, Brother Julian José wrote to his brother, Florentino, missionary in Chile, in a coded message,

“You can’t imagine the rivers of blood that have flown over the fatherland! Fortunately, all the sacrifices made will allow us to forge the new Spain and delete its old and rotten image. You surely heard that the revolution has started under different aspects. We do not see any longer the black crows that people used to disdain so much! The saints and the church altars were burned. The prisons have been emptied: the true “revolutionaries” escaped from them!

Although Brother Julian José had been inclined to fear and to worry, he welcomed God’s will, “That it may be what God will want!”

We never saw him angry. “During the long hours when he had had to hide in the janitor’s house, he showed strength and courage.”

Ricardo Martinez who was his confrere then, gave this account,

“Although his confinement was total, he kept patient and serene and put his trust in God.”

Ramón Emiliano kept his habit of playing on words up to the last minute. His cousin wrote,

“He came to greet my parents. As his lodging when he currently resided was called “Sitio de Abajo”, my father wished him to stay there where he was far from danger.”

Ramon transformed that wish into a joke, “Yes, may they leave me there but not for ever!” He was referring to a typical Spanish saying, ‘Dejar en el sitio’, that means to die in one place. At that moment, his humour was normal. Two days later, he received the martyrdom’s palm.”

The case of these two servants of God endears us by its simplicity and humanity:

· a great friendship during the first military service

· The same death, at the same place for the same motive: to be profound Christians. 

· The same execution, the one reserved to the traitors: they were shot and burned.

· The same funeral urn

· The same fame of holiness among God’s people who invoke them and pray to God that they may have a common beatification

CABEZON DE LA SAL AND CARREJO
“If we dare affirm that there are saints in this world, well that group of Marist Brothers surely radiated and inspired holiness from all angles.” 

The confreres who survived the persecution maintained that God found their companions worthy of martyrdom because their lives had been unconditionally committed to Him.

In the two localities of Cabezon de la Sal and Carrejo, the brothers directed two modest schools in the style of the first years of the Institute. At Cabezon de la Sal, the brothers conducted a primary school and a class for Art and Trade courses. In all, they took care of 182 pupils.

The three Carrejo brothers were busy with forty-four pupils in three primary school classes. The two neighbouring villages were situated in the province of Santander. There were two victims in each community:

Cabezon: Brothers Pedro 53, and Narcisio 59

Carrejo:   Brothers Colombanus-Paul 59 French, and Nestor Eugenio 24.

1-Our Martyred Brothers

1-Brother Pedro  (Jaime Cortasa Monclus)

This brother had been very much appreciated at Cabezon de la Sal. He had worked there for eighteen years; twelve of them as the school director. Thanks to his influence, he was able to get his brothers out of jail but he ended up by staying there himself. 

His whole life was dedicated to the education of the modest social classes, i.e. the peasants’ or workers’ children. As director, he would invite his teachers to personally follow each of their children. A former pupil, Victoriano Fernandez wrote,

“When anybody had committed an error he was taken aside to be given a warning that was all wrapped up in prudence and Christian affection. Up to today, the priests of Cabezon have praised the moral rectitude of the Marist pupils.”

Brother Pedro was born at Milla, (Lérida), on 15 July 1883. He consecrated himself to the Lord by pronouncing his perpetual vows on 27 August 1905.

2-Brother Narcisio  (Baldomero Arribas Arnaiz)

Brother Narcisio was born on 27 February 1877 at Santibañez de Esgueva (Burgos). At 17, he professed the vow of obedience. He immediately began teaching. Our Marist work was still in its first stages in Spain but the foundations had been laid. Knowing Brother Narcisio’s talents, the superiors often asked him to open or direct schools or to administer boarding institutions.

He came to Cabezon after thirty-eight years of experience in education. He was happy to be of help in that modest establishment. Indeed, he was very attentive to the needs of the poor. He was called “The Friend of the Poor”? An anonymous letter came to him with an acid remark, “You would have done better to take care of the pupils of your class rather than the class of the poor!”

3-Brother Colombanus-Paul  (Henri Oza Motinot)

Brother Colombanus was French. He was one of those who had had to exile themselves from France in 1903 because of the Combes law. He would never have imagined that he would be martyred in Spain thirty-three years later!

He was born in Lyon, on 1st August 1877. He did his Marist training at St Paul Trois Châteaux.

In France or Spain discipline was never his strong point. Hence, the superiors had to transfer him quite often. He was too timid and too kind. Starting in 1926, he was the Carrejo cook. But he had intellectual talents since he easily obtained his teaching degrees. Besides his maternal French, he spoke Spanish and he could manage English quite well. Talented in music, he assured interesting liturgies in the parishes.

His teaching difficulties did not weaken his spiritual life. One pupil exclaimed one day,

“He is a saint; you can see it on his face!”

As a Frenchman, he could have escaped martyrdom but the love of his community led him to share their fate up to the bitter end.

4-Broter Néstor Eugénio  (Tesifonte Ortega Villamudrio) 

He was the youngest one in his group of martyrs. He was born on 10 April 1912 at Arlanzón (Burgos). When he went to Arceniega, in 1924, he was in such a miserable state of health that the superiors advised him to return home. He later returned to follow the postulancy programme at Les Avellanas in 1929. He made his first vows on 8 September 1932. Because of the revolution, his presence in the Carrejo community enjoyede “the duration of a smile!” He came in 1935.

2 A Martyrdom in Several Stages

1-The Start of Pettiness 

In the Santander province, the Popular Front had the upper hand at the time of Franco’s nationalist uprising. Thus, the brothers were not disturbed until the end of October. Then, at the end of October the Culture Commission confiscated the school at Cabezon. The brothers moved to Carrejo. 

At the beginning of November, a group of militias inspected the Carrejo school.  They fined the brothers one hundred pesetas which had to be paid before three o’ clock. The village people clubbed together and paid. That was not enough meanness! Brother Erasmo José, the superior of the community was led to jail where he found the parish priest, a seminarian and other people in a very pitiful state.  Brother Pedro who knew the right persons obtained the freedom of his superior. But before departing, the latter had to sign the charge: “for hiding a flag that he worships.”

A second inspection deprived the brothers of all their food. To survive, they had to give private lessons.

2-First Arrest on 27 December 1936

As a reprisal against the nationalists’ bombings on Santander, the militia thugs decided to throw the brothers into jail. 

“The jail was already full, there was no more room. Then the church was used. But we were locked up in the town hall where we stayed for two days before being set free. It was raining so heavily that when we reached home we had to change clothes. Thus, our punishment ended.”

3-Second Arrest, on 30 December 1936

On 30 December, towards four o’ clock, the brothers were thrown into prison once more. Brothers María Ruperto and Luis María were missing: they had gone to Santander. On their return, the house servant informed them of the situation. They quickly walked to jail to visit their confreres. They were also detained!

4-Martyrdom on 1st January 1937

On 31st December, the militia people drove the seven brothers to Santander. They were hurled into the provincial prison. Brother Ruperto wrote the following about the night of 1st January,

“They had already inspected the cells. However, towards nine fifteen our cell was reopened. We were lying down on the hard ground without any cushion or blankets; luckily we had our overcoats. We stood up. Two officers came in with our files. They called Brothers Pedro, Narcisio, Colombanus and Nestor Eugenio. They all left together.”

In the prison there was a rumour that they had been set free. However Victoriano Fernandez Zubiaurre reported : “They were martyred near the Santander light house and then thrown into the sea.”

Ambrosio Calzada Hernandez gave a similar report,

“They were sacrificed either at the light house or at Jesus del Monte, two sinister spots befitting executions. Then, they were thrown into the sea or over a cliff.”

In the city of Santander, nobody doubted that the brothers had been killed.

3- The Man behind the confrontation

Hatred was the first motive of those assassinations. The main actor in this criminal affair was Manuel Forcelledo from Asturias. On his return from America, he had become the owner of a cheap restaurant at Cabezón. He boasted of being an atheist. He resented the brothers so much that he ordered them to be shot.

When the thugs had the brothers at their mercy, not only did they satisfy their rage against them but they carried their aggression to the religious objects that the brothers wore on them. They wrenched the crucifix from Brother Pedro’s chest, trampled it while shouting, “What other proof do we need?” Brother Colombanus Paul carried his rosary. That ‘deserved’ harassment: they took also Brother Colombanus’ rosary.

The brothers who saved their lives had declared they were teachers. Those who were shot had declared they were professors. The professors were considered as religious.

Those who had been in prison with the brothers gave this account,

“Our life in jail was really full of deprivation. In spite of that, the brothers’ high spirits did not weaken. We became very happy to suffer for Christ. I knew the Brothers’ mind because we often talked honestly with each other. I told them that I would have liked to die for Christ with them. Life was tragic. Either we would go without food or we would have to eat out of the cleaning tub. Having no utensils, we made up goblets out of powdered milk containers so that we could draw some soup out of the pot! I repeat that even in that so un-human situation our spirits did not weaken.”

Another prisoner commented,

“We were resigned and had committed ourselves into the Lord’s hands. But, that situation of tragic disorder was heavy on our souls and I must admit that there were moments of sadness and despondency although we were resigned and certain we were in the Lord’s hands.”

Martyrdom remains a horrible thing for our human nature. But without eliminating suffering, grace tells us that God is near,

“The blood of his poor is precious to the Lord’s eyes.”  Ps. 71, 14
ONE GRAVE: SIXTY MARTYRS

(BARRUELO DE SANTULLÁN)

1-From Prison to Death

“Who will remind me of October 1936? On the first of the month, towards 8 p.m., a key turned in the lock, making the familiar noise. The door opened and two of Lenin’s sons entered and quickly went out with four of our companions. An hour later, two were brought back. They were unrecognizable; their bodies did not show a single sound spot. Our friends explained: They had been thoroughly battered and bruised with sticks, fists and boots. So that they would not retaliate, the “freedom champions” held their victims in handcuffs all the time. What had happened to those who did not return? It was easy to imagine their fate for no-one ever heard of them again. Thus, the carnage carried on from 1st to 5th October. In that way, our prison became a hospital without any medical aid.”

On 12 October, it was announced that the prisoners would be transferred from Reinosa to Santander. Really, for many of them, it was going to be the “paseito” –the little death ride-. During a bull fight, the paseito is the moment when the toreador must directly face the bull; the martyrs had to face death unarmed.

On Friday, 23 October, at 10 o’clock in the morning, the underground gate opened. Martin Erro Ripa and Leonardo Arce Ruiz were called out. We said our adieus knowing we would never meet again. Through the keyhole, we saw the usual scene: the handcuffing, the climbing into a vehicle that soon moved away. The rumour went that they had been taken to Santander. But, when I was taken to that same town, two months later, I was greatly disappointed to find out that they had not arrived there.”

One year later, as the nationalists took the region over, the people started to look for their departed ones. On 14 October 1937, somebody discovered a common grave of forty-three victims on Mount Saja, forty kilometres from Reinosa on the road to Santander. 

“The corpses showed signs of mutilation, with the hands still tied up with steel cables. Among the dead, Brothers Egberto (Leonardo Arce Ruiz) and Teófilo Martín (Martín Erro Ripa) were identified.

The mortal remains were transferred on 17 October 1937. The Reinosa local government had decided to build a large and beautiful common grave for sixty victims. 

2-Barruelo Revisited

Barruelo is known as the locality where Brother Bernardo endured martyrdom on 6 October 1934. After Franco’s uprising on 18 July1936, the persecution started again. In that town, many miners were impregnated with Marxist ideas and those who directed the People’s House wanted the elimination of the catholic schools.

The brothers had been working in that mining region since 1914. They opened the Barruelo School in 1920. During the school year 1935-36, the community numbered six brothers including Egberto and Teófilo Martín, the two victims. 

When the revolution started, in July 1936, the Vallejo de Orbo brothers succeeded in moving to Burgos. The superiors had authorized three Barruelo brothers: Heraclio José, Egberto and Teófilo Martín to board the train for Cillamayor. But on the way, they decided to travel as far as Quintanilla. They thought they would reach Burgos more easily that way.

At Quintanilla, the brothers were recognized by some railway workers and by a few women who immediately started howling that they should be shot. The militia people arrested them and drove them to Reinosa where they were locked up in jail. We already know what happened. 

3-Very Young to Die

Brother Egberto was 29, Brother Teófilo Martín 22. They had been at Baruelo since 1935.

1-Brother Egberto  (Leonardo Arce Ruiz)

Brother Egberto was born on 6 Januay 1907 at Arcellares del Tozo (Burgos). At 12, he was already at the Arceniega (Álava) juniorate. He was kind, docile and pious but of modest intelligence. The poor man was kept in the kitchen for four years! After that, he taught in the primary classes only.

His former pupils remember his total dedication. His confreres spoke of his family spirit, his joy and his willingness to work in modest conditions. He went to Morocco for his military service for two years. On returning, in 1935, Brother Egberto was sent to Barruelo. Everything was calm during the school year 1935-36.

Travelling towards Barruelo, Brother Egberto had a presentiment that he would inherit Brother Bernardo’s fate.

2-Brother Teófilo Martín  (Martín Erro Ripa)

Brother Teófilo was born at Viscarret (Navarra) on 2nd March 1914. At 11, he was already on his way to Marist life. He was generous in his perseverance. His apostolate was rather brief since 1935-36 was his last year of teaching at Barruelo de Santullán. 

His director spoke highly of him: “His charity radiated in his relations with his brothers and pupils. Serving others, he spared no sacrifice. I never had anything to reproach him with.”

Brother Teófilo looked up to Brother Bernardo as his model. For the miners’ children, the latter spent his energies, worked tirelessly  and with great enthusiasm. 

AN EXTRAORDINARY MARTYR

BROTHER BENEDICTO ANDRÉS

“As a Spaniard I forgive you, as a Marist religious I thank you for offering me this martyrdom to glorify my God. Although I was not your brother on the earth because of our different ideas, I hope I will be so in heaven.”

“What a courageous monk we have just killed!”

1-Not a serious candidate?

Brother Benedicto Andrés was doing his military service. A rumour started that he had defrocked.  His cousin, Brother Jerónimo Emiliano wrote him a stern letter. Benedicto answered, “Humanly speaking I would have motives to give up; but thanks to God, I am far from thinking of leaving the community. I do not forget that I have made commitments. You will tell whomever it may concern that Brother Benedicto continues to be Brother Benedicto.”

Already during his very first years of teaching, he had been brought to court for sexual abuse. When he presented himself, the boys’ parents said, “This is not the one, we thought of another one!” Between the accusation and the court case he had greatly suffered from anguish and shame.

When he returned from his military service he asked for permission to visit his parents. He had to live a difficult moment of obedience when the superior refused to grant him permission!

Brother Benedicto Andrés  (Enrique Andrés Montfort) was born on 25 April 1899 at Villafranca del Cid, in the Castellón province. Later, a vocation promoter assured his father that the Marist Brothers cherished a great devotion to the Virgin Mary and that this devotion if well nourished was a sign of salvation. The little Enrique understood that “a Marist Brother could not go to eternal punishment.” He kept this idea and on 22 January 1911, after having walked through many kilometres of snow he entered the Vich juniorate.

Very soon two characteristics were showing up in the young man: seriousness and firmness. Indeed, these qualities marked him, and little by little, one could discern in him the rich interior life of a man in communion with his God. During his military service, he prayed in the midst of the others without shame. He taught reading to some of his companions who were illiterate.

He described war as an abominable calamity. Spain was at the time fighting certain Moroccan tribes. 

In 1935-36, he taught at La Immaculada College, an entirely free school. He was pleased to teach children from low-income homes. Paradoxically, he was now deprived of that joy by the very ones whose political ideal was to improve the fate of the working class.

2-Judas’ Kiss

On 19 July 1936, the community superior and the brother in charge of the kitchen were arrested by the F.A.I. revolutionaries. The other brothers had to go into hiding. Brother Benedicto Andrés and his cousin Jerónimo Emiliano found refuge in their families’ homes.

When volunteers were invited to the military service with life guarantees for religious, Brother Benedicto registered himself thinking that his action would protect his family as well. Alas, he soon realised he had made a faux pas and he thus expressed his regrets to his family, “My death sentence was already signed!” and he added this message for his cousin, “Tell Emiliano not to enrol. He, at least should save himself!” To those who had offered him a safe hiding place, he said that he did not want to bring trouble on his family.

A committee member showed up on 7 December. He had been Benedicto’s childhood friend. Later, they had done their military service together. When his sister announced the macabre visit, he exclaimed, “My hour has come!” He embraced his family and told everyone, “Adieu, we’ll meet in heaven!” Then he followed his ‘comrade”.

As usual, there was no trial; he was thrown into jail right away. There, he found his old teacher and other friends.

His cousin, Maria Montfort Vicente told us, “I was one of the last to see him. We had brought him some food and a blanket. He refused the food but was pleased with the blanket for he suffered from some kidney dysfunction. With bitter tears, I told him, ‘Enrique, we won’t see each other again.’”

The lady was quite right. “The day after, on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, he was killed with his old teacher and three other friends, near San Pau in the Albocacer locality.

First, they killed the old teacher, then the sacristan, the doctor and finally the brother and the young man.”

His sister shared a few flashes of her brother’s life,

“He kept reciting the rosary. He was happy to suffer for Christ. I remember that on the eve of the Immaculate Conception feast, he had said, ‘Maria, even in these difficult times, we must fast; it is the eve of Mary’s feast.’ With this fast, he prepared himself to martyrdom.”

The militia people who killed him were the first ones to be amazed by his courage. They asserted this fact to Sister Balbina Fontanet, “I had to wait on a group of militia. One night, I was talking with one of them who told me, ‘What a courageous monk we have killed! At the first gun shot, he exclaimed, ‘Long live Christ the King!’ At the second discharge, he answered, ‘Long live the Immaculate Conception!’ At the third shot, at sotto voce, he said, ‘Holy Family, welcome me in your arms!’ What a brave man!”

The brother died but not before he could say his thank you and express his pardon as quoted at the beginning of this section.

That was a beautiful martyrdom

all that courage!

the generous pardon

the triple profession of faith

a violent death

and witnessed by Judas!

WHERE WERE THEY KILLED?  WHEN?
BROTHERS VALENTE JOSÉ AND ELOY JOSÉ

On the night of 5 October 1936, in the train from Valencia to Barcelona…

“The brothers were forced to get off the train at Castellón. They were so badly treated that Brother Antonino fainted many times. Brother Crispin was ordered to lie on the railway line. The thugs wanted to wrench a confession from him. All they could pull from him was his hair repeatedly. There were even shots in the air to try and intimidate him. In court, the judges were surprised to see all the bruises on the brother’s face. The brothers were left in jail for an entire day without any food.”

Brothers Valente José and Eloy José worked in Mayans College in Valencia. The brothers directed another college in that town, the Academia Nebrija. We have already presented the latter.

1-The Two Martyrs

1-Brother Valente José  (Jesus Delgado de la Fuente)

Brother Valente José was born on 17 April 1894 at Mazuelo de Muñó, in the Burgos province. At 13, he travelled to Vich to start his training as a future Marist Brother. He made his perpetual profession on 11 August 1915.

On his return from his second novitiate in 1935, he was sent to the Mayans College of Valencia as a mathematics teacher. Here is how his former pupils remembered him,

“He was our maths teacher and as such he was extraordinary. His talent consisted in the fact that he led us to glorify God and that he could sow hope in us. Being a mathematician, his spirituality wasn’t spectacular; but yet it was deep.”

One confrere added, “Brother Valente preferred a hidden life. His life was without any reproach as everything in it was for God’s glory and the people’s salvation.” 

He walked on towards the Lord with his lamp fully lit.

2-Brother Eloy José  (Eloy Rodriguez Gutiérrez)

Brother Eloy José too was born in the Burgos province, at Torrepadre on 9 September 1899.  At 12, he entered the Arceniega juniorate. His final consecration to God took place on 28 September 1921. 

He worked many years in the Valencia schools, either at the Nebrija Academia or at the Mayans College. His likable character, for he was simple and cheerful, endeared him to all. His pupils affirmed that he trained them to witness to their faith. Mariano Andreu Llobat spoke in the name of all of them,

“He was of very great assistance to me. Sometimes his interventions were more efficient than those of a confessor: he sowed seeds of spiritual joy that changed my worried spirit. I want to add that he was the same for all the pupils of my class...”

After the leftists’ victory in February 1936 and at the moment that the threats were more imminent, he wrote to his brother,

“We carry on working at the sublime task that was entrusted to us but it is clear that the spirits of evil want to take it away from us. Pray seriously for me because we are at a very crucial moment for our religion and the country. If God does not come to remedy the situation, we will face an abominable catastrophe. The air we breathe is poisoned by the hatred of an impious regime.”

Brother Eloy José was one the first victims of that hatred.

2-The Death Train

After the nationalists’ countercoup, the city of Valencia went through days of plunder. Brother Valente José and other confreres were arrested. While they were led to jail, some people shouted, “Kill them immediately, they are fascists!” To their great surprise, the brothers were released and warned to get away quickly.

During the afternoon on 25 July 1936, two groups of militia took over the school. The thieves told the brothers, “From this moment, you must move away; this school is now the people’s property!” Therefore, the brothers had to go to their friends and beg for lodgings. Prudently, they often switched locations. The brothers were “visited” twice at their last residence and twice they were robbed until there was nothing left. Finally, they were led to the Public Salvation Committee where they thought seriously of the paseito. The thugs kept repeating, “Tu eres cura!” (You are a priest!); or they heard the militia bandits say among themselves, “Estos guardalos bien, pues mañana temprano les daremos su merecido.” (Keep those well, early tomorrow morning, we will give them what they deserve.”

At that moment, a brother arrived from Barcelona requesting the brothers, in the name of the Provincial to travel to Barcelona where a ship would take them to France. Five brothers boarded the night train from Valencia to Barcelona, thinking that the militia’s supervision might be less strict. Alas! They were found half way at Castellón. Brother Crispin Lope Sancho recalled, 

“We were discovered at Castellón de la Plana. While the superior, a confrere and I were told to get off at Castellón, Brother Valente after having told the police that he belonged to the same group, had to continue the journey. The same decision stood for Brother Eloy José.”

From that moment, there was no further trace of them. The brothers never reached Barcelona. Some witnesses affirmed that Brother Valente José had been killed at the northern station of Barcelona in the morning of 6 October and that Brother Eloy José had been killed during the night of 5 October.  But Brother Crispin Lope Sancho rather believed that Brother Valente José had been killed at Horta, near Barcelona and Eloy José in the city of Barcelona. It has been impossible to find the place of burial. We already mentioned the militia’s callous habit in similar circumstances.

3-My Heart Is Ready, O my God

When they were very conscious of the imminent danger, the most apparent mood of the brothers was their serenity. That was how a former pupil, Mariano Andreu Llobat admired them,

“I heard from Brother Valente that the persecution was evident and that the real Christians would have to suffer for Christ. He accepted that situation; he was hoping his death would be a seed for a new Church and a better Spain. He was really brave for he never thought of escaping. He neither hesitated nor became hysterical during the terrible events of those days. The last time I saw Brother Eloy, he told me, 

“Andreu, if we don’t ever meet on this planet, we will enjoy each other’s company up there!”

Brother Crispin, who suffered with these two brothers maintained a beautiful memory of Brother Valente José, “At the beginning, everyone was dejected. But later, with the grace and the strength of God, we pulled ourselves together and got ready to face death. Brother Valente told the superior, ‘I am going for the sacrament of pardon in order to prepare myself for the other life. By the way events are turning out, I will be called upon very soon.’ His brave attitude prepared him to martyrdom.”

Mariano Andreu Llobat remained attached to these two brothers. He included them in his prayers to entrust them with all his needs. He has often been helped.

TO DIE TOGETHER, MASTER AND DISCIPLE

BROTHER MILLÁN

His martyrdom was not a random event.

One fact is certain, the witnesses at the Ordinary Trial saw in the servant of God, Brother Millán, a true saint whose life was crowned by martyrdom. Then the Marist Brothers, Millán’s relatives and his many friends will be happy to see him beatified.

1-Biography

Brother Millán (Esteban Llover Torrent) was born on 27 July of 1885 at Las Planas, in the Girona Province. He lived a happy childhood with his peasant parents, who sent him early to work in the fields or to help around the farm buildings. All the eleven children had to give a hand.

At fourteen, he felt the Lord’s call towards religious life. He presented himself at San Andrés de Palomar (Barcelona) on 4 April 1899. He pronounced his perpetual vows in 1906, his vow of stability in 1922.

Soon, he showed  great skill in training youth. Hence, the superiors assigned him at the formation houses. Later on, he was sent to the apostolic communities. To his professional competence he united his likable approach that attracted the pupils to the Christian message. His deep piety revealed his great intimacy with God.

In September 1928, the superiors entrusted him with the founding of a school at Denia. This school quickly boasted of pleasant success; Brother Millán gained the people’s esteem.

Difficulties erupted with the rising of the Republic in April 1931. And when the leftists won the February 1936 elections, a real persecution sprang up. 
2-Calvary and Death

Petty harassments were not slow in poisoning the atmosphere: “On 10 April 1936, towards 1 p.m., the brothers received a communiqué from the town hall. This message notified the brothers as follows,


‘To avoid possible disorders, the Brothers must abandon the school and the 


commune of Denia this very afternoon.’

To show their seriousness the town leaders stirred up a mob that met in front of the school to provoke its occupants with insults and mockeries.

On Good Friday, the brothers, protected by the pupils, vacated their school. Brother Millán stayed behind to guard the premises. He enjoyed such esteem from the population that the mob could not confront him directly. So the adversaries tried to ban any education at the brothers’ school by using promises, pressure, lies and threats. Finally, the brothers agreed to close the school. The parents begged the government to authorise the teaching of the school-leavers. But the lessons resumed at ‘La Senia’ farm offered by Francisca Moreno. As in many other cases, the brothers had to go around and beg for shelter. When the examination had ended, Brother Millán had to wander from village to village in the Denia area.

Finally, he decided to go and meet Brother Laurentino at Barcelona. At the end of July, he boarded the train. He was identified by a railway employee whose son had studied for free at Denia’s Brothers’ school. He was arrested, denounced and locked up in the Tavernes’ prison at Valldigna where he remained for a dozen days until his death.

“On 10 August 1936, towards 1 am., I was requisitioned by Salvador Grau Corella, ‘El Carabinero’ with three other militia men, to drive D. Rodrigo Gil and D. Esteban Millán to the place called Cuesta del Portichol (La Plana de Alcira). When we reached the destination, Salvador Grau C. stopped the lorry and ordered everybody to get off. The three militia men who moved a little away with the two prisoners shot D. Rodrigo Gil and D. Esteban Millán, leaving the corpses on the road.”

D. Rodrigo Gil was the most promising young man in the College. The Director and the disciple died together. Together, they were buried, then together solemnly transferred to Denia.

3-A True Martyr

According to the Church Canon Law:

When studying a case of martyrdom the experts must go beyond the victim’s physical death to try and verify whether the heart was ready to give itself completely to God, and whether the murderers, out of hatred, were attacking Christian faith and everything it represented. 

1- The Persecutors’ Intentions

Two goals were obvious in the persecutors’ sectarian behaviour. First, they wanted to deprive the town of Denia of their centre of education and Christian training. That was a most important project for them. They would have done anything to close the school! The Governor did authorise teaching but for a short time and for the school leavers only. 

Second: The revolutionaries wanted to be rid of an embarrassing champion. Brother Millán had too much influence at Denia for their taste! The former had the right opportunity. Arrested outside the commune, he was eliminated at night in a remote area so that the news of the incident did not reach Denia until their evil deed had been done.

Many witnesses shared Brother Miguel Coll Salis’ opinion:

“None of those religious died for any other motive than that they were religious. None of them had campaigned for any political party. The sole activities of these holy men were religious and pedagogical endeavours for the great good of our dear children.” 

Others added, “To be religious was sufficient to be condemned to martyrdom.” 

2-A State of readiness 

Brother Millán had always shown a strong Christian personality that had led him to commit himself totally to the Lord, to his pupils, their families and the brothers. His influence was great in the parish. Hence his martyrdom was not a random affair.

“He was extraordinary in his charity. Nobody ever had such a beneficial impact on the population (Denia).”

Pedro Muñoz Cardona was the last one to host Brother Millán. He saw him in his last days. “He was calm, as if nothing untoward was going to happen to him. You have to remember that we had lived through very perilous moments.”

4-Memories of a Saint

Brother Millán will remain as a very precious memory in the hearts of his brothers, his pupils and the Denia population. Many people spoke of their sincere, loving and deep admiration for him.

“What I can say of the servant of God can be summed up by the memory that we, the former pupils, kept of him as a person of great human and religious quality. I was informed that he had been martyred; the tragedy was a shameful act that was regretted by the Denia people. That painful feeling was shared by all since everybody admired this religious.”

“A man of outstanding virtue, he was famous during his life and he will be renowned for a long time.”

His former pupils dedicated a marble plaque to him with the inscription,

“Your death was not a death but a glorious passage. This is why we, who are so impressed by what we heard about you, we pray together so that from where you enjoy your reward you may kindly continue to instil your spirit in all of us.”

It is reason for wonder and joy to observe that Brother Millán is still greatly admired by the brothers, the former pupils and the Christians of the Denia region. They all keep on calling him simply, “the martyr.”

THE DEATH OF A HUMBLE MARIST BROTHER

BROTHER LUIS FIRMÍN

In his kitchen, he occupied an important community position.

He was a humble man but he sowed joy.

He was killed because he had been carrying religious objects in his suitcase.

1-Brother Luis Firmín  (Luis Huerta Lara)

Luis Huerta Lara was born on 21 June 1905 at Torrecilla del Monte (Burgos). He went to Vich for his Marist formation. He made his perpetual vows on 15 August 1927.

He suffered from such a severe near-sightedness that he could not teach. However, he was very useful in the kitchen in all the houses he went to. His last superior, Brother Luis Venancio wrote,

“He carried out his duty in the kitchen to a great perfection. Clean and punctual he cared not only to prepare some food but he was sensitive to the needs and tastes of his confreres. He suffered if he inadvertently offended anybody. One day, he let drop some disrespectful words against the superior. After night prayer, he went and knelt in front of him to ask for his forgiveness. Pardoned, he was thankful and he promised to amend himself.”

During the years 1932-35, he managed to teach some young students at Carrejo while continuing his work in the kitchen. During the next year, he did the same at Arceniega.

2-A Martyred Cook

The circumstances that led to Brother Luis Firmín’s arrest and martyrdom were most disturbing. On 18 July 1936, Brothers León Pablo and Firmín were at the community house. The superior was in Burgos. Holiday time. After they had been visited by the militia’ hounds, these two brothers did not feel safe. For this reason, they decided to join the juniorate community.

Brother Firmín asked the baker to kindly bring his suitcase to the juniorate. He was still with the baker when the militia people came in again. Opening the suitcase, they found pious objects inside. That was a sufficient reason to despatch him to prison where he remained for eight days; then he was transferred to Bilbao on the Cabo Quilates. On that ship, the prisoners were subjected to continual harassments. The guards harrassed religious fiercely. They were roughest on the weak ones to the point of practising their “art” of torture on these.

Carlos Langa Zuvillaga, prison companion of Brother Luis Firmín described the drama that was being played on the ship,

“I became acquainted with the servant of God on the prison-boat en route to Bilbao. I was with him for about twenty days. We were crowded up like animals. There were four cells; Brother was in the first while I was in the third one. On the Cabo Quilates, the executions were performed (the crucial part of the whole drama) on the poop deck. Not only did we hear gun shots, but sometimes, we clearly heard bursts of machine guns, some days we would hear one shot only. Quite often, we could make out that the victims had breathed their last after a last beating with gun stocks. Those executions were accompanied by insults, mockeries and slaps.”

The brother’s fate must not have been different from the one that befell a priest, Don Matias Lumbreras:

“Every night, towards 2 a.m., that priest was led to the bridge where the torturers with an abominable cruelty inserted lighted cigars into the priest’s body: neck, chest and belly. They sometimes ceased that strange burning to subject the victim to a pressure shower.”

On that ship one had to practise all virtues to a heroic degree. When we thought we had already suffered enough awful humiliations, we were forced to swallow food mixed with excrement.”

On 25 September 1936, the nationalist air force had bombed the town of Bilbao. In retaliation, some militia members ordered the attacks on the prison-boats Altuna Mendi and Cabo Quilates. Victims were chosen, handcuffed, led to the bridge where machine guns were waiting. It was in this way that the priests Matias Lumbreras and Mariano Larrea and Brother Luis Firmín died.   

In fact, Father Matias had only been wounded. He was hoisted from the floor, tied with a rope, and then dropped into the sea. Hoisting him from the water, the cruel game continued until he was finished with the strike of a knife into the belly.

Father Don José Echeandria recalled the macabre scene that ended the execution of fifteen priests on the Cabo Quilates. A militia torturer tore a scalp from one of the victims. Next, exhibiting her “trophy” up high in the air, she howled, “Comrades, this is how we must raise all the detainees on poles. There must be no living prisoner left.” 

Witnesses who reminisced on Brother Luis Firmín mentioned his love and his dedication. Folders, photos and a biography were printed and distributed. These are signs that reveal his reputation of holiness then and now.

The mortal remains of Brother Luis Firmín were exhumed on 24 October 2004. They were re-buried in the chapel of the provincial house of the Marist Brothers at Laredo (La Rioja). 

Brother Luis Firmín :

the cook, the humble man, the dedicated Brother, the martyr

WITNESSES OF CHRIST
A LAUNDRY MAN, A GARDENER AND A MASON

« Bury the three animals ! »

All Christians can succeed in loving the Lord up to the shedding of their blood. This is the comforting message that comes to us from three martyred brothers. These had been assigned various manual occupations at our big house of Les Avellanas. Brother Emiliano José had been a helper at the laundry; Brother Timoteo José was the gardener; Brother Andrés José had been a mason and a ‘jack of all trades’. 

1-Brother Emiliano José  (Marcos Leyun Goni)

Brother Emiliano José was born on 7 October 1897 at Sansoain in the Navarra region. At 13, his mother accompanied him to the Arceniega juniorate where he started his training in the Marist family.  From one stage to the other he kept going on to his final consecration by making his perpetual vows in 1919.

Brother Emiliano José distinguished himself by his passion for helping others. Skilful in electrical work, he would sacrifice his holidays to go and install electrical machines or to repair them in the various houses of the province. That is how, Brother Provincial had asked him to go and work at Las Avellanas during the summer of 1936. That was where the availability of this brother crossed martyrdom’s path.

2-Brother Timoteo José  (Julián Lisbona Royo)

Torre de las Arcas, in the province of Teruel hailed the birth of Brother Timoteo José on 23 October 1891. His family was not well off. The mother was a saffron hawker. Young Julian would accompany her to advertise the sale in the villages’ streets. Later, he admitted that the task had been his burden because of his timidity. But, he wanted to help his mother so that she could buy some food. Alas! The father bent the elbow so much that he eventually neglected his familial duties.

It was only after his military service that Julián felt called to the religious life. His novitiate time at Les Avellanes was difficult. He carried with him the habits of a laborious and rough life. He had to work hard to try to reform a character that made him lose his patience. Anyway, at 28, he made his first vows on 2 February 1919.

He had such a high esteem for religious life that he could not understand why some candidates wanted to quit. Before joining the community, he had worked as a farm handy man for a lady who esteemed him so much that she was ready to bequeath all her possessions to him if he would only accept to dwell with her. But God’s attraction was stronger. That attraction became an unconditional love of God when he made his final consecration on 2 February 1924. 

The superiors asked him to stay at Les Avellanes to take care of the heavy tasks. Later, he was in charge of the garden. Although he was assiduous at his humble occupations he managed to develop a great interior life and a true family spirit.

“Brother Timoteo José, as a gardener, had a lot of relationships with the young ones in training since he had to direct their work in the garden. Little by little, we found out that he continually lived in union with God. Thus, when some of the young ones showed a lack of interest in manual work he encouraged them to perform their task with a spiritual purpose. One day, he said, ‘My little brothers, if you work for God, what soils the hands can clean the soul!’

Everybody appreciated him for his virtues and even his kindness hidden beneath the rough exterior of the manual labourer. 

Many witnesses marvelled at such a deep spiritual life in a man who spent all his time in manual tasks. That interior life had an impact on the brothers. The villagers were also influenced positively by him since so many of them wished to welcome him into their homes at the outbreak of the persecution. 

3-Brother Andrés José  (Francisco Donazar Goni)

Another Brother who came from Navarra. He was born at Iroz, on 10 October 1893.

He inherited his father’s craft: both were masons. Unfortunately an accident made life very difficult for him: a bucket of caustic soda fell and spilled its contents on his eyes. It became very painful for him to bear the sunlight or even the whiteness of the walls. However, he stuck to his trade to help his widowed mother. 

He suffered a great deception with his engagement when he found out that his fiancée was hiding that she was an unmarried mother. He then wrote to his brother Valente, already a Marist Brother to find out whether he could not join the community as a lay brother. The superiors allowed him this experience that led to his entry into the novitiate on 1st February 1921. He was 28. At the novitiate, he was noted for his kindness and simplicity. He followed the Marist training path with success for he made his final vows on 15 August 1927.

He also stayed at Les Avellanes to be in charge of all the building work and maintenance. He was happy to be of service to his brothers, to repair and improve their rooms. Besides, these occupations allowed him to develop a great union with God. He had a schedule of visits to the Blessed Sacrament.

“He was exemplary and more over, he was fervent. Either after breakfast or after supper we could see him in adoration in the chapel.”

He had taken the initiative of embellishing the chapel. That gave the idea to the superiors to authorise a complete restoration of it at the beginning of 1936. Brother made a nice home for the Lord and he did even better by offering his whole life along an unknown route.

2-Go And Bury the Three Beasts

What happened at Les Avellanes, after Franco’s coming on the Spanish scene on 18 July 1936, we already know.  The house was confiscated; the brothers and the young ones in formation had to disperse.

In a first movement, our three brothers found themselves with the novices in Vilanova de la Sal village. But when the militia killers started to murder some Brothers and wanted to arrest the others, our three brothers decided to move to Navarra by crossing the Aragon River.  When they reached the Estopinan village, they were informed that the local revolutionary committee was moderate. Though they were tired after their long walk, the brothers wanted to ask for a safe-conduct to carry on travelling. After all those efforts, they were arrested just the same, locked up and their execution was decreed. The Estopinan committee did not dare undertake the execution themselves. 

“On the following day, ruffians from the next village (Alguire) showed up. Pretending that they were going to free the brothers, they let them out. As the brothers were trying to find their way through a field, they were shot in the back.”

The reality was that the execution took place five kilometres from Estopinan, along the road. The details were narrated by Madam Joaquina Vidal Cama who saw the episode.

“I know they were killed on 11 August 1936. I happened to be standing at the window of my country house. I saw the lorry arrive. I was preparing the afternoon tea. My curiosity and the horror that we lived during those terrible times directed my interest to the lorry that had stopped close by. Quickly, a man got off. There was a gun shot. Then two other persons got off and I heard more gun shots. The murderers came to our home and told my husband, ‘Go and bury these three beasts.’ A little later, we heard that the victims were religious.”

When the peasants went to bury the “three beasts” the corpses were lying on the side of the road. The naive murderers had put berets on their heads to try and hide the deathblows. 

From 1936 to 1939, that part of the field that had received the martyrs was never cultivated. Thus, the exhumation and identification of the bodies was very easy. These took place on 24 May 1939. The mortal remains were transferred to a funeral monument built for the victims of the persecution, in the commune of Tamarite de Litera (Huesca).

When somebody asked the lady who had observed the executions why these three brothers had been killed, her reply was simple,

“The communists killed them because they were religious. They killed so many of them!”

She had planted a simple cross over their grave on which she grew flowers.

Thus, we hear of these gentle marks of respect and esteem that subsequently became devotion, trust and prayer.
Brother Pablo Daniel
HE ANNOUNCED THE LORD IN THE PRISON

 AND IN THE RED ARMY

“Above all, he knew how to sow Christian hope.”

This brother represents a unique case. Young, full of life, intelligent and daring, he publicly witnessed to his faith in prison, in court, in the forced-labour camp and in the republican army. He boosted the faith of the others who called him, “The Angel of comfort”. He even sought to convert his gaolers, tended the wounded soldiers. He was killed on 29 January 1939 because of his zeal to show himself as a religious. He was probably the last one to join the heavenly phalange of the Marist martyrs of that era. Jailed at 24, he was Christ’s martyr at the age of 28.

1-Biography

Pablo Daniel (Daniel Altabella García) was born on 19 October 1911, at Aguaviva (Teruel), in a very Christian family since all the boys consecrated themselves to God’s service, two Marist Brothers and one secular priest.

He was eleven when he entered the Vich juniorate. He moved to Les Avellanes for his postulancy and novitiate. He pronounced his first vows in that same house on 8 September 1928. His apostolic experience with the children and adolescents was rather brief. He worked at Alicante first then was sent to Mataró where he was captured by the persecution network in 1936. 

This young religious, this enthusiastic and dynamic teacher easily attracted this pupils’ admiration. Because of his virtuous life, he was an all round man ready to train good citizens and authentic Christians.

Pablo’s brother who was a canon at Saint Peter’s in Rome did not hesitate to say that his brother would have deserved the canonisation without martyrdom.

2-The way to his martyrdom was like an obstacle race

For Brother Pablo Daniel the persecution lasted as long as the full civil war, from 1936 to 1939. The main stations of his way of the cross were three prison stays, one prison-boat, a forced labour camp and his enrolment with the republican army.

1-First Detention

Brother Pablo Daniel was among the 107 brothers who were supposed to travel to France aboard the ship, Cabo San Augustín. That escape offer had been a trap. All those brothers ended up in the Checa (prison) of San Elias on 8 October 1936. On the following night, forty-six brothers, Brother Laurentino among them, were shot down in the Moncada cemetery. The others, left in jail suffered all sorts of ill treatments, interrogations and continuous insults. Then, they were transferred to the Carcere Modelo of Barcelona. After a stay of thirteen months, Pablo Daniel was simply released without being accused of anything.

2-Second Detention

To survive, he sought a teaching post. It was found out that his teaching was too obviously Christian. He defended God with daring and bravery. Hence, the second detention on the jail-boat, Argentina. Life was tough but Brother Pablo was very well trained for such circumstance. He shared his cabin cum cell with five companions. That cell soon became a monastery.  Daily mass and meditation, a full rosary and night prayers filled up the day. Retreats were organised, the Holy Week ceremonies were prepared. A priest celebrated mass with Brother Pablo taking care of the prayers and homilies. Because of his great spirit of faith, detainees from the other cells came to him to brush up their own spiritual lives. 

After four months of imprisonment on the Argentina, he was sent to the castle-prison Montjuich, to wait for a judgment that never came. Without a court decision he was transferred to the Ogern concentration camp. That was a condemnation to forced labour. The prisoners had to build bridges and repair the highways. Brother Laureano, who was then his companion, gave this account,

“We met at night; we recited our prayers as well as we could and shared with each other. One night, when we were short of everything and we were dying of hunger, cold and itching with lice, Pablo told me, ‘It is true that we suffer much here but there are others who suffer more than we do. When Jesus wandered through Palestine, for his teaching wasn’t he in similar predicaments: tired, famished and at the mercy of the weather? Let us accept our fate with bravery!’”

3-Enrolment in the Army: October 1938

As his class was called to military service, he judged he would be useful to others by enrolling. Yes, he thought he could take care of the wounded and he registered accordingly. He was sent to the Calatan front.

4-His Martyrdom

During January of 1939, the republican army had to beat a retreat towards the French border. His company had come near Figueras. Brother exclaimed publicly his gratitude to God to be still alive and to have been freed from the enemies. Such a ‘bizarre’ speech was reported to his chief, Lister. The latter sent a squad of trigger-happy ruffians who shot him and all those who were with him. That was on 20 January 1939.

3-A Very Rare Personality

What is most striking when we listen to witnesses is their insistence on Brother Pablo’s energy and daring. To the other detainees he declared his identity immediately. That was not so extraordinary but he did the same with the judges and the militia people. One judge, admiring his intelligence offered to pay for his studies to obtain a law degree. But Pablo was too well grounded in his Marist vocation to fall for the lure!  Brother Eduardo Escola Ganet, another prison companion, wrote, 

“That brother’s life in jail was simply heroic. First, he encouraged everybody to martyrdom and he even preached in the prison yard.”

Another witness added, 

“Above all, he knew how to sow Christian hope because he spoke of his martyrdom with a perfect serenity.”

Some people stressed his availability to do God’s will,

“His words revealed his total compliance with God’s will. There was no impatience in him and he did not begrudge his gaolers. He sensed God’s love for all of us even in the heat of persecution.”

It is not a surprise that the renown of his holiness became widespread. “If he had not been martyred, he would still have deserved the canonisation process because he practised virtue to such a heroic point. I base my affirmations on objective and tested data.”

His brother, the priest maintained, “There are persons outside our family who became acquainted with him in prison or outside of it. Those individuals entrusted themselves to him. Their letters to me emphasize his heroic virtues. I tried to cool down their enthusiasm without success. They already have some relics of Pablo: pieces of cloth from his clothes or objects that belonged to him.

There are lots of similar witnesses

-“I admire and venerate this servant of God’s memory. I am not the only one to do so. All those who knew him are proud to sing his great virtues.”

- “I am inclined to venerate that brother with a lot of respect and piety. Therefore, I strongly desire his beatification. In prison, we already called him, “The Angel of Comfort”. Possessing all the theological virtues he knew how to instil us with a great trust in God.”

- Every night before my last prayer, I entrust myself to him as a saint.”

Brother Pablo Daniel, that young martyr, bequeathed to all a lesson in holy daring when the winds are contrary and an ultimate example of generosity when it is time to remain faithful to Christ. 

CAUSE OF BEATIFICATION

BROTHER EUSEBIO AND HIS 58 CONFRERES 

The cause of beatification treated below concerns Brothers who were martyred in the dioceses of Catalonia: Barcelona, Girona, Lerida, Vich, etc.  The special feature of the Cause is that, although the Brothers all belonged to the same community, they were martyred in different places.  That the deaths occurred in different places forces the writer to summarize the events which took place from July to October l936.  Because the events are not very different from one place to another the account runs the risk of being a bit dry.
 

In the narrative the reader will repeatedly confront summary executions, acts of violence in which the victim is shown no rights.  Such was the modus operandi of the F.A.I. members; they have no interest in seeing their victims rot in prison.  The F.A.I operatives frequently break into boarding schools
 and draw up their lists.  For many the action means the martyr’s last “paeseito,”
 will often be at night in a lonely place, maybe with fortuitous witnesses present: in sum, an altogether unspectacular event.  

The martyrs fall into two groups.  One is comprised of twenty-three Brothers more than fifty years of age, many of whom were school directors.  One imagines that they were still very active, given that the oldest of them is only sixty-three.  The other group numbers twenty, and is made up of Brothers younger than thirty, four of them in fact, only nineteen years old.  Representing the middle-aged Brothers, one finds six in their thirties and ten in their forties.  Because of the deaths of all these Brothers, Marist Spain will be deprived of its vital center.  In fact, the deprivation becomes even clearer when one recalls the deaths of 112 other Brothers who are linked to the Cause of Laurentino and that of Crisanto.  Finally, some Brothers went to so summary a death that one finds no trace of them at all.  

Brother Eusebio, the Province Visitor, provides the name under which the Cause goes forward.  The Positio (official document regarding the events) is nearing completion, and should soon arrive at the Postulator’s office.  Brother Eusebio’s Cause has been moving more slowly than others that deal with Marist Brother martyrs.  

1-The terror of the early days

At the principal house of the Province, a certain hope was in the air, because the Brothers knew that General Goded was in charge of the Barcelona troops.  Soon, however, feelings of shock began rapidly to spread as the terrible news arrived: churches and convents torched; executions, arrests, telephone lines cut, rifle shots, bursts of canon fire, the strong arm of the Popular Front, the countryside armed and in revolt 

On Sunday, July 19, l936, the Brothers at Province headquarters hear of two alarming facts.  Brother Isais Maria arrives and tells them that San José Oriol School is in flames.  The following morning, Brother Virgilio brings the news that the Brothers’ publishing house, Editorial Luis Vives, has also been put to the torch.  Both establishments are in the city of Barcelona.   

Around 12:30, loud blows of rifle butts rain down upon the door.  Outside, a crowd of armed people has gathered.  The Brothers are placed with their backs to the wall.  Someone wants to know whether it is time to pull the trigger.  The Brothers are asked whether they are priests.  

“Priests we are not,” responds Brother Moises, the Provincial Secretary, “but, yes, we are religious.”  
“You are lucky that you aren’t priests.  Otherwise we’d have shot you at once.”  

The Brothers are led to an F.A.I. kangaroo court.  At the end of the interrogation, the leaders states, “Consider yourselves lucky to have fallen amongst the F.A.I.  It’s a group that carries out its activities rapidly.  If guilty, you would have been shot on the spot.  Yet since we have found nothing, we’ll allow you to go free.  If the police had handled your case, you would be rotting in jail.” 

2-Brother Eusebio (Cecilio Gomez Gutierrez)

He was born on November 22, l878, in Villadiego, Province of Burgos.  In l893, at fifteen years of age, he went to the novitiate in Canet de Mar, Barcelona.  In the Gutierrez household, two other sons became Marist Brothers and one daughter a Sister.  In addition four of Brother Eusebio’s nephews were Marist Brothers.  After making perpetual vows on August 5, l900, his assignments in-cluded several stints in Pamplona as school director.  He was in charge of the Grugliasco Second Novitiate during the year 1909.   Thereafter, he was assigned to formation houses: Arceniega in l912; Les Avellanes in l918 where he remained for many years as master of novices.  Then, in l932, he was appointed as Provincial Visitor.  


Solidly built, strong, vivacious, with a lucid and tenacious intellect, qualities that gave him an imposing bearing and a natural gift of authority:  that is how Brother Eusebio is described by his confreres.  He prided himself in seeing that what he undertook was carried out as perfectly as possible.  He drew others to himself because he was as precise as a stop watch.  He knew how to deal with others and, above all, he had a great sense of humor and a pleasant way of speaking Spanish, both its Castillan and Andalusian forms.  A resolute man of integrity, his love of the Institute was as natural as the air he breathed.  As Provincial Visitor he was a natural complement to Brother Laurentino, the Provincial.  They got along extremely well.  


As master of novices, Brother Eusebio’s conferences on the Virgin Mary drew his hearers to a love of the Savior’s Mother for whom he had a remarkable devotion.  Gifted with a certain poetic flair, he enjoyed writing brief poems in honor of the Mother of God, as well as poems in the Founder’s honor.  

Brother Eusebio was imprisoned three times.  On July 20, l936, it was only a passing detention; but after he changed his residence, he was tracked down by the police and thrown into prison.  Brother Virgilio came to get him released.  Then efforts were made to enable Brother Eusebio to escape to France, but nothing came of the attempt.  On September 20, all trace of him was lost.  The woman who was looking after the place where he was lodging said, “One morning, quite early, an F.A.I. patrol appeared at the door.  The militia asked for him and then took him away.  Since he wished to take some clothing with him, his captors replied, ‘For the trip that you have to make, what you’re wearing will do.’”

3-Martyrs in the communities

1-The Claveria Community in Girona

When the revolution broke out, fourteen Brothers formed this community.  Half of them were to be martyred.

On July 21, the Brothers were informed by phone that the college was to be confiscated and that the keys were to be brought to the city hall.  For the final time, the Brothers prayed the rosary and then had their meal together.  

On July 26, four Brothers were arrested and thrown into prison in the midst of blasphemies, shouts and blows of rifle butts.  The Brothers stayed in prison until October 7, the day when they were to board the ship named “Cabo San Agustin” bound for France.    

-Brother Heraclio, forty-seven years of age, and Brother Florentino, fifty-two, were arrested on September 12 by an armed band.  The other Brothers told the Governor of the situation and he said, “You need not be concerned about them; for the time being, they have all they need.”  In fact, as the afternoon drew to a close, they were shot, stripped of their clothing and left naked on the side of the road. One could see that Brother Heraclio’s jaw had been broken.  His gold teeth had been forcefully extracted.  The Brothers’ bodies were left exposed the entire night.  In the morning a ditch was dug at the spot.  The bodies were thrown into it and covered with straw that was set alight.  Afterwards what remained of the burned corpses was covered with earth.  

-Brothers Abeldino, thirty-four years old, Leon Gonzalo, twenty-five, Teotimo, forty-six, Crisogono, thirty-nine, and Patricio, forty-two, were held in the Girona prison from July 25 until October 5.  On the latter day Brother Justino arrived with a document which released them, and a letter from Brother Provincial directing them to Barcelona.  The five Brothers were murdered by the “train squad” during the trip that was taking them to Barcelona.  Their names appear among the victims of October 6.  

-Brother Melecio, fifty-four years of age, was school principal.  He realized that his whole community had vanished as they were trying to get to Barcelona – as ordered by Brother Provincial -  on board the Cabo San Agustin.  Brother Melecio escaped to a well-disposed family with whom he waited for better conditions to arise.  When the family was threatened in its turn, he decided that he would be safer hiding in Barcelona. As he was getting ready to take the train, he was arrested in the Girona Station itself.  When he was set free he met Brother Eudaldo and then the two of them started again for Barcelona.  They too fell victim to the “train squad.”  Next day, the Girona newspapers reported that the bodies of two monks had been found.  The date was November 19, l936.    

-Brother Miguel Ignacio, twenty-one years of age, was in the same community as his uncle, Brother Melecio.  He was one of a group of sixty-four victims, including Brother Jenaro, who were executed at the Lerida cemetery

2-The Luis Vives printing establishment in Barcelona

In this establishment a community of thirteen Brothers was working with Brother Heraclius as their director.

On the night of July 19 and 20, 1936, the entire establishment went up in flames: buildings, machinery, book repository, library, archives, ancillary structures.  

Three of the Brothers in the community were later to be killed either in Barcelona or its environs.  (In addition to the three, there would be others  -  such as Brother Virgilio  -  who would later be executed as members of Brother Laurentino’s group.)

The three Brothers associated with Luis Vives are: 

-Brother Bernardino, fifty-eight years of age.  When the armed gang came to seize him on September 20, he was in bed because of illness.  They ordered him to get up, “In the place we are taking you, you will have all the medical care you need!”   In fact, he was killed the following day.  

-Brother Isidro, sixty years old.  He escaped the conflagration and went to hide in the city, frequently changing his whereabouts.  In the end he chose to go to the town of Terrassa, where he had some relatives.  When he was recognized as a religious, he was executed September 9.

-Brother Cosme Jose, fifty-two years old.  He too went to a guesthouse in the city after the fire.  On September 20 he fell into the hands of the militia and was executed the very day.   

3-The communities in the Lauria neighborhood of Barcelona

In the neighborhood two Marist Brother communities were connected with the La Immaculada school.  The school building was not set on fire, because on the ground floor were small shops whose owners would not allow their goods to be destroyed.  That, however, did not prevent the upper floors from being ransacked and confiscated.  The Brothers were forced to go elsewhere.

Five of them were taken away to be shot.  

-Brother Justino was an active, upbeat type of man, fifty-eight years of age.  He had greatly assisted Brother Provincial in saving the Brothers.  He shuttled between Barcelona and Girona when Brothers were released from prison; often too he brought them Communion.  He was advised to be very careful because many were spies everywhere.  He said in reply, “My documents are completely in order and I am generally taken to be a widower.  You might in fact say that I am, because my spouse, the Marist Brothers’ congregation, has been snatched away from me.”  On October 6, he took an early morning train to Barcelona from Girona.  He was placed under arrest and locked up somewhere in the Barcelona Station.  No one knows what became of him afterwards.  

-Brother Teodoro, forty-eight years of age, managed to get away by moving in with his relatives.  The neighbors, however, noticed the unknown stranger and reported his presence to the police.   He was taken on September 30 and put to death.

-Brother Mauro, fifty-five years of age, was staying in the same residence as Brothers Bernardino, Graciano and Perpetuo.  They came to be identified as religious.  On September 21, they were shot and killed.

-Brother Ignacio Maria, twenty-three years old, was seized in the place where he was staying on September 30, and led off to the place of execution.  

-Brother Pedro Bartolomé, twenty-five years old, went to Barcelona Station to wait for Brother Justino and the other Brothers due in from Girona.  In the event, he met his death along with his confreres on the very day.  

4-The San Jose Oriol community in Barcelona

This was a community of seventeen Brothers, the first to be attacked.  They had to separate at the very time their school was in flames.  

Eight Brothers of the community were to be martyred, of whom four are numbered in Brother Eusebio’s Cause of beatification: Brothers Graciano, fifty-nine years old, Cosme, twenty-four, Apolinar, twenty, and Pascual Pedor, twenty-four.  They were rounded up from various locations and all executed on the same day (September 21) and at the same spot called Tabassada.  

5-The Sants community in Barcelona

The school building, recently built in contemporary style, was very attractive.  The school served the sons of ordinary working-class families for whom the community of twelve Brothers provided the teaching staff.  

On July 19, 1936, in the very opening hours of the revolution, the Sants school was torched and the community obliged to scatter.   

Eight Brothers died for their faith; five of them have become part of the Cause.  As was true for some other Barcelona communities, the execution was not carried out in group fashion.  Rather, the Brothers were seized at different moments and in different venues, as the following list indicates: 

-Brother Adjutorio, fifty-four years of age, and Brother Eladio Clemente, twenty-one were killed on July 23 in the las Arenas neighborhood of Barcelona.           

-Brother Berenguer, fifty-three years old, July 28, in the town of Molins del Rei.

-Brother Silvano Maria, thirty-eight, September 20, Barcelona.  

Brother Perpetuo, fifty-six, September 21, Barcelona.  
6-The Badalona community

In the city of Badalona, the Brothers’ school was set on fire immediately after the Francoist uprising.  The only option facing the Brothers was to get away as quickly as possible.  Brother Bernabé the school director, headed back to Barcelona in order to get on board the Cabo San Agustin.  He would become a member of the group of Brothers killed with Brother Laurentino.  Three Brothers of the Badalona community are included in Brother Eusebio’s Cause, viz.:

-Brothers Gumersindo, thirty-seven years of age, and Julio, fifty-six, the two murdered on August 8 in Badalona.

-Macario Jose, twenty-five years old, killed along with a Carmelite priest, on September 27.  

7-The communities of La Garriga, Centelles and Sabadell

Each of the three communities lost one Brother.

From La Garriga, it was Brother Jacinto Miguel, forty-two years old, the school director, who was executed on September 8.

For its part, Centelles was a small school with four Brothers all greatly respected by the local people.  The danger came from elsewhere.  For caution sake, the Brothers departed for Barcelona; but there, an armed band, searching a boarding establishment, seized Brothers Cosme Jose, Ladislao and the fifty-nine year old Cirilo Portugal, who belonged to the Centelles community.  The three Brothers met their martyrdom on September 20.  

A secondary school and a primary school were to be found in Sabadell, each with its own community.  The secondary school was entirely destroyed by fire, while the primary school was sacked.  Brother Fausto Pi, fifty-seven years of age, the head of the high school was to put to death in Barcelona on September 17.  

8-The communities in Lerida

In this city the Brothers ran two schools:  Montserrat with twenty-one Brothers, and Clave with ten.  From the two establishments would come nine martyrs, three joined to Brother Laurentino’s Cause and six to Brother Eusebio’s.  

When a first inspection of Montserrat School took place, the head of school had the idea of making the building available as a hospital and the Brothers as nurse assistants.  The idea was accepted, but on July 25, some militia forces appeared and demanded information about the Brothers.  A female nurse pointed to the two male assistants in white shirts, namely Brother Emerico, forty-six years old and Candido, fifty-eight.  They were forced into a conveyance and driven to Campo de Marte where, their shirts ripped away, they were put to death.

Then the remaining Brothers from the two communities gathered in Montserrat.  All the while, however, the situation was become ever more dangerous.  Prudence advised dispersion.  The Brother Director, Basilio Maria, forty-one years of age and Brother Efren Agustin, only twenty-one, wanted to go to Mataro where Brother Basilio’s father was living.  Once they arrived in Barcelona, however, they were forcefully stopped, detained, and then put to death on September l936.
A similar fate was awaiting Brother Lorenzo Matias, twenty-three and Cecilio Benjamin, twenty.  On October 4, they took the train for Lerida as a way of getting eventually to Barcelona.  They were followed on board by some armed men.  When they got to Manresa, they changed trains and so too the armed men who were following them.  Later that day, October 4, the two Brothers were killed. 

9-The Brothers who worked at the Marist center located in Vich
:

This center was made up of three sections: a juniorate, a secondary school, and a tailor shop.  Nine Brothers were to meet violent deaths.  Six of the Brothers are joined to this Cause: 

-Brother Alfonso, kept a journal, and recorded each event that took place from August 1 to September 3.  On the latter date, surrounded by their mother and brothers, he and his brother Jaime were arrested and led off to prison.  They would remain there until September 23 when Brother Alfonso would appear in court.   He was asked to reveal the place where he was concealing the community’s money.  He told the judge that, in fact, the operation was running a deficit and had debts to pay.  That evening an operative from the local Committee appeared, saying that a decision had been made.  One of the two prisoners was to be killed, and it would the one whom they themselves decided upon. .  “At once Brother Alfonso stood up and told me, ‘But you have a family and must remain alive for their sake.  I who am free of such family responsibilities, I will be the victim.’”  While Jaime headed back home, Brother Alfonso was led away to the place of execution.  Of the fifty-nine Servants of God who are represented in the Cause, Brother Alfonso is the oldest: sixty-three years of age.   

-Brothers Carlos Maria, forty-seven years old and Federico Jose, twenty-six.  The first-named was head of the secondary school.  He saw very quickly that the situation had become serious.  He found a good hiding place in Barcelona, but his sense of responsibility urged him to return often to Vich for the sake of the school and of the Brothers who had stayed there.  Accompanied on one such return trip by the youthful Brother Federico, he was stopped by the police.  Led outside the city, the two Brothers were gunned down during the night of September 23.  

-Brother Emigdio had removed the Juniors at an early stage of the revolution and was staying with them on a farm.  When the militia gave the order to round up the young men, Brother Emigdio left for Barcelona.  He was taken prisoner there by members of F.A.I. and later killed on September 23.  He was barely nineteen years of age.  He is among the youngest martyrs represented in the Cause.  

-Brothers Junaro, thirty-nine years of age and Lucio.  The two Brothers had left Vich in hopes of getting to Les Avellanes.  They knew it to be an out of the way place,  with no other houses nearby, a peaceful, secure spot.  At the Lerida Railway Station they were stopped.  They were then taken to a lengthy hearing, at which the judge allowed Brother Lucio to keep his crucifix, rosary and scapular.  He had a small sum of money that he left with the judge saying, “I won’t need it in prison, since I presume you will give us something to eat!”  Among the items which the judge found in Brother Lucio’s personal effects were needle, thread and buttons.  He asked the Brother what purpose such items could possibly serve.  “Since I have no wife and since my clothes are going to get torn in all this pushing and shoving, I have to look after things for myself.”  The two Brothers ended up in prison.  The armed men who received them remarked to one another.  “Good, very good!  They are nice and plump.  A healthy meal for the worms tonight! »

-Brother Lucio would remain in prison until November 27 when he was taken to a hearing and released.  Brother Jenaro met a different fate.  On September 20 he left prison and was brought to the Lerida cemetery.  There he was killed during the night of September 20-21, along with sixty-four other martyrs among whom was Brother Miguel Ignacio.  While awaiting the moment of execution, the group prepared for their martyrdom singing the Salve Regina and the Magnificat.  

10-The simple folks at Les Avellanes


On July 30, a real unease began to spread among the Brothers at Les Avellanes.  They saw no way of escaping their fate.  Brother Hipolito, Jose Oriol and Felix Alberto went down to Balaguer, with the idea that from there at least the Frenchman, Brother Hipolito, could continue on to Lerida.  They began thinking of where they might be able to stay among their friends, but there were dangers on all sides.  They start on their way back to Avellanes, fall into the clutches of an armed band, are stripped and executed.  Brother Jose Oriol was fifty years of age, Brother Felix Alberto, nineteen, the youngest of the fifty-nine martyrs whose names are joined under the Cause of Brother Eusebio.  

-Brothers Amador Jose (age thirty) and Saturnino (fifty-three) were the two Brothers in charge of the kitchen at Les Avellanes, a center with 217 people in residence.  When they were seized by the militiamen, they were interrogated.  Someone asked, “If things return to normal, will both of you return to the community residence?”  Brother Amador answered, saying that he would do so even quicker than his confrere.  The remark outraged the questioner.  He had them taken back to Les Avellanes.  Once out of the vehicle, they were told to go by way of the path which led up to the laundry.  As the two Brothers ascended the path their captors riddled them with bullets.  The town baker, who had been forced to drive the party to the scene, saw everything that took place.  He said, “They died without any great speeches, without memorable professions of faith, but with the sincere faith of simple believers.”
-Brothers Domingo Maria, twenty-eight years old, and Saturio, fifty-five, were two Brothers assigned to the infirmary.  The first named had been bedridden for five years with spinal tuberculosis; the other was infirmarian.  When the Les Avellanes property was seized, the sick Brothers were taken to the hospital in the city of Balaguer.  On September 2, Brother Domingo Maria was taken from the hospital and carried to the cemetery entrance where he was killed while still lying upon his mattress.  Then the body was sprinkled with gasoline and set on fire.  The Brother, ill and unable to give offense to anyone, would have never dreamed of such a glorious martyrdom.  Brother Saturio, the man who had dedicated his life in continuous service to the sick, was killed on September under mysterious circumstances.  

11-The Canet de Mar community

Numbering only three Brothers, the community was the smallest in the Province.  

When prudence suggested leaving the school, Brother Damascene, the director, returned to his family in Girona.  By crossing the local mountains, Brothers Salvador Luis and Leandro Jose, the two younger Brothers (one was twenty-nine years old, the other twenty-two) got to Calella where they were welcomed by Mister Pelayo Girbau, brother of Brother Graciano and father of two Marist Brothers.  The revolutionary committee was told of the visitors’ presence.  On July 27, around three in the afternoon, a group of militia arrived to collect the two Brothers on pretext of bringing them back to Canet de Mar.  On the journey, the men forced the two Brothers to get out of the vehicle and killed them at point blank range.  Brother Leandro was painfully aware of his youthfulness, but it served no purpose as an excuse before his executors who were themselves of his very age.    

Permit a few details.  It was at midnight that the men had invaded Mister Girbau’s home, offering the excuse that his presence was being demanded by the revolutionary committee.  He was asked about the two Brothers.  He replied, “I will believe your doctrine which preaches liberty for all, when you will let these two innocent men go free.  It will be an act of cowardice to kill two young men whom you are holding only because they do not think as you all do. . . .  Let them alone; then will I believe what you are preaching about!”  The preachers of liberty, however, would put the two twenty-year old Brothers to death the very next day.  

12-The Pontos community
 

Pontos was a formation house belonging to the Mexico Province.  Mexican novices and scholastics were being formed there in company with a few Spanish Brothers.  In all, there were about twenty scholastics and thirty-five novices and postulants.  Five Brothers were in charge of the formation program. The Mexicans were able to return to their country on July 24, leaving in the house twenty-five young men, plus Brother Luigi and the Frenchman, Brother Valerius.  
Those who would not be able to get back to their families ran the danger of military conscription.  Such was the case with Brother Valero Paulino and Brother Fidencio, who were incorporated together in one of the Republican battalions.  During the day they used to find the time to pray the Office of the Blessed Virgin and the rosary.  Without hesitation too, they would chance getting into conversation on religious topics with their military superior.   

One day the Brothers were called to batallion headquarters.  In fact, the call was a ruse, for on the way back, the local revolutionary leader was waiting for them.  He made Brother Valero Paulino take a side street, and shot him in the back.  “I hope that will be sufficient lesson for you,” he remarked to Brother Fidencio.  “If it’s a matter of defending religion and God,” said the Brother, “I will not be silent.”  In a rage, the captain pointed his pistol at him, made him take the same side street as Brother Valero.  Then he riddled Brother Fidencio with bullets.  The events occurred on the Balaguer-Lerida front in October l938.  The two Brothers in question were not yet twenty years old.  

13-Other Brothers killed in Barcelona

-Brother Adriano Jose, age forty-eight, was the director of the school in Palafrugell.  He was sent to prison, where he was executed on either August 16 or 17, l936. 

-Brother Eudaldo, fifty-one years old, was the director of the school in Igualada.  Along with Brother Melecio, he was killed on November 19, l936 by the “train squad” immediately after arriving in Barcelona from Girona.  

-Brother Rodrigo, thirty-six old, was working in Torello.  After his retirement, he moved to Barcelona.  He was found there by the militia and put to death on August 31, l936.

-Brother Maximino, fifty-nine years of age, was the treasurer of the Provincial House.  On July 20, following his custom, he had gone shopping for food supplies.  Just a half hour before the midday meal, however, some militia men broke in, and after checking over the house, led away the superiors.  It is surprising that they did not take Brother Maximino and Brother Moises, the latter a French citizen.  The two Brothers then judged it best to get away from the house.  They found a boarding establishment where some other Brothers were already staying.  A man who had been cook at the high school in Sants recognized Brother Maximino and reported him to the police.  On September 8, a dragnet operation brought in Brothers Maximino, Jacinto, Justo Pastor and Alipio Jose.  They were executed on the very same day.  

-Brother Honorio, fifty-four years of age, was a member of the Denia community, when the events of July 18 broke out.  He headed off towards Barcelona and went to a boarding establishment which he took to be safe.  There he met Brother Fausto, the school director in Sabadell.  The boarding house was frequented by workers, Marxists in fact, who took their meals there.  The workers began to become suspicious.  Around the middle of September, in the course of the midday meal, a group of armed men arrived at the spot.  They led away the two Brothers, as well as the owner of the boarding establishment and his brother-in-law, a Carmelite.  The four were put to death on September 17, l936. 

On the threshold of martyrdom

By and large, the fifty-nine Brothers in this Cause died during the night and in isolated places.  One might be inclined to think that such conditions are symbolic of lives that had been spent in isolation, disconnected from the hectic pace of everyday life.  The opposite, in fact, is true.  Knowing about the lives the Brothers led prior to their deaths leaves one with the sense of abundance and fullness.  Many of the Brothers were men of experience, of fidelity, men who had held positions of responsibility.  Thirty-three of them were more than forty years old; twenty-three had passed their fiftieth year.  The Brothers who were thirty years of age or younger had grown to maturity after l931, that is, in the stressful times of the Republic when being a religious was a dangerous proposition and a challenging choice of life.  


The book, Vidas Entregadas (Lives Given to God and Others), pauses upon each of the Brothers in order to sketch out for each man a “soul portrait.”  Putting all the portraits together one beholds an impressive mosaic, the elements of which are composed of (1) educators, (2) apostles, and (3) men of God.  Indeed, studying the mosaic one makes out clearly the outlines of the Marist Brother’s identity.  

1-Educators

The vast majority of the Brothers spent their lives working for the education of adolescents and children.  As educators, they were noted for competence, devotedness, love of their students, for cultivating joy, respect for each student, the promotion of self-respect in the children, or  – as Marcellin was wont to say  - to make them “good Christians and good citizens.”  Brother Bernardino, who was working at Edition Luis Vives, is presented as follows: “He was one of the shining lights of the Spanish Marist Brothers: intelligent, a man of prayer, extraordinarily charitable.  He exhibited all the qualities that make up an ideal religious.  He had a gifted pen, and, even when teaching all his classes, he used to work without respite for the editorial house.  One of his books is the remarkable “Grammatica”
 used at third level primary school.   

The portrait of Brother Basilio Maria is entitled, « Distinguished Educator. »  He was in charge of the school in Lerida when the persecution broke out, and Vidas Entregadas has the following to say, “Brother Basilio was literature teacher.  He was outstanding for the way in which he cultivated among his students not only an intellectual liveliness, but a spiritual and moral one as well.  His students retain very fond memories of their teacher.  He was remarkably attentive, courteous, friendly.  Always with a smile, he drew young people to himself.  His way of acting was kindly and gentle.  He did not use any untoward or harsh methods nor did he make use of hurtful words.”
 Thursday was a free day at the school and the occasion for Brother Basilio to offer volunteer courses on speech, poetry study and composition, to give his volunteer students a taste for reading so that their manner of speaking would become both more interesting and more pleasant, more simple or, if need be, more eloquent.
  

Reading the short biographies gathered in Vidas Entregadas reveals clearly that, for these Brothers, teaching was a passion, a vocation and something they really loved and to which they gave themselves with total dedication. 

2-Apostles

In reflecting upon the majority of these Brothers, one finds it very difficult separate their being educators from their being apostles.  The educator is motivated by his being apostle, is pene-trated with the qualities that make for an apostle.  Pedagogical competence and gifts are joined to the educator’s competence to prepare the hearts of the young people to encounter the presence of God in their lives.  

The spiritual portraits emphasize how the Brothers were careful to prepare their catechetical lessons, especially the Marial catechesis.  The Brothers’ apostolate overflowed from the school to the parish: preparation for First Communion, active involvement with the liturgy, instruction for the children who were not attending school.  One notes too how devotion to the Sacred Heart is under-scored.  One Brother for whom this devotion was very important used to organize conferences, times of adoration; he would hand out holy pictures and small leaflets; print up information sheets; set up statues in honor of the Sacred Heart.  

Over many years Brother Bernardino published a magazine called “El Amigo de la Juventud”
 a highly regarded work both pedagogically and apostolically, read by both teachers and students.
  

Brother Jenaro demonstrated that even in prison one can continue to be an apostle.  Two seminarians were in the same cell as he, and they testified that “he boosted their spirits with his religious songs, his stories, anecdotes, jokes, witticisms, all of which helped them forget that they were in prison.  He kept everyone in good spirits.
  

3-Men of God  -  such is the central element in the lives of the Brothers.  In becoming a “Man of God,” one is forming himself to be Educator and Apostle.

One might examine the religious aspects of the Brothers as one examines the facets of a precious stone. 

· The care which they took to make time for meditation as their time of intimacy with God; frequent visits to the Blessed Sacrament as moments of friendship and enlightenment. 

· Their deeply felt devotion to the Virgin Mary whom they all regarded as their Mother.  They sometimes call her “la dulcisima Madre,” that is “sweetest Mother.”

· The hidden life, love of family, attention to simple things, “the little virtues” by practicing which a Brother becomes “a true son of the family.” 

The following description of Brother Fausto, director of the school at Sabadell, comes from one of his conferes: “…As far as I’m concerned, he was the most virtuous person I have known.  It seemed that his soul had not been touched by original sin, so unique was his ingenuousness.  Jesus said, ‘If you do not become like little children, you will not enter the Kingdom of heaven’; the words were perfectly manifest in Brother Fausto.   All the same, he was no simpleton, because he had a wide-ranging intellectual culture.  He was at ease in French, English, German.  He taught the top classes in physics and mathematics class.  He taught both literature and commercial courses.
    

Frequently, the striking feature of the Brothers is the deep-rooted character of the gift they made, the consciousness, day in and day out, that they were working for others : for God, the students, the confreres.  Serving these “others” was the Brothers joy.  

Among the martyrs were the Brothers in charge of manual tasks: tailors, cooks, infirmarians.  They too found that joy issued from offering service to others.  They were granted a certain joyous simplicity, within themselves and in their dealings with their confreres.  In fact, the community found themselves spontaneously turning toward these Brothers to find for themselves the same joyous simplicity.  

Here one finds woven together different threads that make up the Brothers’ identity and the Marist Brothers’ sort of holiness :  

· a type of education upon which the entire apostolate focuses: good Christian, good citizen, the well balanced person according to the mind and heart of Champagnat;

· the Brother who opens himself to God, makes himself avail-able, is careful to preserve the times he needs for intimacy with God; who loves the Mother of the Lord and makes her known.

· the Brother who is a brother within the community, careful to promote joy, attentive to everyone’s well being, living out his simplicity as in a well balanced family.  

In their acceptance of martyrdom, the fifty-nine Brothers are like a unsullied mirror that shows us what a true, Marist countenance looks like.   As we read their lives, we do not feel outsiders.  Rather we have the pleasure of discovering circumstances not so different from our own, the ones we experience and live, even every day.  The martyrs have, as it were, signed and sealed with their blood the letter on which they have written the story of their lives, given to God and others.
   

NOS FRERES D’OCEANIE
In Oceania two Brothers lost there lives in the course of their mission.  In 1847, Br. Hyacinthe was killed at the same time as the Marist Fathers Jacquet and Paget on the Isle of San Cristobal – the Solomons.

In 1864 it was Br. Euloge who was killed although he was busy caring for the wounded beyond the battle.

Death of Brother Hyacinthe

Letter of Brother Gennade to Brother Francois. Woodlark Island. 10 December 1847. 

Very honourable Brother,

Here is some very sad news I would scarcely dare to communicate to you if I weren’t aware your faith is strong enough to raise you above the most depressing events. You have lost a Brother, but you have the joy of having a martyr from the ranks of the Society. The one I am talking about is Brother Hyacinthe. I will give you the details of his death, as well as those of the two priests murdered with him, for his death, unfortunately, is not the only loss the mission mourns. 

Death of Br Hyacinthe 

On the 20th of April, Fathers Paget and Jacquet, accompanied by Brother Hyacinthe, left Makira, the site of our residence, to go and visit Ouango (Wango), a place they had been told was ideal for the setting up of a new station.It was about 6 o’clock in the morning. Some time later 2 they reached a village of the Toro, a mountain tribe, as opposed to the Jone (Oné), or people of the coast. The natives made a great show of friendship — on the surface, at least. They even went so far as to escort them beyond the village as a mark of respect. The Fathers suspected nothing. Suddenly there was a shout and they were attacked. The savages had taken care to separate their victims and had no great difficulty in dispatching them. Father Paget received a spear in the pit of the stomach which felled him. A single axe blow smashed Father Jacquet’s head. As for Brother Hyacinthe, a native who had his arm around his neck in a friendly fashion struck his spear between his shoulders. The first attempt did not succeed as the weapon slid over the skin, so he finished his prey off with blows of his axe… 

The bodies of our Fathers and our Brother remained in the hands of the Toros. They were cooked and eaten. The Jone themselves had a share, even if they did their best after wards to conceal it  from us.Today their bones hang as trophies in the huts of the various villages. 

The death of Bro. Euloge (Antoine Chabany), 1821-1864.
He was killed on the 16 May 1864 in the island of Moutoa (New Zealand) during a battle opposing the Hauhau (Maori) to the Protestants and Catholics christians (Maori).

In the book of Brother Edwards Clisby Marist Brothers and Maori, 1838-1988, p.55, we find the following paragraph: “On the understanding that Euloge was killed in defence of his faith, many have regarded him as a martyr. As such, he is listed among the nearly 200 martyrs the Marist Brothers have produced in the last 177 years. Some Maori also regarded him as worthy of canonisation. The evidence, however, suggests that he died because he was a Pakeha (white) rather than because he was a Christian. Since he was willing to put his life at risk to help the wounded in the battlefield, both the Marist Brothers and the Society of Mary would certainly honour him as a martyr of charity.”
Dans cette région du monde nous ne pouvons pas oublier saint Pierre Chanel, premier martyr de l’Océanie et son compagnon de travail et ami de cœur, le Fr. Marie-Nizier. Ces deux hommes non seulement vivaient la même mission mais aussi la même sainteté. Le martyre de Chanel est en quelque sorte aussi le martyre du Frère Marie Nizier : il perd son ami le plus intime, son père et frère. Même s’ils ont connu un destin différent, dans notre mémoire ils ont droit à une célébration commune.

Our Brother Marie Nizier
Celebration

Introduction
3 February 2004 will mark the 130th anniversary of Brother Marie Nizier’s death, saint Pierre Chanel’s companion at Futuna in Oceania.  During this celebration, we will study the life of this brother who in his young and active years generously worked for the Gospel in this far away island. From his faith and prayer he drew his strength to overcome all the obstacles of his missionary life and the disease that often slowed down his apostolic zeal.  With Mary’s help, this holy brother realised a remarkable inculturation and became an excellent catechist.  He was the most serious witness of Saint Pierre Chanel’s martyrdom.  As we are his brothers, let us pray in his company that he may inspire us his fidelity and courage.

 

1. Who is Marie Nizier?

Jean Marie, the future  Brother Mare Nizier, was born on 19 July 1817 at St Laurent D’Agny, France.  He was the send son of Jean Antoine Delorme and Pierrette Rose Reynard.  He attended his hamlet’s school.  His life witnessed to the seriousness of his vocation.  As the Little Brothers of Mary were known in his region one can say that Jean Marie was surely influenced by their mission and their way of life.  His parish’s curate, Father Jacques Fontbonne who had been a Marist candidate at the Hermitage may have guided him towards religious life.  Jean Marie entered the Marist Brothers’ noviciate on 23 August 1833.  He was sixteen years old.

Silence

We pray for the parents who gave children to religious or priestly lives.

(Formulate a prayer – Sing a meaningful hymn.)

 

2. Saint Pierre Chanel’s Companion

Having made his perpetual vows on 10 October 1836 at the age of 19, Jean Marie, bearing his new name Marie Nizier was invited by Father Champagnat to prepare himself to leave for a far away mission in Oceania with Brother Michel.  Marie Nizier met Pierre Chanel at la Providence du Chemin-Neuf, a lodging house..  While Fathers Chanel and Bataillon left for Paris, Marie Nizier went to visit his family to obtain his father’s consent for such a departure.

The great day came.  The missionaries went to Fourvière, a pilgrimage place dear to the Marists.  Thus, with Mary’s protection, the missionaries travelled to Paris on Sunday morning, 16 October 1836.

Silence

Let us use a prayer to Saint Pierre Chanel.  We share reflections on Marie Nizier and on Champagnat’s desire to go and work in Oceania.

 

3. Friendship Made during the Trip

Brother Marie Nizier’s journal  The events were reported thirty years later but they revealed the love and even the veneration that Brother had for Saint Peter Chanel.  Thus, relating the Santa Cruz crossing at Valparaiso, he was pleased to note Father’s apostolic activity with the mariners.  The teaching of the Brothers, the crew, the preparation to the Easter communion were the task of the whole missionary team: Marists and Picpusians; but he, Marie Nizier notices Father Chanel only.  Msgr Pompalier is scarcely mentioned. ((Joseph Ronzon, p. 37)  

Two little events show their friendshp: Father Chanel’s torn breviary and Father Chanel holding Nizier by the arm when the rolling of the ship was attracting our brother to the floor!

Silence: By ourselves, let us revise our friendships and our cares.

 

4. The Evangelisation of the indigenous People

Brother Nizier’ missionary activity did not consist in material tasks only.  He also shared in father Chanel’s pastoral work. The latter trusted him so much that he would send Marie Nizier to attend the dying people who did not welcome Father.  Before leaving the house, Brother Nizier always carried some holy water and specially the father’s blessing.  He dearly regretted to have forgotten this routine, on 26 April 1841, for the priest was assassinated two days later.  He took all his apostolic missions very seriously.  That was why Father Chanel considered Brother Nizier as an indispensable collaborator.  Father Chanel appreciated Brother’s availability and esteem.  The brother addressed Pierre Chanel with the respectful “Father”, as he had done with Father Champagnat at the Hermitage.  Greeting Marie Nizier with the word “Brother” Father Chanel simply considered himself the elder brother and behaved likewise.  Brother Nizier confessed to Father Chanel and entrusted him with his difficulties and temptations.  He felt understood and helped.  There was mutual trust.

The love of work well done was one of the characteristics of Brother Marie Nizier.

Silence

Question: Are our relationships marked by simplicity and trust?

5. Health Trials

When he returned to his island in June 1842, Brother Nizier taught catechism almost every night after the day’s business.  But all of a sudden, he felt extremely weak, struck by an unknown disease.  He thought he was going to die.  He became so powerless that he could not even make the sign of the cross.  He was wondering why the Fathers did not give him the sacrament of the sick.  One day, he decided to make a novena to Father Chanel.  At the end of it, he felt better.  He attributed the change to a miracle obtained through the father.  That disease had not been long but it had been very painful.

When he turned forty years of age, he felt other physical disabilities which the consequences of his long stay in a difficult climate.  Nevertheless, he never complained, he kept his regularity and obedience.  He spoke of his health troubles with Brother François in these terms, “Since the last letter I sent you, my health has been severely shaken.  Although I am not 100% fit now I can work a little on different things, according to the needs…”  All these diseases now and then finally got the better of him the night of 3 February 1874.

 

Silence

Let us share on Marie Nizier’s openness, his friendship testimony, his obedience, his trust in Father Chanel, his regret not to have been a martyr, his courage in prayer in spite of trials.

 

6. The Religious and the Dedicated Man

The whole of his correspondence reveals a religious person concerned with his commitments, humble and transparent but also a man who cared for the others.  The trust and the affection that bound him to Father Chanel made his openness easy.  The missionaries who knew Brother Nizier mentioned his religious spirit, his honesty and his sound judgement.  Father Palazy, “This good brother knew how to speak the Futuna language; he walked bare-footed like every one else and adapted himself to the people’s food.  Not only he was faithful to the different piety exercises but he was also very pious.”  Father P. Rocher announced his death by saying, “He had sacrificed his life wholeheartedly; his was a saint’s death.”

Silence

Let us meditate this exemplary brother’s life.  He gave his whole life to God.  He reminds us of our Founder’s maxim, “To become a brother is to commit one self to become a saint.”

7. Let us Ponder a Few Words from Brother Marie Nizier
His Admiration for Father Chanel

“It is very evident to me that the Venerable Father Chanel was endowed with a great kindness and with a rare charity.  Besides, I don’t doubt he had received a certain grace of ‘blindness’.  The Venerable Servant of God, in 1840, did he know the Futunians well?  These were more vicious and degraded than he saw them.  Appearances are deceiving.”

The Regret not to Have Been a Martyr

“On the 28th, the designated day for my return, I was on my way back.  Another hour and I would have mixed my blood with the one of my leading angel, of my spiritual father, in a word with the person who after God was everything for me at Futuna!  Alas, my blood was not pure enough.”

During the Persecution

“I will not discontinue all my prayers, that were my great consolation during the fourteen days since Father Chanel’s death.  Soon, I will board the ship.”

Change of Spirit on the Island after the Events

“By his blood and his death, the holy missionary had at last obtained what he had been unable to obtain with his works and sufferings.”

 

Return to Futuna

“What I desire the most is to end my carrier, through Mary’s intercession in God’s glory; I wish this end will not delay.

 
Nizier Was not Gullible.

“They almost all baptised but not wholly converted, the behaviour of a few of them proves this almost daily.”

His Openness

“I cannot resist opening my heart to you on certain things that almost discourage me.  Nevertheless, I warn you, Very Reverend Father that I won’t say anything out of animosity or hatred.  I will simply expose the facts as they are.”

From a Letter to his Religious Sister Before Dying

“I received your letter, thank you.  Pray for me.  Adieu!  We’ll meet in heaven.  Your brother.”

Silence

Sharing the elements that struck us most.
Fr. Jacques Larouche  fms

OUR CHINA MARTYRS

Our Brothers in China have certainly given the Institute a very striking example of holiness.  After having been unable to commu-nicate with their superiors from l949 to 1985 (more than thirty years of imposed silence), some of the Brothers were finally able to make contact with Brother Basilio.  When they did so, the Brothers’ first request was to renew their vows, to give themselves over once again to Christ.  They had suffered greatly: persecution, the loss of all their schools, life in work camps, appearances before kangaroo courts, hunger, forced clandestinity, constant threats to their personal freedom, no chance to manifest their faith publically, no Church life, nor Eucharist, nor Word of God.  Despite such grave trials, the Brothers continued to take Christ as their guiding star.  They offer us an outstanding example of fidelity, the most precious fruit of holiness.  

1-The China Province got off to a arduous start, because several Brothers met violent deaths after the first Brothers had arrived.  Four died in l900.  Brother Jules and Brother Joseph Félicité were French.  Brother Joseph Maria Adon was Chinese, as was the postulant, Paul Jen.  Then in 1906, five Brothers were killed in Nant Chang:  Brothers Léon, Louis Maurice, Prosper Victor, Joseph Amphien and Marius.  The Vincentian priests who died in the same circumstances have already been canonized.  Our Brothers, now in heaven, share the same glory before God and the same service of intercession.  

2-When the Communist persecution got under way in l949, our Brothers in China knew that they might once again be required to give the most dramatic witness of fidelity and of  total self giving.    The best known case is that of Brother Joche Albert. (Later, in the form of a prayer service, more information will appear regarding Brother Joche Albert.) 

3-Only a few of us would be aware of a 1979 letter to Brother Basilio Rueda written by the Provincial of the China Province.  The letter contains information about the fate of the Chinese Brothers who remained in mainland China after the Communists came to power.  From the report prepared by Brother Laurence Tung on September 8, l979, we may highlight several occurrences that come close to being cases of martyrdom.  Brother Laurence reports the following: 

Twenty-six Brothers have died in China since 1950:

Fr. Jules André, death from hunger and cold.

Fr. André Joseph Wei, put to death after a public trial.

Fr. Augustin Liu, beaten to death.

Fr. Antoine Hisio, died in a work camp.

Fr. Marcellin Yang, died in a work camp.   

Fr. Ernest Chang, died in a work camp.  

Fr. Marie Xavier Chang, died in prison.

Twenty-three Brothers remain alive.  Six of them have been tried and sent to work on government farms or in work camps, most of the time far from the places where they were living.  For example, some have been sent to Inner Mongolia, others to Manchuria. 

Brother Damian Chang who was Brother Visitor, had to go to prison for eight years.

Brother Emile Chang received a fifteen year prison sentence because he was teaching catechism.  

Thus we find ourselves before Marist confreres who deserve our gratitude.  They are our Brothers, saints belonging to our Family.  
The China Martyrs of 1900
or

The Boxer Persecution

A Document is Discovered

For many years no trace existed of the “Public Record,” the diocesan study of the martyrs about whom the present article deals: the Christians who were put to death by the Boxers in the year 1900.  

In the course of his research in the Vatican Archives, Father Giuseppe Guerra, Postulator General of the Vincentians, came upon a document called the “Transumptum.”  The document is a complete copy of the Proceedings of the Beijing Diocesan Tribunal.  The  Proceedings were sent to the Congregation of Rites which, in the l930s, dealt with the Causes of those proposed for canonization.    

The Transumptum is identical with the Public Record.  The former was sent to the Vatican, the latter to the religious congregation charged with a given Cause, in the present instance, the Vincentians.  

The officials at the Vatican Archives made photographs of the Transumptum comprising 1500 pages that were sent to Father Guerra.  He was kind enough to make a DVD of the photos for the Marist Brothers.  As a result we have in our possession the Proceedings of the Beijing Diocesan Tribunal.  

In l905 the bishop of Beijing requested Vatican permission to open the process which was officially inaugurated in Beijing on January 1, l914.  Only on May 28, l936, however, were the Transumptum and the Public Record completed and sent to Rome.  One observes that the Tribunal was active over a period of twenty-three years.  

The Transumptum, a document of 1500 pages handwritten in Latin, is essentially the transcript of statements made by the witnesses called to testify at the Tribunal.   

2 - The Witnesses

The vast majority of the witnesses had lived through the events they recounted.

1-Some were the martyrs’ close relatives who themselves had escaped death:  fathers, mothers, husbands, wives, sons, daughters, cousins, neighbors.  In the Beijing parish of Tong-t’ang, Thomas Yen-Soung, a sixty-year old merchant, gave a deposition concerning thirty-five individuals who had been his customers.  Before he gave his testimony, however, Mr. Yen-Soung spoke about the members of his family: his wife, his sons, his sister and her children, his brother-in-law, his sister-in-law.  He was himself targeted to perish when his home was set on fire, but he escaped covered with a blanket.  

2-Some witnesses had unique stories to tell, such as those who were spared because they were of a traditional religion.  After the persecution they remained the sole surviving members of families whose other members had been killed.  The survivors had tried to persuade their relatives to offer incense to idols, but the efforts were in vain.  Once the persecution came to an end, the surviving family members became important witnesses to the martyrdom of their relatives.  

3-Some Christians denied their faith when confronted with the threat that their families  would be put to death.  Such is the case with Yu Thérèse.  She admitted that she had denied the faith, but then accepted the penance imposed by the Church as a condition for re-admission to the faith.  Thérèse witnessed the death of her grandfather, father, mother and sister; the last of her brothers disappeared.  Once the violent persecution had passed, the Christians who denied the faith returned to the Church and became the best eye-witnesses of the persecution.  

4-Other witnesses were those of a traditional religion who had sometimes concealed in their homes Christians who were neighbors.  Other witnesses were non-believers who later converted to the faith.  One finds as well Muslims, Buddhists and those who declared that they had no religion.  Last of all, there were the witnesses whom the Boxers employed as domestics.  

 5-The four groups mentioned above are referred to as witnesses « de visu » (i.e. “who have 

seen”).  A smaller number is made up of those who heard the facts told in their families or amongst their friends, even sometimes told by former Boxers.  Such witnesses are called witnesses “ob audito,” that is, “who have heard.” 

Generally speaking, those referred to in the present text are witnesses not of a single person, but of a group of martyrs.  The group is sometimes so numerous that the testimony supplied for an individual martyr is rather brief.  For example, when Nicholas Tchou testified on February 25, l914, he was able to name fifty-one martyrs of various towns in the Beijing suburbs.  Maurice Tchou, the witness who preceded him, was able to name almost forty.  

Another element comes to the fore consistently: even if they often belonged to a family that was killed, the witnesses are never overcome by emotion.  No romantic burst of enthusiasm; the witnesses generally prove to be highly self-controlled; never does a desire for revenge come to the surface.   

All the witnesses stated how greatly they desired to see the martyrs beatified, something hoped for, in fact, by all the Christians of Beijing.  

One hundred and thirty individuals gave their testimony in regard to a group of 896 martyrs, victims of the persecution which broke out in China between June and August l900, a period known as the Boxer Persecution.  

From the historical point of view, the importance of the “Transumptum” is undeniable.

3 - The Martyrs

The Transumptum contains a list of 896 martyrs.  Although the number is significant, it remains limited in scope when one considers that thirty thousand Christians were killed by the Boxers between June and August 1900.

By far the greater number of martyrs was comprised of simple Christian believers: farmers and manual laborers.  Their lives were unremarkable, but their Christian faith was of the most intense sort.  The testimony given before the Diocesan Tribunal allows us to enter into their everyday Christian lives.  We are taken aback in reading how intensely they lived out their devotion to Christ.  Often, entire families were put to death: not only the parents, but their children and even their infants.  In fact, the relatives who miraculously escaped death are the ones who provide first-hand testimony about those who were martyred.  The sketches painted by these simple believers present a singular freshness.  Expressed with much emotional restraint, the portraits reveal a fullness of faith that is truly edifying.   

The ages of those who were martyred cover a huge span: from eighty years of age to those who were but a few days old.  The group comprises as many men as women and a large number of children.  

One must be attentive not to look upon the martyrs as stoic types who were oblivious to danger.  On the contrary, they were badly shaken in face of the violence that was arising around them.  As far as possible, they tried to escape death.  They weighed out the horrors which were confronting them: their goods pillaged their homes and churches put to the torch, their families threatened with extermination.  In face of death, however, fear gave way to courage and fidelity.  At times, truly heroic actions shine out.  For example, Wang Yong Shing Gervais, a farmer, was able to provide time for his family to flee.  He did so by appearing before the Boxers who were demanding money and weapons prior to killing him.  Yong Shing dragged out the proceedings with the excuse that he did not have any weapons, but, yes, he could lead them to a place where he kept a bit of money.  It was his wife who later appears before the Diocesan Tribunal to relate the story.  

In the document under consideration, the martyrs are organized by parish into sixteen groups.   One parish has 145 martyrs, the largest number.  The other parishes have 115, 103, 100, 78. 67, etc.  The parishes with smaller numbers present lists of twelve, eleven, eight.  Rather than naming individual martyrs, the lists often indicate groups (sometimes entire families) which were executed.   

Of the four Marist Brother martyrs, two were Chinese: Brother Adon and the postulant Paul Jen.  Their names appear on the list of those who were martyred in Chala, a place near Beijing.  The official list of the Chala martyrs comprises about one hundred names.  In fact, 350 bodies were removed from the common grave, corpses having been randomly thrown into ditches.  

The other two Marist Brothers, Jules André and Joseph Félicité, were European.  Their names appear on the list of martyrs from Jen Ts’e-T’ang and Pe-t’ang.  

For each martyr, the Tribunal list provides the following: baptismal name, Chinese name, birthplace, age, civil status, family, place of martyrdom.  Sometimes too, details are added.  The following is an example.  The Shun family counted eighty Christians among its members.  They came from various parts of the town and sought refuge in one large house where they were put to death.  Many came from what might be called lower-middle class status: farmers, manual laborers, a few physicians, pharmacists, an occasional teacher, merchants.   

Another feature of the list is that, far and away, the greater number of martyrs is made up of ordinary believers, while priests and female and male religious number about twenty: four Vincentian priests, four Marist Brothers, a dozen Chinese, female religious.

The target of the Boxers’ persecution was the Chinese Christians.  The Boxers were hoping to eliminate them either by a violent death or by forcing them to give up their faith, the first element of which was to deny Christ.  

The martyrs being discussed here present a picture of an exceptional part of God’s people.  In addition, the members of religious congregations ought to be both proud and humble.  They may be proud, on the one hand, because the religious congregations gave birth to a Chinese Church so deeply attached to Christ, with a generosity faithful unto death.  The religious congregations may be humble, on the other hand, because their own martyrs (Vincentians, Marist Brothers, female religious) are only a handful.  The People of God were the ones who suffered the brunt of the persecution and remained loyal to the faith.    

Were there some who denied the faith?  In some parishes, yes; in other parishes, no.  For mothers or fathers, the thought of seeing their entire family threatened with extermination was intolerable.  Almost all the Christians who did apostatize later returned to the Church, accepting the penances imposed upon them.  Later, they would bear testimony on behalf of the martyrs.    

All Boxers were not cut from the same cloth.  Some did not execute Christians who offered incense to idols.  Other Boxers put Christians to death piteously after humiliating them by extracting a forced denial of faith.  Such Boxers felt certain that only the killing of Christians would preclude the possibility of a return to the Church when the period of persecution would come to an end.  The testimonies received at the Tribunal allow us to see that no uniform behavior prevailed amongst the persecuting parties.  Some groups of Boxers would not put infants to death.  One group of non-believers favored the elimination of Christians, if only so that the Christian homes might be ransacked.  Another group helped save Christians by offering a hiding place, and yet a third group made certain that the executed Christians received a proper burial.  

Differing judgments also appear in the testimony of witnesses.  A fair number state that, before the persecution broke out, relations between Christians and non believers were satis-factory.  Others speak of a certain, interior animosity; the good relations were but superficial.  Among themselves too, Christians did not manifest a uniform behavior.  The great majority did not offer resistance.  As farmers or manual laborers, they possessed no arms; their only defense was flight.  In the foreign Legations and at Pe-t’ang where many Christians sought refuge, this type of resistance went on for months, a passive resistance rather than one of aggression, a resistance of the besieged rather than of the besieger.  

Once the persecution came to an end, the Church in Beijing was caught up in providing a Christian burial for the bodies which could be recovered. Of course, not all were recover-able because many had been burned.  The token of respect shown by providing a proper burial was the first indication of how important the act of martyrdom is, demonstrating clearly that the Church considered those killed in the persecution as true martyrs, dying in fidelity to the Lord.  

4-Historical and Social Setting
Let us attempt to grasp the historical and social setting in which the persecution broke out and in which Christians were unexpectedly immersed and eventually caught up in martyrdom.  

1-China

As the nineteenth century unfolded, Imperial China began to lose its cohesiveness.  Impor- tant colonial powers penetrated coastal areas establishing their “Concessions” and their Legations upon Chinese soil.  

The Quin-Manchu dynasty entered into a kind of decline, while two contesting forces confronted each other within the imperial realm.  One was the Counter Reformists who wished to keep China and its ancient traditions free of external influences and protected from the presence of foreign armies and foreign religions.  The leading Counter Reformists were called the Boxers. They desired to preserve China from becoming the prey of nations which had dreams of dismembering the Chinese Empire.  The nations in question were: Great Britain, Germany, France, Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Italy, the United States, Japan.  The Counter Reformists were deeply nationalistic, even (not without reason) xenophobic, ultra-traditional.  

On the other hand, a group of intellectuals wanted to modernize China, to give the country a constitution, to reform the economy, the educational system, the military.  They were deeply aware of how their country was behind the times, for China had been defeated first in a war with Russia and later in a war with Japan (1894-1895).

The Boxers and the intellectuals lived with real tensions.  Having to choose, the dowager queen, Cixi, selected the Counter Reformists, for she herself had lived through the humilia-tions to which her country had been subjected.  Such was the reason why she tacitly sup-ported the Boxer movement.  All the same, those who were seeking to modernize China eventually took power in 1911.  They put an end to the empire and transformed China into a republic.   

2 - The Boxers
Over its millennial history, the Chinese Empire has always experienced the presence of secret societies.  One such society was the Boxers who came into existence around the year 1800 when they formed an opposition group to the Empress Thu Hi.  The Boxers were made up of rather diverse groups, and at the start they counted among their members farmers who had lost their lands.  Because they emphasized martial arts such as Kung Fu they eventually came to be called “Boxers.”  

The movement quickly took on a nationalist spirit, opposed to all forms of Western presence.  The Boxers wanted a China that would be strong and independent.  Their struggle, at times disorganized, became a truly national struggle which reached its apogee from June to August 1900.  

At the beginning of the uprising, however, the Boxers were not to be found everywhere and so few people were put to death.  Thus, when the Tong-t’ang church was burned down, the Sisters called Daughters of Saint Joseph had to leave their convent.  They did have to wander in the streets of the city for three or four days, but at least they were not executed.

With the same, often brutal violence, the Boxers opposed both foreigners and the Chinese who converted to Christianity, whom they called, «half Europeans,» in Chinese pro-nounced “Eul-Mao-Tze,” a pejorative name.  From the Boxers’ perception, Christian Chinese had surrendered the integrity of the Chinese soul.  The Boxers were prepared to torch Christian churches and Christian homes; to kill men, women, children; to disembowel pregnant females; to throw the bodies into pits.  When set on fire, the houses were sometimes filled with occupants, and the perpetrators would hear them praying in the midst of the flames.  

Through the months of June, July and August 1900, about 30,000 Chinese Christians were killed, though only rarely were Christians subjected to torture.  Most often they were simply seized and executed.  

One might read the story of the Boxers in a way that presents them as heroes of the nation.  It is possible that they were unknowingly manipulated by the Empress and had little sense of liberty of conscience.  At the same time, they were not free of a fanatical and sadistic spirit. 

Another fact to be borne in mind is that the Boxer persecution was not an isolated occurrence.  Rather it was but one instance of a series of persecutions that began in the eighteenth century and recurred over the intervening period.  The Boxer Persecution, therefore, was not the first or only persecution, nor should it be seen as an isolated phenomenon. 

The reaction of Western nations began in August 1900 and was extremely violent, causing the death of many common people.  In addition, the city of Beijing itself  was sacked.  The victors imposed upon China the rule of  “Might makes right” and a truly humiliating peace treaty.  The repression of the Boxers was out of all due proportion.  A desire existed to degrade China so severely that it would never rise again.  Surely the Great Powers are not without blame. 

3-The Chinese Christians
Before the Boxer persecution, relations were generally peaceful between Christians and  non-believers.  The fact is emphasized by many of the witnesses who appeared before the Diocesan Tribunal.  Other witnesses point out that tension did exist, but it was a latent tension.  

It is a fact that Christians were accused of abhorrent activities : plucking out the eyes and hearts of those who were dying; frying babies on the stove and eating them; preparing medicines that were, in fact, harmful; poisoning wells.  The gravest accusation, however, was that Christians were on the way to becoming “Eul-mao-tze,” that is, half-Europeans.  At the same time, however, Christians were the object of admiration because many non-Christians had converted to the Christian faith.  In fact such conversions continued even after the Boxer persecution broke out.  

For their part, Chinese Christians repeatedly refused to become «half-Europeans».  They loved their country as did other Chinese people and lived a simple life in the authentic Chinese manner.  They did not, for example, join the armies of the Western Powers as a means of getting back at their persecutors.  The number of Christians who died in the persecution is usually estimated at thirty thousand.  Rather than speaking of individual martyrs, the Tribunal witnesses more often tell of whole families’ being annihilated, of Christians burned to death in their homes.  A catechist from Si-t’ang relates that 200 or 250 Christians were executed in one parish.  In the course of the Boxer persecution the Chinese Christians never countered violence with violence.  With their bare hands, farmers met Boxers armed with rifles, swords, spears.  Christians tried to flee, going underground in Beijing City.  Once captured by the Boxers, the overwhelming majority preferred death to denying the faith.  They chose to be victims rather than murderous aggressors.  Indeed, many signs had appeared foretelling the likely persecution; the Christians were not martyrs caught off guard.    

Some of the Christians belonged to families that had been believers over several generations.  Confronting their persecutors, they forthrightly declared, “We have been Christians for a very long time, and do you expect us to deny Christ?”  

There’s the key word.  Faith was what the Christians were being repeatedly invited to renounce, not a European way of living which, in fact, they had not adopted.  Living the normal Chinese life and far from being politically connected, such Chinese had attained to a love of Christ, a commitment to the Lord that may surprise us.   They had encountered the One who gives meaning to life; and for his sake they accepted death.  Sometimes we are taken aback by the fidelity that marks the moment of martyrdom of certain believers who have not been fervent, who rarely go to church, who drink to excess. 

In the face of making a once-for-all choice, they chose Christ.  Those who died in the persecution wished to remain faithful to Jesus.  Here we discover the raison d’etre of their martyrdom.  Their lives are given over exclusively to the Lord.  To the non-believers who urge them to offer incense to idols so as to escape death, the Christians say, “Impossible! We are willing to die, but not to renounce our faith!”  Political reasoning pales before fidelity to the Lord.  Certainly they were victims of political circumstances, yet more so were they martyrs because they would not deny Christ.  

The Beijing Church

It was above all the Church in Beijing and its outskirts that will bear the brunt of the persecution.  During the three terrible months (June, July, August 1900) when the Boxer Rebellion breaks out, the farming villages around Beijing, occupied by defenseless farmers, will pay the highest price.  

Four large parishes were to be found in Beijing, named according to the points of the compass: Si-t’ang to the west; Nan-t’ang to the south; Tong-t’ang the eastern parish; Pe-t’ang the northern one.  

The church in Pe-t’ang was the cathedral church.  There too was the residence of Bishop Favier and his coadjutor, Bishop Jarlin.  The Vicentians had their main mission in the same place.  The parish contained several religious communities who administered schools.  The major and minor seminaries were educating 111 young Chinese men for the priesthood.  

Adjoining Pe-t’ang was Jen-Ts’e-t’ang, a neighborhood that counted 1,800 Christian women and young children, 450 young girls in schools or orphanages, thirty infants.  The total number of Chinese Christians in the two places was about 3,420. 

The two neighborhoods were to hold up against a two-month siege conducted by the Boxers.  Many Christians came to find refuge at the same locality.  There too were Brothers Jules André and Joseph Félicité along with others Brothers.  Six Brothers had sought refuge in the Legations: the residences of those who diplomatically represented  various nations present in China.  

During the siege of Pe-t’ang and Jen-ts’e-t’ang the Marist Brothers on site are to offer their wholehearted commitment to defend the two places.  The Brothers took turns at being soldiers, builders of barricades, night watchmen, nurses.  On all sides, amidst bullets and cannonballs, they offered every type of service imaginable.  Day and night, nothing but a  barrage of cannons, gunfire, battles, fires, explosions, the dead, the wounded, the sick, the dying: all the horrors of war; only to be followed in the end by the horror of famine.  Over a period of sixty-four days, the Brothers witnessed the interment of the bodies of more than four hundred poor refugees.      

The same locale witnessed the death of Brother Joseph-Félicité on July 18, l900 and that of Brother Jules-André, Visitor, on August 12, 1900.  

Cha-la-Eul or Cha-la was located in a Beijing suburb where, since May l893, the Brothers had been running an orphanage for 125 children.  The Boxers burned down the church, the Sisters’ school and the orphanage.   Some orphans were scattered or were sent back to their own families or the families of other Christians; and of the roughly one hundred who remained on the site, only twenty-five will survive.  On June 17, 1900, two Chinese Marists will also die there: Brother  Joseph Marie Adon and the postulant Paul Jen.

The Marist Brothers arrived in China on April 26, 1891.  At the time of the Boxer Rebellion, there were forty-eight Brothers who conducted several apostolates:  directing a school in Nan-t’ang, an orphanage in Cha-la, a school in Tien-Tsin and another school in Shanghai. Another fifteen Brothers were to be found in the Beijing neighborhoods of  Nan-t’ang and Cha-la.

The Martyrs of Si-t’ang

Beijing’s Western Parish

1-In a single family

«  . . . My mother was baptized a few days before she died.  Having gone to see Father Maurice Doré to ask for baptism, she told him, 

-If the Boxers kill me before I am baptized, I will not be able to enter heaven.

-I will baptize you when you finish the four parts of the catechism.  Even if the Boxers were to kill you before your baptism, you will be dying because of your belief in God, and therefore you will go to heaven.  

Yet she was so insistent that Father Maurice Doré ended up giving her baptism, and to my sister as well, who was to be married in just a few days.  

My father, however, and my paternal grandmother kept insisting that my mother deny her faith.  My mother accepted the reprimand because she was much frightened of my father.  On the other hand, my sister refused to offer incense. 

On June 28 the Boxers arrived and set fire to the home of our neighbors who were Christians.  The house was filled with people and those outside heard them praying in the midst of the flames.   

Afterwards the Boxers broke into our home.  One of my younger brothers and one of my younger sisters were able to get out.  My mother, sister, sister-in-law and her daughter, Maria, along with one of my younger brothers were tied up and lead outside.  As they made their way along, my mother and the other family members prayed, saying repeatedly the Our Father and Hail Mary.  The people remarked with admiration, 

-Even when they are walking along, they are at their prayers!

The Boxers took my little brother, threw him in the air and waited for him with their bayonets in the air.  Seeing such a thing, my mother broke into tears.  But the Boxers killed them all.  

2-A less than devout Christian

Tchao Yung Joseph was a sinner.  He was not so fervent.  The Boxers seized him and led him to the place where trials were held.  On the way, the captors said, 

-At the trial you have only to say that you are not a Christian!

But he replied:  

-That, never.  My family has been Christian for several generations.

At the trial, the Boxers offered him the incense for idols.  He spoke in terms of contempt, saying, 

-My family has been Christian for several generations.  Take all the time you need to put me to death!  

Led away to the entrance of his native city, he told the Boxers, 

-Here is my homeland; this is paradise.

He then called upon the Mother of God to come to help him.  He was executed on the spot.

3-A catechist

Pau Chan Augustin?  I knew him as a catechist.  Before he was baptized, he used to be a member of the Imperial Guard.  He gave up this work because it prevented him from observing God’s laws.  He was a very fervent Christian who encouraged others to lead virtuous lives.  He drew to the Church many non-believers.

After the church fire in Beijing, he sought refuge in Pe-T’ang where there was a European Legation with military guards. Reflecting upon the situation, he said to himself, 

-Here is a unique opportunity to give up my life for God.  I am going to return to the place I have come from.  I am old; what can happen to me?

To those who became fearful as they contemplated the possibility of martyrdom, he used to say, 

-Where can you find a better chance?

 He was arrested with his family of whom six members were to be killed.  He said to the Boxers, 

-Where are you leading me?

-It’s none of your business.  Just follow us.

-As they passed along in front of the Si-t’ang church, he asked them to stop for a moment.  Then he fell upon his knees, made a profound bow before the burnt down church, made a grand sign of the Cross and said, 

-This is my homeland, 

And he continued his prayers.  The Boxers were surprised that he continued to pray, but they had decided to kill him in front of the church which he kept referring to as his homeland.  As they were putting him to death, he continued to pray.  The events occurred from June 15 to 18, 1900.  He body has never been found.

The Martyrs of the Nan-t’ang Parish,
South Beijing

The following section presents the complete testimony given by twenty-four year old, Ly Anna.  It offers the chance to immerse ourselves in the days when terror stalked Christian families.  The testimony is rounded out by that given by her brother, Tchoo Joseph, who was seven years old at the time the events occurred, twenty-one years of age when he gave his testimony.  When he appeared before the Tribunal, he was in the major seminary doing his philosophy.  The testimony focuses upon his mother, Agnes Wang, forty-one years of age and his father, Tcheou Martin, aged thirty-eight.  

The Boxers entered our home.  Thereupon the sister-in-law  -  a traditional religionist  -  of the Catechist Wang (a neighbor, but their mother Agnes was one of the Wang family) arrived at our home with incense so that we might burn some in front of the Boxers as a sign of idol veneration.  She told us, 

-The Boxers are coming to your home!  

-My father and mothers hid themselves in their bedroom.  Then about thirty Boxers came into the main room and took places all around.  

-My father encouraged us saying, 

-Do not be concerned about anything!  (Then my parents realized that they would not be able to stay hidden much longer and began to think about fleeing.) 

My father and brother who took my sister by the hand, escaped by the north side of the house.  Some Boxers chased after them trying to strike them on the head.  The blows, however, made no contact and my relatives escaped.  My father was quite heavy; he stumbled over a rock in the street and fell down.  He was killed by two Boxers who had been in pursuit.  My sister was at my father’s side and said to the Boxers:

-I am also a Catholic; you can kill me too.  

They glared at her and then went off.  

My mother and I remained alone in the room and she kept on saying to me, “Let’s get out of here, let’s get out of here!”

She did get away, and I followed holding on to her dress.  But as we reached the doorstep, the Boxers stopped us.  Seeing that there was no way to get away, my mother said, 

-Let’s kneel down and let them kill us!”

Then she fell to her knees with me right behind her.  We extended our heads forward and closed our eyes expecting to be killed!

The Boxers struck us with their swords and spears, and we collapsed on the ground half dead.  Thinking us dead, the Boxers departed.

Shortly after my mother asked me:

-Did they kill you?

-No!

-If they did not kill you, recite a Hail Mary, but softly!  Invoke Mary.  And let’s get back to the house.  

-The house?  But haven’t they burned it down?

Then, supporting my mother (I had been only lightly injured), I helped her enter, and there we knelt down.  Then as she sat down, she told me,

-Remove the gold jewelry you’re wearing. If you die with that on, you will go to purgatory.

My mother did the same and placed the items on the table.  

Then I said to my mother:

-Let’s go back to the bedroom.  If the Boxers pass by and spot us, they will complete their plans and put us to death.

-Yes, let’s go, my mother said.  

The two of us went in and lay down on the bed.

My mother asked me to get some water and I gave it to her. But the water ran down the left side of her mouth because of a large wound she had received.  My mother asked me:

-Do you know what has happened to your father?

-I don’t.

She added:

-My head wounds have left blood stains all over the bed.  What should I do?

-Take a handkerchief and press on the wound.  

-A man of about thirty years of age came into the house.  He was a kindly disposed follower of the traditional religion.  Staying outside the room, he asked us:

-Are you Catholics?

Supposing him to be a Boxer, my mother replied:

-We are Catholics!

-If you are Catholics get outside at once because European soldiers are on their way to save you!

My mother said:

-I thought he was a Boxer.  Maybe he’s not.

And she added:

-If European soldiers are coming to save us, take advantage of the occasion. 

 I told her that I did not have the shoes needed to get away. She told me to take my sister’s. 

Just then, however, an old woman who was not a Christian, came into the house brandishing a large knife.  She said:

-Where are the valuables?  If you do not hand them over, I am going to kill you! 

My mother answered:

-Take what you want, everything you find here.  It means nothing to us.  Make off with what you like.

The old woman rummaged through everything and made off with the things she wanted.

My mother had such a severe wound on her neck that her head was bent down over her breast.  

At that point I departed.

Someone later told me that my mother hung on for three more days.  The Boxers who afterwards returned to the house found her there.  They then brought her to the home of the Christian Ly Ts’inn Tach’ang (the ambassador of China to France).  The Boxers then proceeded to burn down the house; my mother perished in the fire.  

As for myself, I saw many Christians gathered when I came onto the street and along with them some European soldiers.  At that point, I came upon my brother, Joseph, and shortly afterwards my sister, Maria.  She told me that the Boxers had killed our father by striking him on the head with a heavy sword.  Afterwards, they stripped off his clothes and kept the clothes for themselves.  

My mother died for two reasons.  The first is that she was pregnant and was unable to walk easily.  The second was that the wound she received on her neck was so deep that she had no chance to reach one of the Legations.

A few days before she died, the same time when the church at Nan-t’ang was burned down, she had told us:

-If the Boxers come and say: If you deny your faith, you will be safe; if you do not deny the faith, we will kill you, tell them: We are Christians.  You can certainly kill us, but whatever may happen, do not say that we were not Christians!

Then, lifting up her son Joseph, she gave him a picture of the Virgin Mary and said:

-Look at how beautiful the holy Mother of God is.  She will come to your aid.   

At the Diocesan Tribunal, Joseph testified that his mother went often to confession, that on Saturdays and Sundays she attended Mass, very early so as not to awaken him.  Every day she said morning and the evening prayers and recited the rosary.  She was a very pious woman.  She taught us how to pray.  

Martyrs of the Tong-t’ang Parish
East Beijing 

The following testimony was given by Joseph Ning Cheou-tch’en, a sixty-seven year old farmer, who spoke of the martyrs within his immediate family and among his relatives.

I knew the Tchang family:  François Xavier Tyii, his son Jean Baptiste, Thérèse Tchang, my sister, wife of Jean Baptiste, Joseph, Jean, Pierre, Rose, Marie and Ann, children of Thérèse and Jean Baptiste, the widow Marie Tchang, Thérèse Ouang, née Tchang, Joséphine Tchang, Gabrièle Tchang, Marie Tchang, Pauline and Lucie, Paul’s wife, Pierre, his elder son and his sisters, Philomène and Agnes.  Along with this numerous group, the following people also died: Madeleine Ning, née Liou, my mother; and Lucie Jen, Pierre Jen, Paul Jen, Philippe Jen, Marie Jen, Marie Liou, Melchior, my grandfather. 

The entire Tchang family were very honorable people, especially Francis Xavier: he attended Mass every day.  In my opinion, he deserves to be canonized.

The Tchangs did nothing to defend themselves.  They were far from appreciating the Boxers’ intentions, unable to imagine being put to death.  Had the Tchangs, in fact, understood better the situation, they would have gotten away.  When the Boxers surrounded the house, the Christians inside could do nothing except pray and then escape through a hidden door.  

1-Francis Xavier Tchang

Francis Xavier Tchang, a venerable old man aged seventy-three, a real patriarch from the old days, was very honest in business, charitable towards the poor and towards children, self demeaning, thinking himself the least of all.  His faith and piety could be perceived from the respectful manner in which he comported himself in church, something that everyone admired.  Despite his advanced age, he used to go to Mass every day, while in the evening he made an hour of adoration whatever the weather, whatever the season.  

The same Tchang was greatly attracted to the service of God.  In his free time he would read to his assembled family from religious texts, and then he would tell us of honorable things, exhorting us to behave virtuously, not to set ourselves above others, never to harm anyone.  “The heavenly Father will bless us,” he would always remark.  As head of the family, he used to give to the poor a bowl of rice and the leftovers from the restaurant.  At New Year he would add a “sapech,”   -  that is, some coins  -  and a sweet.     

He would often rummage around the house in order to find clothing to give to them.  He sent blankets and money to families he knew were in need and to the hospital as well.   Going to church one day, he came upon a woman very poorly clothed.  At once he sent his daughter-in-law to bring something for the woman to wear.  On another occasion he found a woman who was on the verge of giving birth without any shelter for her or her newborn.  He went to look for a shelter, found her a small room and had his two daughters-in-law look after the woman.  Then, when a month has passed, he saw her off,  making sure that she had clothes for herself and her baby and sufficient money to look after her initial needs.   

I could never recount all the charitable actions he performed; only God can do that.  Mr. Tchang’s happiness consisted in looking after the needs of the parish of Tong-t’ang which he loved so well.  The respected and saintly Father Garrigues has carried the secret with him to heaven.  

2-Maria Tchang

Mr. Tchang’s daughter-in-law, widow Maria Tchang, was the daughter of a Tartar by the name of Yang, a former Christian.   Maria’s father had died at a very young age.  Since her mother was poor, Maria Tchang was confided to the Daughters of Charity in Beijing.  She stayed with the Sisters for three years, ever after holding them in the highest regard.  Truly Maria was a widow who might be held out to Christians as a worthy model of an exceptionally edifying life.  

While still quite a young widow, she gave herself wholeheartedly over to God.  Divine Providence provided her with the possibility of responding to the desires of her soul which was eager for justice.  In the saintly Father Kho, Maria found a wise and prudent guide who directed, supported and consoled her.  He offered her advice, suggesting to her a program for living out her day to day life.  Thus she became an exemplary woman: strong in virtue, courageous in trial, patient in difficulties, generous in making sacrifices, above all and at the core, a woman of prayer.  

Maria Tchang awakened very early every morning around 4:00.  She began her day with prayer and meditation while she thought we were sleeping.  I used to spy on her, looking out from under the covers, and I would often see her weeping copiously, so intensely did she taste the sweetness of her encounter with God.  

When she concluded her morning prayers, she would immediately start to do her housework, in order to leave everything in proper order before heading off to Mass.  On Sundays and feast days, she would attend the first Mass, leaving to others the time and consolation of attending the more solemn services.  To that end, she assisted and replaced the domestic help.  She was in charge of providing for all the needs of this house which was very large and very busy.  She did so with great simplicity and scrupulous attention.  To put it briefly, the saintly widow ate her bread by the sweat of her brow, never lazy, always seeking the best for others, the least for herself.  

Maria Tchang dressed plainly and modestly, practiced mortification in what she ate, was friendly to all, and in her exterior behavior showed both a modesty and dignity which caused everyone to respect her.  

During a troubled time in Beijing when rumors were circulating, she was arrested at a meeting in which people were expressing the old falsehoods against Christians and the Sisters, who   -   so they would claim  -  tore out the eyes and hearts of the children.  With no appearance of being troubled, Maria Tchang calmly remarked:

-Look at me carefully: I have my eyes and my heart, and, yes, I was brought up by the Sisters.

The hostile crowd was stunned by such a courageous action.  

By such a holy life and by her daily sacrifices Maria Tchang prepared herself for the supreme sacrifice.  

3-The Martyrdom of Maria Tchang

While the Boxers were ransacking and burning down the restaurant and home, widow Maria Tchang managed to get away through the door on the north side.  She led away too her daughter-in-law, Petronilla, married two months earlier, for whom Maria wanted to find a secure place.  The two women came to a very modest home where several Tchang family members lived.  

There the two women spent four days in great anxiety and fear, an agony worse than death, because they did not know what had become of their family.  One of the servants named Tou Chan, found their hiding place.  (Since he was a still non-believer he could move about freely.)  Maria asked him where were her grandfather, her father and his relatives; where was her brother Joseph for whom she had most tender concern.  (He was the only one who was able to escape and survive.)   Tou Chan told her that it was all over, nothing was left, no one remained.  Who could possibly understand the sentiments that then came upon Maria’s soul?  She kept a somber silence before breaking out in a stream of tears.  

During the days of anxiety and fear which preceded her death, the devoted widow Maria got ready to confront the loss of her entire family, encouraging them to remain solid in their faith.  She said repeatedly:

-Soon we shall be in heaven!

After four days of indescribable suffering, the hiding place of the pious widow Maria and the Tchang family members was discovered by the Boxers.  The Boxers of Mandarin class wanted to make off with Petronilla, a very beautiful, winsome young lady.  But she was tenacious, wishing to die rather than give in to their proposals. While such events were transpiring, the courageous mother-in-law embraced her, saying to the Boxers harshly , “Kill her before my eyes.  I will die also, but you will never take her away.”  The young woman was killed in the very arms of Maria.  Right before the eyes of the same heroic Christian woman, all the members of the Tchang family were put to death.  At the last moment she said:

-Heaven!  Soon we will all be there!

Maria received the final blow which opened up the heavenly kingdom to her. 

The Martyrs of three villages:  Koan-t’eou ; Ts’ai-Hou-Yng and Wa-Ts’iuen-Sze
From the three villages in question, the Diocesan Tribunal brought to light a group of sixty-seven farmers who were all killed because of their faith in Christ.  

First the non-believers used to invite Christians to renounce the faith.  Sometimes the non-believers would announce to people that the believers were only supposed to be Christians, whereas they were really non-believers.  But many Christians did not accept such an indirect manner of renouncing the faith: 

-What are you talking about?  We have been Christians over several generations.  Never will we renounce our faith.  

At times, someone who was giving testimony at the Diocesan Tribunal would pause for a rather long time in describing a particular martyr.  Such was the case with Marc Ly who testified to the death of his father, Paul, and his mother, Anne Ly.  The lengthy testimony given on behalf of his father and mother prevented Marc Ly from speaking of other relatives who had been killed: his brother, several nephews and other relatives too.

When the Boxers seized Marc Ly’s village, his parents attempted to flee, each taking a different direction.  First the Boxers seized the mother, wounding her with three blows of a spear.  She fell to the ground.  Seeing that she was still breathing, the Boxers killed her with a fourth blow.  The father was also seized, led back and killed inside his home.  Then the house was ransacked and burned.  The events occurred on June 8, l900.    

Marc Ly’s testimony continues, as he tells the story of his sister Philomène.  In order to escape the persecution, she rented a mule-drawn wagon for herself and her two infants.  Making her escape, she met up with Boxers who asked whether she were a Christian.

-Yes I am, she said boldly.  And I ask you to put my two infant children to death first, and them myself, right here where we are.  The wagon driver, however, is a non-believer; and I was the one who asked him to conduct us away.  So then, let him go free!

The Boxers then killed the two infants and afterwards their mother, sparing the wagon driver because they wanted to take the wagon and mule for themselves.   

Joseph Su-Koang-Joei reported a family experience he had had.   Confronting the risk that his brother’s entire family might be wiped out, his father, a non-believer, said:

-You are to leave your youngest child with us so that the family name will continue.  

But my brother said in reply:

-If we die and if our son goes to live with you, he will become like you a non-believer.  Better he die with us than live with you.

And that is what happened: the whole family was killed.  

In the face of such behavior, the non-believers were surprised.  They claimed that the Christians were hard headed and that they were taking drugs in order to bear up.

In the course of the same testimony, Mark Ly sketched out portraits of those involved, rapidly done but interesting nonetheless.

Maria Tchang was only a new Christian, but her rosary beads were already worn to a brilliance, so often did she use them for prayer.  Her home was six leagues from the village, but she walked the great distance in order to attend Mass every Sunday.  

Liou Tchang-An was not so fervent.  When the persecution first broke out, a non-believer told him: 

-Go to where the Boxers have their meetings.  Offer incense and, as a penance, leave some money.

-Such actions mean that I have to deny the faith?  I am not a very devoted believer, but I prefer to die rather than to make such a denial.  

The Martyrs from the Village of Yen-Tze-K’eou

From this village the Diocesan Tribunal preserves the record of one hundred and fifteen Christians who were put to death for the faith.  In almost every instance, one finds that entire families were executed, often enough patriarchal-type families with many members.  The first witness called was François Wang-Koei-Chouen.  He gave the names of ninety Christians who had been killed.  The total number was made up of just four or five families: the Wangs, Tchoungs, Pengs, Yungs, Tchaos. 

It is difficult to know whether one should be shocked by the cruelty of the slaughter or filled with admiration at the readiness of the Christians to march forward to their martyrdom.  What comes across constantly, however, is the way in which one witness after another speaks of the intensity of the martyrs’ prayers, the seriousness with which they lived their Christian lives, their respect for the Sunday, for the Church’s days of fast and abstinence.  At times, they were at the door of the church even before the church bells were rung.  Though almost all illiterate, the Christian farmers knew a great many prayers by heart, and hymns as well.  Daily they were faithful to their morning prayers, evening prayers, the rosary   

Not that all were perfect.  Some of them liked their wine, and when indulging did not know how to control their tongue.  Others liked to play cards, always seen by the Christians as a moral failing.  Some of them were in irregular marriages.  On the female side, skies were not always sunny between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law.  Some had fiery tempers, men and women alike.  Notwithstanding such facts, however, all of them preferred to die rather than to deny their faith. 

Here are some touching snapshots of the martyrs: 

1-André P’eng:  Was arrested by the Boxers in the village of Tchao-Lyng.  They led him away to the palace of Prince Tuan in Beijing.  On his way there he met a friend of his who said: 

-Why don’t you run away and hide?  We’ll talk about your escape in the next world.

When he got to the palace, Prince Tuan asked:

-How old are you?

-Thirty-five.

-How long have you been a Christian?

-Thirty-six years.

-What!  You’re only thirty-five years old and you’ve been a Christian for thirty-six?

-That’s absolutely correct.  I’ve been a Christian since I was in my mother’s womb.

-Angered by such an answer, the judge ordered André put to death.  

2-François Tchou and his brother were executed in front of the western town gate called Th’ang-p’ing-tcheou.  François was carrying his younger brother Jean Gabriel on his shoulders.  Seeing the handsome child and wishing to take him into his entourage, the Boxer leader said, “He is a mere child, let us not kill him!”  

The surrounding Boxers then tried to tear the child from François, but he resisted with all his might.  

-I am bearing my brother on my shoulders right up to the time he is killed.  He and I have arrived here together; together we will die.

In fact, with no way to separate the two brothers, they were put to death together.  

3-At the conclusion of his testimony, Mr. François Wang-Koei-Chouen, added the following account.  

-I’ve forgotten something.  While Antoine and Catherine Yung were led to the place of torture, Antoine, still a new believer, spotted some of his non-believer friends.  He begged them to do something to help.  Catherine, his wife, whose family had been Christians for many years, reprimanded her husband.  

-What sort of help can you expect from human beings?  In a little while, we shall be in heaven, and you are now looking for assistance from them?

Her words gave fresh impetus to the husband, Antoine, who then continued going forward, remarking,

-Heaven is the place to which I am going.

Husband and wife were executed together, apropos of which another witness at the Diocesan Tribunal said: Catherine asked the Boxers that her husband be put to death first so that she could be certain that he had persevered; afterwards she herself was executed.  

4-When the events started, we wanted to defend ourselves by setting up a small canon.  But the elders among us said:

-May the will of God be done.  Let happen to us solely what God desires.  If God’s will is that we perish, our fight will be in vain.  The non-believers have never hated us, but if we kill anyone, surely then they will hate us.  When the Boxers reach our area, we will escape.  

Such was the strategy adapted in previous periods of persecution: to get away to the moun-tains and leave the homes to be pillaged.  

5-Paul Tchao-An was a farmer, sixty years of age.  His parents were non-believers, and during the persecution he had denied the faith.  He was then taken back again into the community, having made the public penance imposed by the Church.  As a consequence he was in a position to offer testimony regarding all the Christians of his village who were killed by the Boxers.  In accounting for forty-nine of them, he often emphasized the excellent way in which they had lived their Christian lives.  

6-Pierre Tchou, seventy-years of age, a farmer.  The testimony he gave at the Diocesan Tribunal began as follows: 

-I knew all the Christians on the census roles of Yen-Tze-K’eou, because they were either my brothers-in-law, or my relatives, or my neighbors, etc.  When he began naming the martyrs, he spoke of his wife, their four sons, his brother, his nephews, etc.  All together he provided a list of thirty-one Christians who had been killed.  He himself escaped into the mountains with his family so as to get away from the Boxers.  

Once the Boxers had encircled a village and pillaged the homes, they would set everything on fire.  Then, they would head up into the mountains to hunt out and kill the Christians, many of whom in fact, died on the mountains or in the valleys.  Jean Baptiste Lou Tien-Houi estimates that around ten thousand Boxers went in search of Christians.  When the Christians realized that they were surrounded, they prayed and recited the rosary.  The Boxers would make fun of them, saying,

-Stop your disgraceful prayers; you are dead!

7-Petrus T’ang Chouen, a fifty-four year old farmer, leaves the following portrait of his wife Anne:

-Anne Tchou, my wife, was a good Christian, much better than I.  She belonged to the Mount Carmel Confraternity, as well as those of the Holy Rosary and the Scapular of the Passion.  Every day she prayed the rosary.  She made sure that her children were brought up well.  Every day, she went to Vespers with the Christian community.  Never did she speak an ill word about anyone.  

Anne Tchou is an example of the type of Christians found in this village.  They were not only prayerful, but in their social relations they were honest, simple, responsible, compassionate, worthy of trust, altogether given over to their farming tasks.  

8-Grandmother, mother and wife

When he was asked to be a witness before the Diocesan Tribunal, André Tchang said that he knew all the Christians of the village with the exception of the youngest children.  Among the martyrs, he lists his mother, wife and grandmother.

Thérèse Tchang, my mother, was inclined to anger.  But she made the spiritual exercises in Beijing and returned totally changed.  She drew into the practice of prayer the entire family who would say each day in common their morning prayers, night prayers and the rosary.  In the months of May, June and November, she would lead us in prayer for the souls of the faithful departed.  She belonged to the Mount Carmel Confraternity and practiced their Wednesday abstinence.  

Marie Tchang, my wife, was an outstanding Christian of very good character.  When grave problems arose in the home, I never heard her utter a word of complaint.  She observed all the Church laws.  She was a member of the Mount Carmel Confraternity.  Like my mother she practiced the Confraternity’s Wednesday abstinence.

Anne Lou was my maternal grandmother.  She was a new Christian who did not know Catholic teaching well.  All the same, she observed all the Church laws very strictly.  She used to pray not only in the morning and evening, but even during the night she would rise and kneel by her bed to pray the rosary.  

9-Jean Baptiste Tien-Houi was twenty-seven years of age when he was invited to the Diocesan Tribunal, January 1915.  At the time of the persecution, therefore, he was twelve years old.  After he saying that he knew almost all the Christians who had been killed, he recalled the days during which the escape occurred.  He and Jean Baptiste Tchao and Jean Baptiste Wang made several errors as they made their way up the mountain.  Then they realized that they were surrounded by the Boxers.  As he was being led away he began to beg the non-believers to spare him.  His companion in flight turned and said: 

-You do not have the right to beg the non-believers!

The forceful manner in which his friend spoke was a comfort to the boy.  First the Boxers put Jean Baptiste Tchao to death.  Then they bound Jean Baptiste Wang and suggested that he offer incense in order to save his life.  He said in reply:

-I cannot renounce my faith.

Thereupon the Boxers told me to go away while they put him to death.  They then took away and burned the corpses of the two boys. 

10-They say that Jean Tchao, while still an infant was taken to a pagoda.  There they tried to teach him a Buddhist prayer and have him repeat it.  For his part, the boy would simply repeat the Hail Mary.  The Buddhists judged that he was rather useless and they killed him.  

The Martrys of the Villages of

Heou-t’ouen, Si-Siao-K’eo and Eul-pouo-Tze

The martyrs in question are presented in snapshot fashion. One hopes that the portrayals are touching despite the brevity.

1-Vetula Sun was taken as a prisoner to Che Fouo Tze village.  Later she was lead away to the town of Tcheng-Fou-Sze.  When she got to the first gate of the village, the Boxers wanted to put her to death.  She resisted, saying:

-No, I ought not to be killed here.  Let’s go on further.  

They went on their way and reached a second city gate.  Once again, the Boxers wished to put her to death.  She told them once again:

-This also is not the place where I should be killed. Let us go on ahead.

They did so and came upon a kind of garden.  In fact, the spot was the priests’ cemetery where a large stone cross stood.  Betula knelt down at the foot of the cross, saying,

-Here, yes.  This is the place where you may put me to death.

There it was, in fact, that she was executed.    

2-Madeleine Wang, forty-nine years of age, appears at the Diocesan Tribunal on May 4, 1914.  She is to testify regarding a group of about thirty martyrs from the villages referred to above.  Among the martyrs are two of her sons, her sister, two brothers-in-law, a group of nephews, etc.  One senses that the Tribunal witnesses themselves have lived through a martyrdom in their own flesh, in their families.  Madeleine Wang said: 

-I noted that the village non-believers said that they would often hear Christians stating, “I am a Christian unto death.”  The non-believers used to express their admiration, saying, “The Christians are truly courageous; nothing can shake them!”

3- Pierre Souen-Ta-Chou-Eul was already an old man when arrested by the Boxers.  He was brought to the west city gate.  His captors suggested that he deny the faith, assuring him safety if he would do so.  He courageously refused, however.  A few days earlier, I myself had exhorted him not to deny the faith.  He had said in reply, “Old man that I am, am I going to deny my faith?  Never!”  Then I said in turn, “At the moment when you pass away, do not forget to call upon the Blessed Virgin Mary!”  “I would never forget to do so!”  With such dispositions of spirit, he was put to death.  

4-François Meng was forty-six years old when he offered his deposition at the Diocesan Tribunal.  He too was a farmer.  Among the martyrs was his grandfather, one of his sisters and the sister’s five children.  Helping his listeners to understand his grandfather, Pierre Souen, the witness said, “He was the head of the family.  When we fled, he stayed behind to protect the house.  When he was taken prisoner, he was invited to offer incense.  He said, “We are long-time Christians.  Offer incense?  You might saw me in two, but never will I offer incense!  I am sixty-nine years of age.  Do you think I can live another sixty-nine years?  If you wish, go ahead and kill me!”  And that is what the Boxers did.     

5-Philippe Tchang focused his testimony on the case of Tchai-K’oan and his son.  Tchai-K’oan was arrested by the Boxers who already knew him.  They placed him with the other prisoners.  They invited him to burn incense as a means of escaping death.  He, however, was a convinced Christian who boldly responded to the offer in the following way:

-The quicker you kill me, the quicker I go to heaven.  If you kill me later, I go to heaven later.  But as far as that incense is concerned, nothing doing!  I’ll never offer any such thing.

After hearing such words, the Boxers tied him up, lead him away to the common cemetery and executed him there.  Along the way, he repeatedly called upon Jesus and Mary.  

His son, Tchai-Che-T’eou, was in hiding.  One day he went to the town of Eul-Poue-Tze.  A non-believer named Sii invited Tchai-Che-T’eou to his home, offering him a meal and hospitality.  The visitor was pleased with his good fortune.  The Boxers, however, had been put on the alert by the host.  They came to seize the guest whom they then bound.  With a spear, one of the captors wounded Tchai-Che-T’eou in the stomach so violently that his intestines spilled out. The captive was then led to a pagoda to offer incense to the idols.  He refused to do so.  Thereupon the Boxers took him to the cemetery where his father had been killed.  There it was  -  almost in the exact spot  -  that the son was killed.  As he had been led away to execution, he was saying repeatedly, “Jesus, have mercy on me!  Holy Mary, save me!”  As if to make the event more solemn, the non-believers had even asked that music accompany the execution.    

Sister Philomène Tchang

The following account comes from the deposition of Louis Che, forty-eight years of age, a professional tinsmith.  His account offers us a close-up view of a martyrdom that is filled with strange twists.  The report weaves together: mercy, love, faithfulness and martyrdom.  Examining closely a single case permits one to grasp aspects of the persecution that might normally be missed.  

In so far as my memory is reliable I may report information respecting the virgin Philomène Tchang, a Sister of Saint Joseph.  I remember that she was seized by the Boxers before daybreak.  She was struck on the head and neck by spear thrusts and blows of the sword.  The Boxers left her for dead in front of the burnt-out church of Tong-t’ang. 

When the sun rose, the local people dragged the Sister’s body inside the remains of the church.  They removed her religious habit and piled wood upon the body as preparation for burning.   Before setting the fire, however, they went away.  Then the Sister arose from the pile of wood and very painfully set herself on her feet, concealing herself against the church wall for modesty’s sake.  When she was spotted, the people gathered around and some of the bystanders began to make fun of her.  

An elderly non-believer who lived near the church saw her in her distress and said to all,

-If any of you had a sister or young daughter like this Sister, would you allow people to behave towards them as you are now behaving?  

Thereupon they found things for her to wear.  The elder found a staff for her so that she could walk.  Doing so was difficult because of the wounds on her legs and feet.  

That evening she was thirsty and went to the well for a drink.  The local non-believers, however, blocked her way.  So only at midnight, when no one was around, was the Sister able to get a drink of water.  Someone had given her prepared pickles to eat.  

On the third day the people tied her feet and dragged her through the town, leaving her half dead on the main street of Tong-t’ang.  

The same day, as I was walking by the church, I heard some people speaking of a woman who was lying in the street.  Quickly realizing that the woman was either Catholic or Protestant, I went to see.  Discreetly I asked her name, but no response came.  I asked whether she was Catholic or Protestant.  No response.  Sizing up the situation, I tried to encourage her.  I told her that no Boxers were around and then I added, “I am a trustworthy person; if you wish, I am willing to rescue you.”

She then told me that she was a Catholic and that her name was Philomène Tchang.  I found out that one of my neighbors was a relative of hers.  I waited with her until nightfall.  I thought about renting a wagon, but a that time of the night no wagons were to be found.  What else could we do but walk?  She got up supported by her walking stick and holding on to my arm we set out.  We ran into the night watchmen who asked me where I was going at such an hour with the woman.

-I met this woman only today; I never knew before.  I had pity on her plight, not knowing even whether she is single of married.  I wanted to rescue her.  But if you judge that what I am doing is not for the good, I will leave her here.  If she dies, it will not be my fault.  I am in the military and I have urgent matters to attend to.  

The watchmen saw my military attire and believed that I was acting honorably.

Thereupon I told her my real name.  She had asked my name earlier when we were with the other people on the street, but I had not given my real name.

-My name is King, a Tartar name.  Full name, King Che.  Reverend Father Che, curate of the Nang-t’ang parish, is a member of my family.  If you do not believe me, take a look at this medal which I keep hidden in my tobacco pouch.  Philomène Tchang looked at the medal, one of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  She broke into tears.    

Only then did Philomène give me her full trust.  Previously, she was treating me with a certain hesitation.  At the start, in fact, she would have preferred to die rather than walk in my company.  She then said,

-While I was lying in the street today, I entrusted myself to the Virgin Mary, asking her either to let me die or to send someone to save me.  And save me she did.  

-You are truly right in saying that the Virgin Mary was the one who sent me.  In fact, I had nothing to do with this matter, and I do not know why I took the route I took nor why I decided to help you.  

After a while we came to a main street.  She asked for something to drink.  Nearby was a well with a wooden bucket and I gave her water to drink.  Then we went on, taking a narrow lane, but after a few steps she stopped:  

-I cannot go on any further.

-I will take you on my back.  I know that you are young and I too, but think of me as your brother, and I will think of you as my sister.  

She agreed, and I carried her to the entrance to my home.  The house was empty because everyone had gotten away.  I placed Sister in front of the door and jumped over the wall.  Then from inside I opened the door.  Once she was inside, I gave her some water and prepared something to eat.  Since no women were at home, I myself washed her face.  Her ears were covered with blood and mud.  Her hair was rather caked because of the blood that had congealed there.  I found some suitable clothing for her.  

Early the next morning, I went to my grandfather’s where my mother was hiding out.  I asked her to return home with me to look after Philomène.  Mother said she could not do it because in two or three days time everyone around our house would be executed.  She had heard that all Christian Chinese who were taking shelter in the Legations were being accepted.  Then she inquired:

-Do you want to come with us?

-Neither dead or alive will I go to any Legation!

Then my mother said:

“Take some money, fruit, food.  Go by the pharmacy and buy some medicine.  At all costs try to convince the Sister to seek safety with us in the Legations.

When I was back with Philomène, I brought her up to date on the news.  But she refused to go to the Legations: 

-Here we are left along.  There with all the other people, there will be a lot of commotion.  How would I be able to recover?  And if the Boxers come, you get away, and don’t worry any longer about me.  I am ready to be martyred if it is God’s will.  If not, I will survive.

Then we prayed evening devotions together.  

When I got back to my grandfather’s home, I found it empty.  Everyone had left for the Legations.  That very night the war started.  You could hear very clearly the rifle shots and the firing of canons.  

On the second day that I was in the house with Philomène, three men entered to demand money.  I did not wish to give them any.

Philomène, however, said to me:

-It’s better to give them what they are asking for rather than they make a big disturbance in the house and the Boxers come to check up on what is going on.

So I gave them some money and they departed by way of the garden wall.    

The men to whom I’d given the money came back with six or seven others of the same type.  They entered through the garden.  They asked me: 

-What to you intend to do with the sick woman you have here?

-Where do you think I could possibly take her?

-That’s not our business, but you should clear out of here as soon as you can.

-Let me wait till nightfall, and then I’ll take her elsewhere.

-Out of the question.

-All right.  Let me go and hire a wagon in the town square.

-No!  We prefer that you get out of this house right away.

Since I could not get them to cooperate, I went into the room where Philomène was staying.

-You heard everything.  We cannot stay here, and I do not have any other place to take you.  Outside the gate, however, is a spot where the Europeans go in their free moments.  For now, I will accompany you there, and then I’ll look for another place.

-Yes, do as you say.

I got a place ready under a tree and then I went back to collect Philomène.  When I got there, I found the house locked.  The men whom I had sent away now considered themselves in charge of the house.  

At that point, a Tartar wagon driver named Fong Tchang-Eul who had helped me before to move Philomène, came into the garden and said :

-Who is this woman?

-She is one of my distant relatives.

-Is that not the woman who was lying in the street for a couple of days ?

-That’s right.

-All right then, listen.  We’ve been friends a long time.  Let me give you a piece of advice that may save your life.  If this individual were a man, you could easily find a home for him.  But a woman, covered with wounds, where can you conceal her?  Since you have no injuries yourself, you may become suspicious to the Boxers.  Get out of here!  

I replied:

-I took this woman off the street and brought her here.  I have now been looking after her for eight days.  Now you expect me to abandon her?  I could not possibly do so.

-I understand, but remember that you have no other way out.  Just because one person must die, does another have to die as well?  You – get away!  This evening you can come back to see her, bring her something to eat, and wait upon God’s will.  

Since Philomène was very close by, she heard the conversation and said :

-Now I understand that for me nothing remains but the martyr’s path.  You need not worry any more about me.  What you’ve already done for me is more than you should have done, and I am deeply grateful to you.  Now, get away!  Leave me!  We will meet once again in heaven!  Leave now, and do not deny your faith. 

I left and wandered around the streets for hours.  That night, taking another direction, I went back to see Philomène.  In the moonlight I could make out a shadow, and thought, Philomène is still there.”  Slowly and soundlessly, I drew closer and said to here:

-It’s me.  I’m back.

-With her head resting upon a cushion, she asked:

-Who are you?

-What?  I have hardly left you and already you do not recognize my voice?  I am your relative. 

-After you left this morning, many men came by.  They wanted to throw me down the well.  They threw stones at me and now I have a serious wound on my head.  I’ve lost much blood.  I am barely conscious, and can’t understand what is going on. 

-Do you need anything?  Do you want something to eat?

-I don’t want anything.  I am not hungry, but I am thirsty.  But look at the kettle in which you prepared my tea.  It’s full of dirt.  

I went to examine the kettle, and, yes, it was filled with dirt.  I went out to the night watchman of the public thoroughfare and asked him for some water.  I went back and bathed Philomène’s head.  I spoke some words of consolation and promised to return to accompany her somewhere else if possible. 

I went to my brother’s home and asked if he would take Philomène in.  He refused, saying that the owner of the house, a non-believer, would never receive a wounded woman in his house.  The next morning, I went to see the gentleman.  He was categoric :

-You?  Yes, you I could take, but a woman with wounds, never! 

I headed off once again to the place where Philomène was staying.  Along the way, a neighbor, a non-believer too, stopped me:

-Where are you going?  Your sister is dead.  Don’t go back there, because they are waiting for you.  During the night, the Boxers came.  They took your sister away and threw her into a gutted European house.  There they killed her.  They threw her clothes and mattress over her and set them on fire.  Over her remains they put stones and bricks.  

The same version of what transpired was related in identical terms by the night watchman who had given me the water.  He told me that her body was covered with earth and bricks so that it would not be profaned.   

The Yun Family

Matthias Yun, age forty-nine, was a pharmacist who was called to the Diocesan Tribunal on February 5, l914.  At the time of the Boxer Rebellion he was thirty-five years old.   His deposition includes what follows here.

I should also relate what happened to my wife and two daughters.  On June 14, l900 my wife went to Father Garrigues for the sacrament of Reconciliation.  On the 15th, she attended morning Mass and received Communion.

On the 16th, we left home to seek refuge in Beijing.  The Boxers, however, were keeping guard at the city gates.  A crowd of non-believers began to follow us, shouting:

-We are going to inform the Boxers!

But they did nothing.  We came to a lake which was dried out on account of a prolonged drought that year.  On the bank a woman was seated holding a small child in her arms.  I realized that she was Christian.  We hid in the reeds.  I said to the woman:

 -This spot is too small to conceal all of us effectively. Please go to another place or, if you wish, we will do so.

She got up and without saying a word hid herself about twenty paces further on. 

We could see that the number of non-believers was increasing, and so we left our shelter and tried once again to go to Beijing.  We wandered about the entire day only to find the city gates closed, guarded by Boxers.  We had traveled without ever stopping for rest so as not to raise suspicions.  Finally we went back to our hiding place in the reeds where we spent the night.  Our two daughters never shed a tear.  

At about six in the morning of June 17, the Boxers arrived.  With them, they were leading along some Christians tied together two by two.  The Boxers put some to death from time to time, and eighteen were killed in all. All the Christians who were interrogated were also executed.  The Christians?  They said not a word.  I saw a child of seven or eight who was weeping at the sight of those who had been killed.  

The Boxers made themselves out to be sacred warriors.  The non-believers who came to see the executions were forced by the Boxers to kneel down and to applaud the actions with cries of, “Wonderful!  Well done!”

After the Christians  -  almost all women and children  -  had been put to death, five Boxers set about checking in the reeds.  There they found other Christians.  One of the Boxers shouted, 

-Chief, there are Christians here!

From the accent, I knew that the speaker was from Ting-sin-hsien.  The Boxers also came  to where we were staying.  Fist they went to the place where my wife was hiding with my elder daughter in her arms.  One of the Boxers struck my wife on the head and cut off one of her hands.  When they found me, I was holding my younger daughter in my arms.  I shouted out to the elder daughter:

-Call upon Mary.

She, however, not hearing my words clearly, said:

-Mou (“Mother of God”).

Thereupon the Boxer struck both my daughter and me, and we fell to the ground.  I had been struck on the neck, but the sword was not very sharp.  Leaving us for dead, the Boxers departed.

Then came a large crowd of non-believers who, thinking us dead, jostled us with their feet, saying: 

-Look at the children.  They are dead, but they keep on smiling.  See how they resemble Europeans.  

Then they began to curse us:

-Truly you all deserved to die.  If you had not been cut down, you would have been ready for the uprising and revolt planned for the eighth moon.  Truly, you should have been put to death long ago.  If you were upright people, someone would have looked after you, but you are evil and no one is interested in what becomes of you.  You used to say, “Jesus, save us!”  Well, has he saved you?  You are Chinese, but you have fallen into evil European ways, and your children even look European (meaning to suggest that they had, in fact, been fathered by Europeans).  

That evening, when all had withdrawn, I asked my wife :

-How are you?

-Very bad.

-If you are suffering a lot, call upon the Blessed Virgin Mary.

-She began to pray, but her voice was very frail. 

-I am going to go to the Teng-cheng-men gate to get a cart.  I cannot guarantee that I will return.  

Finding nothing at the gate, in fact, I went back.

-I’m back.  I found nothing.  I am going to go on further, because it is not wise for us to stay here together.

Once again, I encouraged her to pray to the Virgin Mary.  She did so.  She was a devout woman.  I never heard her speak ill of anyone.  

Then I advanced a few meters further in the reeds.  I fell to the ground and slept the entire night right up to six in the morning.  

Around six, the Boxers came back.  When they saw only three corpses, they remarked,

-Look, one is missing.  Either he has gotten away or Jesus has saved him.

An immense crowd was also present and some soldiers with them.  One of the soldiers unsheathed his sword and began to strike my wife upon the face.  However, she did not die.  Another person said:

-Crush her with a large stone!

Several people then went to a small bridge, pulled out a stone and dropped it on my wife’s legs.

-She’s dead, 

they said and went away.  In fact, she was not dead.  

The men who stayed behind  -  the worst of them  - remarked :

-One is still missing.

They then began to look in the reeds, but, not finding me, they went off.  

That night for the last time, I went over close to where my wife lay.  She was still alive, but her wounds were covered with vermin.  I asked her:

-How are you?  Are you still alive ?  Pray to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

She nodded her head to show her agreement.  Then I left her, never to see my wife again.   

Slaughter of the Defenseless
The martyrs treated below were from villages in the Beijing area: Tsiao-Kia-P’ouo, Wang-Ts’ouen, T’ang-Ko-p’ouo, Ts’ao-Ko-Tchouang, Pai-Ts’ao-Wa and Toung-Liou-Choei.  Farmers with no weapons, the martyrs encountered the Boxers’ violent outbreak unarmed.   

When our neighbors who were non-believers saw us flee into the mountains, they said :

-Come back.  Why flee?  You have caused harm to no one.

We replied by saying that living in the region was no longer possible for us.

After sunrise on June 20, we saw the Boxers arriving along all the mountain roads and tracks.  The mountain seemed to be covered with them.  The Christians took to flight in all directions looking for places to hide.   

A Christian named Souen and I were wondering where we might find refuge.  We decided to head off to a cave that we knew.  As we were going there another Christian joined us; but, finding the cave not very safe from detection, he said: 

-I prefer to perish on the mountain rather than in this hiding place.

He headed off in a northerly direction.  After catching sight of him, the Boxers eventually caught up with him and struck him on the neck.  He fell to the ground dead.  

Not far from the same spot, the Boxers came upon a blind woman sixty years old.  She was only a catechumen.  Because she was not yet a Christian, she believed that the Boxers would spare her.  One of the latter, however, said:

-This woman also follows the Europeans!

She was killed on the spot, as she went on saying repeatedly, “Cheng Mou!”  (Mother of God). 

Then we saw the Boxers coming down the mountain.  They had commandeered a herd of cattle belonging to a Christian.  For our part, we returned to the cave where I knew there was water.  With me I had a rifle and a pistol.  We were overcome with a deep sleep.  When we awakened, we could not work out the time because the cave was so dark.  We made our way to the entrance, but it had been sealed up with rocks.  Through a tiny opening we could catch a glimmer of sunlight.  We dared not leave because we thought non-believers would be around.  In fact, we soon heard some men speaking.  One of them said:

-Two men are inside.  One has a rifle and the other a spear.  It’s risky to think about going in there.

Another said:

-Yesterday I took (stole) a bag of beans from the home of Ts’aio (a Christian).

-And I, said another, took only a bit of grain; I’d forgotten to bring a bag with me.

The voice of an old man said,

-Me?  I stole nothing.  These Christians must be taking medicines from the Europeans.  Except for the elderly women named Wang who cried out, “Mother,” all the others appeared happy to die.  (The Christian homes had been pillaged and set on fire.  In the course of pillaging the houses, all the Christians’ flocks were taken along with the pigs.)  I even heard someone say:

-Let’s close the entrance to the cave with boulders so that they will not be able to get out.  That way those inside will die of hunger.

Another man said:

-Let’s get out of here.  In the valley no one is left.  If two or three Christians come near here, they might treat us harshly.  By the time we reach home the sun will have already set.  And they departed.    

Afterwards we went to the cave entrance, removed some rocks and got out through the narrow opening.  We started walking to the place where we had left the women and child-ren the day before.  We came upon one corpse, that of Tsiao-Yu, eighty years old.  At that point, Souen arrived close to the cave but was unable to go on.  I came up to the cave and from there I could see the valley where blanched corpses were strewn about.  Blood was everywhere and I found it all over my feet when I moved closer to the corpses.  

From the midst of the bodies, I heard a groan.  So I drew closer and lifted a corpse from the spot from which the sound had come; and below I found a woman whom I could not recognize for the wounds and scars upon her countenance.  I asked her:

-Who are you?

-I am Wang-Eul, a wife and mother.

-Which of the two Wang-Eul families do you belong to?

-I belong to the Tsiaos.  But you.  Who are you?

-I am one of your relatives.  Now, tell me, how did they manage to get the cave open?

-I don’t know how they did it.  I remember only that we were suffocating in there because of the unbearable smoke.  They came down into the cave with lanterns and scimitars.  They forced us to get out and said to kneel down.  When we were all outside, they asked:

-Is anyone missing?

We replied:

-No one; we’re all here.

Then they said:

-You Tsiao family members are not poor.  Bring your jewelry over here.  We even gave them our earrings.  After that, they added:

-Your clothing as well.

We hesitated.  But they repeated the command in a threatening way.  We gave them our outer garments.

The other clothes too!

We said: 

-We prefer to be killed rather than do that.  

They then began violently to tear away the garments and to kill us.

I asked her whether any woman had been taken away.  She said:

-Only my cousin Maria Tchang.

-Where has she gone?

-I do not know.  I saw her heading off in a northerly direction.

Then she asked me to go and help her get away safely.

-How could I possibly do so?  Or where could I possible take you now?  Just put your hand upon your stomach.  Your entrails are all spilled out.  Rather pray to the Virgin Mary.  We will meet again in heaven.  I cannot be sure that even I will get away safely.

She said:

-I’m cold.  Put something over me.

From one of the bodies I was able to remove a blood-stained garment that I placed over her.  I persuaded her not to entreat me, but to entrust herself to the Virgin Mary and to be quiet.  With a gesture, she acceded to my request.  Then I left; I have never seen the woman again. 

We waited till nightfall, and then myself and Souen, the other Christian, fled all the way to Sang-Yii where we remained until the troubles passed.  

No Christians gave up their faith.  Mothers used to encourage their children to remain faithful:

-Are you ready to die?

-I am ready.

The adults encouraged one other in turn.

-Let none of us renounce the faith, and then we will find ourselves together again in heaven.”

The great majority of Christians were executed on June 20, 1910. 

Father Jules Garrigues
Vincentian

1-Biography

1840, June 23 :  Jules Garrigues born in Saint-Sernin de Gourgoy in the diocese of Albi, in the Department of Tarn, France. 

Seven children were born to the Garrigues parents, but three died as infants.  Two girls and two boys survived.  Jules was the youngest.  Like him the three others entered religious life.    

1866, October 6: Profession of vows in the Vincentians

1867, June 15: Ordination in Paris

1868, January 27: Departure for Beijing where he arrives March 28, 1868: for many 

                              years, curate of the Tong-t’ang church in Beijing

1900, June 14: Killed by the Boxers in a place close to his church as it was burning down.

He was a China missionary for thirty-two of his sixty years of life.  

The depositions left by those who were invited to the Beijing Diocesan Tribunal largely suffice to demonstrate the missionary’s exceptional personality: an ascetic who was profoundly human.   

2-Testimony given on behalf of Father Jules Garrigues

1-Witness Thomas Yen-Soung-Chan, sixty-two years of age, from the Tong-t’ang parish (the western side of Beijing), a merchant, who lost his entire family in the persecution, said the following of Father Jules Garrigues:

“I too knew Father Jules Garrigues, a man of extraordinary charity.  His virtuous life was manifest to all.”

2-Testimony of Joseph Ning Cheou-Tch’en from the same parish as the preceding witness:

“Jules Garrigues was an outstanding priest.  Of very upright character, he was simple, a lover of silence, a man of few words.  His meals were plain.  He practiced mortification and would often go without meat. . .  I understand that Father Jules Garrigues was recognized by two youthful Boxers who shouted; “There’s the old devil!”  (Europeans were referred to as “devils” and priests as “great devils.”)  As they said the words, they killed him.  This priest was a very fine person.  He certainly deserves to be canonized.”

3-Testimony given by Philomène Shu: 

“Father P. Garrigues was an excellent person, gentle and humble.  In the confessional, he had the gift of encouraging Christians in an extraordinary way.  If someone was failing to attend Sunday Mass, he forbade the individual from receiving Communion.  In this way he showed that he did not want Christians to be careless about the Sunday observance.  In the pulpit he encouraged the Christians to draw near in greater number to the Communion rail and to attend Mass.  He always encouraged frequent Communion.  When beginning his homilies he had the habit of addressing God with a prayer of thanksgiving or a prayer for peace.  You could not find a Christian who did not sing his praises.  Of his gentleness and patience I heard Father Ly Barthélémy speak in glowing terms.  Many Christians were wont to say that he was filled with charity for all, especially the poorest.  He practiced mortification in what he wore and what he ate.”

4- “As to Father Garrigues, I always held him in the highest regard, considering him a saint.  Among us Brothers we referred to him as the “Curé of Ars!”  I can give a personal example.  When I was feeling blue, I would go to Tong-t’ang and would come back home in much better spirits”  (testimony given by Marist Brother Marie Nizier).

5-Matthias Yun, forty-nine years of age, pharmacist, was called to the Diocesan Tribunal on February 5, l914.  When the persecution broke out he was thirty-five.  His first words concerned Father P. Garrigues.  “I knew Father Garrigues and often went to him for confession.  We used to speak about the catechumens.  He loved to work for the conversion of non-believers.  He would often ask my father and me to bring catechumens to him, and, in fact, I did so.  Father Garrigues was a very devout priest.  In dealing with the faith-ful, he would demonstrate great kindness.  He would never appear inconvenienced when they came to see him.  Every day after Mass, we would go over to his rectory.  He would greet us cheerfully and offer us words of encouragement.  After the church burned down, the parishioners would go over to see him and find encouragement when they were fearful.  He would usually say, “Why are you so fearful?  In one minute all is over.  They can kill the body but not the soul.”  Words like that were spoken to my wife when she went to confession.  Indeed, many Christians would repeat the same thing.  

The Tong-t’ang church was burned down on June 15.  Father Garrigues got out through the north door and hid in a spot not far from the church.  On the night of June 17, he was seen walking near the pagoda at Louong-fou-sze.  The neighborhood non-believers saw him and said, “There’s that great European devil!”  Others, however, said, “No, that’s the missionary who teaches religion.”  The non-believers who had their shops nearby all came out.  Then a man from Chantoung showed up with a wooden instrument in his hands and dealt Father a sharp blow to the head.  Then others came armed with other devices in order to finish off the priest.  One arrived with an iron implement, the type used to rekindle a fire, and struck the Father with it.  In all probability, the priest’s body was consigned to the flames.     

6-Pierre Kao was a watchmaker, age forty-eight.  The following citation is from the deposition he gave to the Tribunal investigating Father Jules Garrigues.  “I knew Father Garrigues very well.  He had no faults.  None of the other missionaries were able to carry out the penances that he performed.  On Friday, he ate only a bit of cheese.  Several Chinese priests lived in the residence with him; they were unable to match his mortifications.  His charity was unequaled.  He ate practically nothing, and he gave his money to the poor.  He gave them even his own clothes.  He was so poor that his house contained nothing, no ornamentation.  He heard confessions with great attention, asking questions on each commandment, and on respect for Church laws.  Those who went to confession without true contrition would be moved to such contrition after hearing Father’s fervent appeals.  The example he gave was very striking.  Everyone remembers it.”

7-Thérèse Heou, was one of the employees of the Sisters of Saint Joseph.  She is the one who gave testimony on behalf of several of the Sisters.  In her deposition, she declares that one of the Sisters was crucified upon a wall, hands and feet fixed with nails.  Seeing her in such a condition, one of the Boxer pierced her side with a lance and with that she died.  When Thérèse Heou was called to the Tribunal on April 20, l914, she was fifty-two years of age.  Of Father Guarrigues, she stated, “He had a very upright character, patient, mild-mannered.  The way I see it, he was without fault.  He was a truly prayerful priest.”  

8-Sister Paula Tchang was a Saint Joseph Sister, fifty-eight years old when she appeared at the Tribunal.  To begin her deposition, she sketched out a portrait of Father Jules Garrigues.  “He was our curate at Ta-K’eou.  I became aware that he was very pious, ever at prayer.  He respected the rules and was constantly giving alms.  I’ve heard people say that he gave away even his clothing.  He had an assistant priest who should have been helping him out, but the only activity that the assistant wanted to do was to look after the Sisters of Saint Joseph.  For the sake of peace, Father Garrigues let him have his way.     

9-Testimony given by Sister Louise Ducurtyl, seventy years of age, Daughter of Charity.

“Father Garrigues was a saintly missionary.  I recall how, at one of his conferences, Bishop Delaplace presented Father Garrigues as a model of humility.  Father Garrigues could not imagine that anyone would have the slightest esteem for him.  As to the Father’s charity, as soon as a Christian would ask him for help, he would dispossess himself.  If anyone brought him a gift, he would immediately set it aside and begin conversing about the catechumens who were in need of conversion.  

10-Here is how Father Garrigues was perceived by Joseph Ly, a forty-nine year old watchmaker.  Many members belonging to Mr. Ly’s family had been executed.  He belonged to the Shu family, whose father and one of whose brothers were catechists in the Tong-t’ang parish, that of Father Garrigues.  “I knew Father Jules Garrigues quite well.  He was a man with a very tender heart who was always most concerned for the poor, for every-one.   He never got angry.  Instead he treated everyone in a very gentle manner.   I knew him well because I went to the parish school.  Although we used to make a ruckus, he always remained very calm.”  

Marist Brother Martyrs

As we reflect upon the experiences which the Marist Brothers had during the Boxer Rebellion, we must not forget that they form only a part of a very much larger group of martyrs, about nine hundred, all lay people: farmers, manual workers, small-business owners, men, women, many children. Having no desire to single out the Brothers for special attention, we leave them in the midst of their fellow martyrs   -  all worthy of great admiration for the manner in which they lived and died during the Boxer Persecution.

By date of execution, the Marist Brother martyrs are:  Brother Joseph Marie Adon, Chinese, and Chinese postulant, Paul Jen, both killed in Cha-la-Eul on June 17, 1900, in the early days of the rebellion. 

On July 18, l900 Brother Joseph Félicité was killed in Jen s’e-t’ang when a land mine exploded. He was a member of first group of Brothers numbering six, who arrived in China in l891.    

The last martyr would be Brother Jules André, Visitor, shot to death on August 12, l900 while trying to get a woman out of the debris created by the explosion of a land mine.  

1-Brother Jules André

Brother Jules André (Marie-Auguste Brun) was born of a deeply Christian family on July 17, 1863 in Saint-Vincent-de-Reins, Department of the Rhone.

The Principal of the local Marist Brothers’ school remarked on the boy’s clear-sighted judgment, serious and solid character, above-average intelligence and love of study.  His behavior made him a model for his peers.  

He was about thirteen years of age when he thought of entering the Brothers, his heart already stirred by the desire of being a missionary.  His mother agreed with the idea at once, but his father was hesitant, since he had but this one son and an only daughter.

Auguste entered the Saint-Genis-Laval novitiate on April 3, l877, not yet fourteen years old.  After the novitiate, he was sent to various assignments: Sainte-Foy-l’Argentière, Saint-Symphorien-sur-Coise, and Saint-Chef.

In April l883, he was recalled to the Generalate at Saint-Genis-Laval where he was to spend ten years, either doing his own studies or being teacher at the novitiate or scholasticate.  In whatever role he carried out, he lived as an exemplary religious. 

After carrying out his apostolic work in France for sixteen years, Brother Jules André along with a group of Brothers, was named for assignment to China, where eighteen months before, the first Marist Brothers had arrived.  He wrote to the Superior General in the following terms.  “Hesitant about my own abilities, I did not ask to be sent to the missions.  But I will be happy, very happy if the heavenly Father should select me to be one of the soldiers in his advance guard, as his apostle, a favor I have asked of him over many years.  Above all, I desire to do God’s will. . . .  So, if you decide that God is choosing me for China, I will go to China, convinced that God’s grace and the protection of the Blessed Virgin will be there to help me. . . .”      

After receiving the letter containing his official assignment, Brother Jules André wrote, “I thank you, and I am grateful to the Sacred Heart.  I would not have dared to hope for such a favor as has now been granted: to be Jesus’ missionary.  Yes, I wish very much to be a worthy missionary, a devoted one, zealous, fervent, holy!” 

Having spent a few months in London in order to polish up his English, Brother Jules André left for China in July l893.  On arriving, he immediately took up his teaching assignment at our Shanghai secondary school.  The following September 27, he could write, “I am very happy to be in China and thank God every day.”  Every letter he wrote to France is full of expressions of gratitude offered to God and to the Virgin Mary.  

Humble and modest, Brother Jules André would have been happy to spend his life overlooked, a regular teacher unnoticed in the classroom, devoting himself in self-sacrifice, living in the presence of God alone.  But Divine Providence willed something else for him.  Brother Elie François, the District Visitor passed away on May 7, l896, just one year after the death of Brother Marie Candide, the first District Visitor.  As a result, Brother Jules André was appointed Visitor.  He wrote, « I rather dread the responsibility that is to come my way, but it is not for me to ask whether I accept it or not.  That would not be the way of a true religious.  You are telling me to go; I will go and do the best I can.  I trust that our Good Mother will extend a helping hand to me.”

He set himself to the work resolutely, and in every way showed himself to be up to the task.  In his dealings with the civil authorities, with his confreres, with all sorts of people, he gave outstanding proof of prudence, tact and foresight.  A man of action and initiative, he did not limit his talents to administrating and organizing the works already at hand.  Rather he thought of the future; he undertook plans for multiplying the number of Christians in China, for extending the Reign of Jesus Christ in the vast Middle Kingdom. 

Sadly, he was not to see his hopes fulfilled.  Caught up in the maelstrom of the Boxer Rebellion, he was killed on August 12, l900 while trying to rescue a woman who was trapped in the debris caused when a land mine went off.  

A narrative of his death is found in a report written by the next Brother Visitor who gave an account of the siege. “The night between August 11 and 12 was relatively peaceful.  At the 5.30 morning Mass, we received Communion along with our beloved Brother Visitor.  Then we attended a second Mass as an act of thanksgiving.  All of a sudden, at the time of the Elevation, a tremendous explosion shook the ground and everything collapsed around us.  All who were in attendance rushed towards the doors in order to provide help to the victims whose pitiable screams could be heard amidst the gun fire of those who were attacking.   The bomb which had just exploded made a hole seven meters deep and four meters wide.  The explosion collapsed several structures and buried twenty-four people in the debris: children, catechumens and Italian soldiers.

Moved with compassion, Brother Jules André went on ahead stirred on by charity and courage.  He crawled along to avoid the bullets.  He wanted to help a woman who was caught in the debris, but at the very moment that he got up, a bullet struck him in the chest and exited by his left armpit.  It had pierced his lungs and perhaps grazed his heart.  We heard him immediately begin an act of contrition aloud, but after he had uttered only  five or six words, he voice gave out.  We carried him quickly to the chapel which he had barely left. . . .  A priest arrived, but unfortunately, only to see that our beloved Brother Jules André had passed away, a martyr to charity and devotedness.”  

So it was that, at the age of thirty-seven, the valiant worker in the Lord’s vineyard perished . . . .  His Brothers loved him, praised him, wept over him.  He merited the beautiful eulogy which Bishop Favier of Beijing delivered:  “He was a man of great courage who, during the siege was altogether in a class by himself.  H3 demonstrated astuteness, dedication and bravery.”     

Many are the letters written by the Brothers in China revealing how much he was loved.  Here is a passage from one such letter.  “I want you to know that, in losing Brother Visitor,  I have lost a father, the best of fathers.  He was so kind to me at all times that I could not possibly forget him.  His kindness, his personal interest in me – as for all the Brothers – was marvelous when we were ill.  He used to spare nothing to provide relief to the suffering.  Eighteen months back while I was in Nan-t’ang, I fell sick after a walk.  Brother Visitor found out the news at six in the evening.  He was not able to come visit me that same day because he was in Cha-la-Eul, but the next day, at seven in the morning, he was at my side, having made the journey on foot.  He was anxious to bring me medicine for typhus.  Then he accompanied me to Chang-la-Eul so that I would be close by, in case the illness became more serious.”  

2-Brother Joseph Félicité

Joseph Planche (Brother Joseph Félicité) was born in Etable in the Savoie region of France on February 4, l872.  He came from a large family of seven boys and three girls.  His father was a carpenter, a man held in high regard seeing that for a very long time he was a city councilor.  Brother Joseph’s mother, Françoise Graffion, showed herself to be a strong and deeply Christian mother as one may judge from the upbringing and care which she gave to her children.    

At the age of thirteen, Joseph went to the Saint-Genis-Laval juniorate which was headed by Brother Marie Candide who later, in l891, would become the first Visitor to the district of China.  Brother Joseph Félicité and Brother Marie Candide would become members of the first group of Marist Brothers missioned to China.   

Brother Joseph finished his novitiate at sixteen years of age and was sent to Grandris, his first assignment, to take up a temporary position.  He began his teaching apostolate at his second assignment in Nantua.  Of him, the Brother Principal of the school would write, “Brother Joseph Félicité demonstrates an admirable spirit of zeal and devotedness which should remain one of his future traits.  Fully committed to his work, he does not shrink from any difficulty when it comes to the success and prayerfulness of his students.  He is convinced that nothing is more effective than good example and, therefore, makes every effort to be a model for his students in all things. . . .” 

On May 8, l891, the first six Marists boarded their China-bound ship in Marseille. Among them were Brother Marie Candide and Brother Joseph Félicité.  When the Six Brothers arrived in Beijing, they took over the school at Nan-t’ang.  Then, in l893, additional Brothers arrived, and Brothers Marie Candide and Joseph Félicité were released from their Nan-t’ang apostolate in order to assume, along with other Brothers, the responsibility for an orphanage in suburban Cha-la-Eul.  In the orphanage were 125 orphans, ranging from seven to twenty-five years of age and demanding all the care owed to abandoned children.  The orphanage was a place where both physical and moral deficiencies were to be found.  

Here is testimony coming from Brother Marie Candide, Visitor and first director of the orphanage.  “May 31, l893 -  In three weeks we will be at Cha-la-Eul.  I am concerned about this upcoming date, and find myself in the position of someone who begins with no resources.  I begin to regret having had the presumptuousness to undertake this apostolate.  Will it not be beyond my possibilities?  I fear it will.  Dear God, what will have to be done among this collection of abandoned children, Christians, non-believers!  They are all emaciated, with skin ailments, weak lungs, scabs: the quintessence of our poor human wretchedness.  How are we going to be able to wash them, groom them, remove the physical and moral stains.  To do so is a truly beautiful mission, one to satisfy the most burning zeal.  How much are we going to need the protection of Jesus, of Mary, and the help of the Guardian Angels!”   

February 14, l894 – « . . .  Three days ago a good Christian woman brought me a boy of eleven whom she had found lost and begging in the street in nineteen degrees Fahrenheit.  Since the Brothers were absent on a long walk with the community of Nan T’ang, I wanted to get a good idea for myself of the newly arrived boy sent by Providence.  I will not say anything about his character.  You can form an idea on your own: non-believer, abandoned by parents, brought up by itinerant troupe of actors or by some teacher or other: and that over the past six years.  I found him covered with sores and crawling with lice.  At such a sad sight, my heart went out to him.  I turned my thoughts to Our Lord.  I called upon faith.   

All of a sudden, I beheld in this poor creature my dearest Savior Jesus.  Yes, then with what happiness, with what consolation, I helped him remove his old clothes.  I washed him from head to foot.  It took me a long time to remove the thousands of lice.  At this moment, the boy is clean, wearing warm clothes and, because of the well-being he feels, I sense that I can read in the depths of his eyes, I will not say thanksgiving, but the awakening of intelligence.”

Such comments about the orphanage are also frequently found in the letters of Brother Joseph Félicité who would succeed Brother Marie Candide as director of Cha-la-Eul when the latter died of typhoid fever in l895.  Brother Marie Candide fell ill after he had nursed four Brothers suffering from the same fever.  All four Brothers recovered from their illness while he fell ill and died of the same disease.  The young Brothers of the community saw Brother Marie Candide’s generous act of service as a sacrifice such as the father of a family makes to enable his children to survive.    

Being only twenty-eight years of age, Brother Joseph Félicité could look forward to many years of service in China.  Suddenly, however, there broke out the persecution which was to take so many lives.  As long as he possibly could, he poured himself out in the care of the children for whom he was responsible.  Seeing that the orphanage was ever more under threat, he instituted the precautions that had been suggested by Bishop Favier of Beijing to provide maximum security.  He sent about forty of his young charges to their parents or to Christians who were willing to look after the children.  Where, however, to find a safe place for the remaining 120?  The mission residence could not accept them for want of space.  The only thing was to leave them at the orphanage in the care of Brother Joseph Marie Adon and the postulant Paul Jen.  With heavy heart he left the children on June 12, l900, and moved to Pe-T’ang in accord with orders received. 

On June 20, news reached Pe-T’ang that the Cha-la orphanage had been burnt to the ground on June 17.  Brother Joseph Félicité writes, “Unfortunate children! After escaping the Boxers in Nan-t’ang [the place where the orphanage was first set up] here they are once again exposed to the bandits’ cruelty.  Where can they get away?  It’s impossible to go into the city since the Boxers are stationed at the gates.  In the countryside no more Christians are to be found, and along all the roads the Boxers are numerous.  Only death, by the sword or by famine.  Dear God, how much I suffer for these children of mine who must face such painful circumstances!”

Brother Joseph Félicité’s written report breaks off on June 21, almost certainly because he had to head up the operation in Pe-t’ang.  Brother Jules André would be the one to finish the report in the following words, “Our courageous Brother Joseph Félicité, so keen to offer his blood for his young charges out of love for God, witnessed the fulfillment of his wishes on July 18, l900 at 5:00 in the evening.  He was examining the construction of a bomb shelter, whereupon the enemy, aware of what we were building, hurried to finish theirs.  At 5:00, a massive explosion was heard.  Brother Joseph Félicité was thrown forward fifteen meters.  He fell forward into a ditch where he was simultaneously covered with debris up to his knees.  His body was found only a half hour later.  Although he had only light wounds, the explosion had killed him.  After the body had been cleaned, people commented once again upon the kindness that one could still see imprinted upon his countenance, the kindly smile by which he had won all hearts to himself.”  

Another Brother wrote, “What a saintly religious!  Like Brother Visitor, he aspired to perfection. . . .  Taking no heed of his natural inclinations, he gave of himself unstintingly for the glory of God and the benefit of others, always full of joy.  His good example drew his Brothers to carry out their apostolic works effectively.  How many human miseries to be mitigated were in that orphanage, so many children suffering from natural afflictions: the blind, the deaf-mutes!  Those poor abandoned creatures received from our kindly confrere, not only attentive care to their corporal needs, but still more the manifestation of a delicate affection and most fatherly support in doing good.”  

- 3-Brother Joseph Marie Adon (Joseph Fan)

Joseph Fan was born in Beijing in l874 of a family that, originally from Chan-si, had established itself over four generations in Beijing, distinguishing itself in the Catholic faith and piety.  During the disturbances of l860 some family members had hidden in their home the only priest who remained in Beijing, a priest with a price on his head.   

Brother Joseph Marie Adon’s father, a watchmaker, was highly esteemed in the Nan-t’ang parish.  His mother was a fervent Christian who raised her children with the greatest care.  Two elder brothers were living in Beijing.  One worked for the post office; the other, in the  Embassy of England.  A third brother was in minor orders at the Beijing major seminary.  Joseph, the fourth brother of the family, was baptized four days after his birth.  His godfather was Auguste Ly, catechist of the Nan-t’ang parish and brother of the ambas-sador of China in Paris, Ly-Kin-tc’ang.  The catechist, prayerful and zealous, entered paradise two days before his godson, having been killed in the rectory garden at Nant’ang at the foot of the statue of Our Lady of Lourdes, on June 14, l900.  On the same day the church at Nan-t’ang and its adjoining buildings were set on fire.        

As a boy, Joseph was notable for his upright behavior, his easy going manner and his frankness.  From the age of eight he attended the Nan-t’ang school.  His teacher, Xavier Tchao, a member of the imperial family, had been rather close to the Marist Brothers since their arrival in Beijing in May l891.  He got separated from them only during the persecution of l900, during which he too gained the martyr’s palm, dying in the Si-t-ang parish.  

Joseph Fan was seventeen years of age when six Marist Brothers arrived in Beijing to take over the direction of the Nan-t’ang secondary school where he was a student.  His prayerful manner and good behavior drew the attention of his teachers.  In fact, Brother Marie Candide wrote of the student, “Here is an outstanding young man, of a courteous and sensitive nature, prayerful and intelligent.  A boarder over four years at our Nan-t’ang secondary school, he speaks French well.  His family is among those who are most Christian, and his mother, fifteen years a widow, has brought up her children in exceptional fashion.” 

On August 15, l893, around the time when the Brothers took over the direction of the orphange at Cha-la-Eul, Joseph Fan was received as a postulant.  

The Cha-la-Eul residence did not provide the comforts that one might naturally wish to have.  Nevertheless, the devoted young man entered into postulant life generously and joyously.  He was in the company of three or four other postulants and they lived the same poor, hard-working life as the Brothers and the orphans.  He was making his second novitiate year in spring l895 when there was a serious outbreak of typhoid fever at the orphanage.  The illness carried off several victims, one being Brother Marie Candide, who was both director of the orphanage and novice master.  Joseph Fan himself fell ill with the fever, suffering the effects over fifteen days.     

On August 14, l895, Joseph Fan had the privilege of receiving the holy habit from the hands of Bishop Sarthou along with three other postulants.  He took the name Joseph Marie Adon.  After a period of study, he was put in charge of the sacristy and one of the orphanage classes.  He was pleased to be able to teach catechism, prepared his classes with great care, and had the knack of making them interesting and very enriching.  

His dealings with his confreres were always marked by charity, kindness and consideration.  He was consistently ready to make himself available for the service of others and to help them out.  

In the spring of l900, he took over the teaching of French at the Cha-la-Eul orphanage.  During his five years as a religious, Brother Joseph Marie Adon fulfilled the hopes and expectation which had arisen in his regard, whether as a student at Nan-t’ang, or postulant or novice.  He always held his vocation in the highest regard, and was as attached to the Institute as to his very own family.  In relating to his superiors, he was distinguished for his filial spirit. 

We come to May l900.  A storm was approaching that was to cause much blood to flow, and already the distant thunder could be heard.  The community of Cha-la-Eul lay outside the Beijing city walls, and was therefore very alarmed at the thought of a night-time onslaught on the part of the armed bands which were already sowing fear in the area.  Towards the end of May, the rumors that were circulating became ever more troubling. The Brothers began to keep night-watch to prevent an arson attack.  When someone asked Brother Joseph Marie Adon what he would do in face of Boxers armed with swords, he said that he was determined to sacrifice his life.  “I will not run away.  I will stay here with my young people many of who are mere children, and I will prevent them from denying their faith.”

Finally, real dangers to the orphanage arose.  Under orders from Bishop Favier, the Brothers and their charges went to Nan-t’ang, a Beijing neighborhood where there was another orphanage, as well as a hospital, schools, residences and the mission church.  Brother Joseph Marie Adon was careful to take to the new location the sacred objects removed from the sacristy and church of the orphanage.  Those, together with the sacred objects of the Nan-t’ang church, he buried in the ground to make sure that they would not be desecrated.

Hope existed that Nan-t’ang might be defensible with the aid of European soldiers.  Indeed, a squad was sent but not at all sufficient to hold out against an attack.  The troops even abandoned their post.  The upshot was that several Marist Brothers and their 120 orphans were exposed to the Boxers’ cruelty.  Also present were six Vincentian priests, ten Daughters of Charity, twenty local Josephine Sisters, a number of sick people and others.  On the night of June 13, a dozen brave men went to Nan-t’ang to collect the priests and the Sisters and accompany them to the Legations.  They told Brothers Marie Crescent that they had orders to take him as well.     

He repeatedly asked to stay with the Chinese Brothers (Brother Joseph Marie Adon and Brother Joseph-Marie Candide) and the young orphans so as to share their fate.  Yet Brother Joseph Marie Adon begged him to leave, “since, if you stay here you will not be able to escape death, while the rest of us, being Chinese, will have some chance of being spared or of slipping away.  So, Brother, get away now with the men, I beg you.  If you insist on staying, you will cause me real grief.  Get away now while it is night.  It will be too late when the sun rises.  Farewell, pray for us.”  Then the Brothers gave him a departing embrace. . . .  With an act of such generosity and self-forgetfulness did our beloved Brother Joseph Marie Adon begin his day.  

Around five in the morning, the Boxer army poured into the neighborhood, followed by a band of fanatics, hungry for blood and plunder.  They screamed out the savage words, “Chao, Chao!”  That is, “Kill, burn!”  The hospital, the Chinese Sisters’ convent, the Brothers’ school, the rectory, the church: all were given over to pillage and fire.  A number of Christians were executed in the different buildings.   

As the moment of danger approached ever closer, Brother Joseph Marie Adon and the orphans sought refuge on the sacristy terrace.  From there they beheld the sad, heart-breaking sight before their eyes:  religious statues and sacred images defiled and profaned, the candelabra, Cross, altar furnishings, priestly vestments dragged through the streets; and, in the end, the torching of all the buildings as well as the church.  

Brother Joseph Marie Adon and the children he was protecting remained on the terrace from nine in the morning of June 14.  They were awaiting their death.  Around three in the afternoon, no longer able to tolerate the intense heat with which they were surrounded, they descended from their place of safety.  Several of the fleeing children were cut down not far from the burning church.  Brother Joseph Marie Adon went through the hostile crowd without a single person putting a hand on him.  He went in the direction of Pe-t’ang, but he found the city gate guarded by soldiers.  He decided to go back to Cha-la-Eul.  On leaving the city, a number of the children with him were seized and put to death.  On arriving at Cha-la-Eul, he wrote two letters which were kept by Brother Jules André (escaped to Pe-t’ang) informing him of the extreme danger of his position.  

Dear Brother Visitor,

« Yesterday we had a very bad time of it.  We stayed up on the sacristy roof (at Nan-t’ang) for five or six hours.  I escaped from the midst of the fire.  I will not give you many details, but I beg you to come to our help.  You can speak with Bishop Favier to find some way to get us to Pe-t’ang today.  About fifteen children are here.  I am trembling greatly as I write. . . . »  (June 15)  

The second letter reports the same information narrated above.

Good will was certainly not in question with regard to going to the aid of the Brother and his young charges.  But, very sadly, means were lacking.  Even the orphanage buildings at Cha-la-Eul underwent the same fate as those of Nan-t’ang: plunder, fire, killings.  In fact, it was there that Brother Joseph Marie Adon met his death on June 17, l900 in company of the postulant Paul Jen.  

4-Paul Jen

Paul Jen, a postulant at the time of the persecution, was killed on June 17, 1900.

Where Paul Jen was born, in what year, who his parents were: we do not know.  All we know of him is what is told us by Brother Joseph Félicité, the director of Cha-la-Eul and Paul’s formator.  The information is contained in three letters which have come down to us. 

1-Letter of November 14, l898: “Jen Paul makes a favorable impression as a postulant.  He would be capable of several functions at Cha-la, such as cook or prefect.”

2-Letter of May 4, l899: “The postulant, Jen Paul, is the watchmaker about whom I spoke to you.  He is quite receptive and seems capable of becoming a good Brother.  His intel-lectual abilities are not very developed, but he appears to me to be gifted with sound judg-ment.  He has good will, is inclined to manual work and acquits himself well of the different jobs of which he is in charge.  At the present time, he is learning to cook under the direction of Brother Crescent and the two get along very well.  I give him five conferences a week.”   

3-Letter of September l899 :  “Postulant Jen Paul continues to make a favorable impress-sion.  He has just handled a special situation in a way that speaks well for him.  Some time back, his brother came to ask for him, insisting that Jen Paul accompany him  -  such was the pretext  - to a gathering which the whole family had to attend.  For the occasion, Brother Visitor permitted an absence of several weeks.  When Jen Paul reached the family residence, he realized that his elder brother had set a trap, having no purpose other than to push the younger brother into a marriage and thereby prevent his entrance into religious life.  Thank God, our postulant got through the unpleasant episode successfully.  He returned to us with an even stronger determination to become a religious.  -  As to the conferences, I am giving him one each day, consisting of a commentary on the Principles of Perfection.  His daily task is to do the cooking for which he has a student assistant.   In his free moments, he studies the book, Christian Doctrine in Practice and prepares his meditation theme.  That is, he learns to read Chinese by means of the meditation book, does some reading in the Chinese edition of Rodriquez’ Religious Perfection, and when possible, attends the French lesson along with his young charges.   

Jen Paul was prayerful, hard working, obedient, charitable, devoted.  His good qualities and his behavior gave the impression that he would be able to offer worthwhile service to the Mission.  He was around twenty-six years old, and was getting ready to receive the religious habit in the near future.  

Being well aware of the imminent threat which the Boxers posed, he might have left us.  Yet he did not entertain the idea.  Like Brother Joseph Marie Adon, he wished to remain faithful to his assignment so as to encourage the youngest of his charges and give them an example of faithfulness to Jesus Christ.  

Where did he undergo martyrdom?  Nan-t’ang?  Cha-la-Eul?  No one can tell us.  What was the date?  It had to be sometime between June 15 and 18.  

Brothers Jules André, Joseph Félicité, Joseph Marie Adon and Paul Jen are four glorious martyrs who were to exercise a powerful intercession before God on behalf of the Institute of the Little Brothers of Mary and its benefactors.   The priceless example given by the four martyred Brothers would be a great moral and spiritual support to the other Brothers in China who suffered so greatly in seeing all that they had worked for reduced to practically nothing by the persecution of l900.  

CELEBRATION
IN HONOUR OF BROTHER  JOCHE  ALBERT  LY :

21 AVRIL 1951

This celebration wants to recall the main life events and the martyrdom of Brother Joche Albert Ly.  It will also be a remembrance ceremony of all our martyred brothers in China and, of our numerous brothers who have served the Marist family with a remarkable fidelity.  We will also pray for our brothers of the Chinese province and for this immense country.

Although the cause of Brother Joche Albert has not yet been introduced, we are now dealing with a true witness of Christ who defended and professed his faith with his intelligence’s vigour, with his brilliant dialectic and by the shedding of his blood.

Many other brothers had preceded him in martyrdom. Four priests and four Marist brothers were killed in Beijing, in 1900.  Five brothers were massacred at Nantchang in 1906.  Many were led to ‘re-education’ centres after 1949.

Choose a hymn of praise to God
A. Life of Brother Joche Albert Ly
He was born on 8 February 1910 from a Christian family.  At his baptism he was given the name of Andrew.  He entered our juniorate of Beijing in 1921.  He made his first vows in 1931 and his perpetual profession in 1935.  From 1940 to 1944, he studied at the Catholic University of Fu Jen.  He excelled in Chinese literature but he liked to teach Science.  During his free times, he studied French and English till he mastered both languages.

He was teaching at Che Foo when the red army conquered the city.  He was forced to spend several months studying Marxism at the improvised university of Lai Yang.

From the end of 1946, a long odyssey began for our Brother.  In March 1946, he was expelled from our Che Foo College.  He fled to Tsingtao, then moved south to Shanghai where he taught till the middle of 1947.  From there he moved to Shangtung (The Chinese Tibet) to open the Ming Teh Secondary School at Tsingtao.  But in February 1949, he returned to Shanghai, then travelled to Chungking, and moved again to Sichang, where he was assigned as the superior.

The red army entered the city in 1950.  Brother Joche tried to help his school to survive but he was sent to prison.  Not seeing the sense of the little white host, the local communists allowed a priest to bring him communion.  Brother had told the Christian community that he would be specially united to them during the morning angelus. 

On 21 April, as a bell was ringing for the morning angelus, he was shot with twenty-four other Christians.  A large crowd attended the execution and an official photographer took the picture of each martyr.

After a moment of silence… prayer of thanksgiving

Chorus :    In the immense procession of all the saints
                    God, we praise you, Lord, we acclaim you

1. Lord, we give you thanks for your Church made up of people of all languages and of all cultures.

We give you special thanks for all the faithful who serve and glorify you in the great nation of China.  Chorus

2. Lord, we give you thanks for all those who announced your Son to the youth

of the world, for all those who did so with enthusiasm and perseverance. Chorus
3. Lord, we give you thanks for every time human fraternity blossomed in 

detention camps, in prisons or in force labour camps.  Chorus
4. Lord, we give you thanks for those who befriend the unlucky ones, the sick,

the drug addicts and the poor. Chorus

5. Lord, we give you thanks for helping us to live as Brothers, to understand each other and to forgive each other. Chorus

B. The person

Brother Joche Albert distinguished himself by his brilliant intelligence.  He possessed a talent for public speaking and for his knowledge of Chinese literature.  His pupils listened to him attentively.  He was also a hard worker, able to stay at his desk for hours without raising his head.  As he was a little obese, his confrères called him ‘the little Buddha’.  He wrote the lessons he gave specially his religion courses.

Every time he went to visit his family he tried to come back with youngsters for the juniorate.  He used to visit his village and the surrounding ones with kilos of medals of the Virgin.  He was interested in the catechumens and he presented a good group of young ones to baptism every year.

Above all he had a talent for dialectic and to demolish fallacies.  As he had a fiery character, his repartees were sometimes pointed.  His friends told him that he would have to suffer a long purgatory to atone for all his cutting remarks!  He willingly acknowledged his weakness and easily asked for forgiveness.  Even in the re-education camp, he succeeded to destroy all the Marxist notions.  He even dared to tell his brain washers that they were mere ignorant!  Do you know the camps’ methods?  One had to write his autobiography, then to re-write it, on and on and to finally confess publicly to have betrayed the country and to have collaborated with the nationals.  The camp’ masters tried to make him join the nationalist Church (separated from Rome) but to no avail.

Moment of silence – then Psalm 102 followed by echoes of this psalm

Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all my being, bless his holy name.

Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits;

For he pardons all your iniquities, he heals all your ills.

He redeems your life from destruction, he crowns you with kindness and compassion.

Merciful and gracious is the Lord, slow to anger and abounding in kindness.

Not according to our sins does he deal with us, nor does he requite us according to our crimes.

For as the heavens are high above the earth so surpassing is his kindness toward those who fear him.

As far as the east is from the west, so far has he put our transgressions from us.

As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him,

For he knows how we are formed; he remembers that we are dust.

3. A few Testimonies

a) «As a religious person he showed an average regularity and piety.  He was a 

good religious, but not excellent, neither the best one in his group.  But during the last years of his life and with the contact  with Marxism a great maturity was observed in this brother.  He had become another person altogether.»

b) All the brothers agree that Brother Joche was of sound character.  At times, he was a little bit impetuous in his eagerness to side with truth. «When he became passionate he spoke with conviction and force, he expressed himself clearly and there was vigour in his dialectic!» (Brother Filippe Wu, his most intimate friend) 

c) «Physically, he looked strong, tall with fine features.  His demeanour was grave 

without severity.  Until the end of his career, a halo of nobility, of serenity and grace enhanced his person.  He endeared himself with the others by his knowledge and his tact.  He had a sort of magnetic influence on the young ones who loved and respected him.  Thanks to him, many found the way to truth and to baptism.» (Father Hu)

d) When he heard the news of Brother Joche’s martyrdom, Father Tarcis

Kackeiser expressed his admiration,

«You told me that Brother Albert Ly is a martyr.  I am not surprised.  He was a magnificent man.  I have such beautiful memories of him.»

«Brother Albert had the soul of an apostle.  His zeal gushed forth from the bottom of his soul.  One could always perceive his caring heart for his neighbour’s salvation. To explain the catechism delighted him and he excelled in this task.  His apostolic work in the school was a light even for the strangers.»

Moment of silence

Intercession prayers with a refrain of your choice

1-Lord, our Father, we pray for your Church, that in the whole world it may

reveal that you are love and that your Son is the carrier of your love in our midst.

2-Lord, our Father, we pray you for those whom you will call to witness to you through martyrdom and for the people for whom they witness to you.

3-Lord, our Father, send your Spirit to our Chinese confrères, the Marist Family in that province, the youth who have the chance to know you and all the witnesses of your Son among the Chinese people.

4-Lord, our Father, we pray you for the great nation of China.  Bless 

those who govern it.  May China become a source of peace, justice

and wisdom among all the world nations.

5-Lord, our Father, help us to understand that we are all your children,

All brothers of the Son whom you gave us.  May we, like Him become artisans of peace, tolerance and dialogue.  Help us to welcome the emigrants.

Conclusion:
We may conclude with the singing of the Salve Regina, a hymn that Brother Joche Albert and the other Chinese martyrs must have sung every day.  This marial hymn reminds us of the unity of our family.

BROTHER HENRI VERGES

15 July 1930 – 8 May 1994

A life itinerary
Birth

Henri was born on 15 July 1930 at Matemale (Eastern Pyrenees), a small Capcir village on the high Aude valley, at 1500 metres of altitude.

He was the first of six children of Joseph Vergès and Mathilde Bournet, modest peasants.  His father was elected the mayor of his village.  His mother, already busy in her home found time to help the neighbouring poor.  From his human roots, he learned the meaning of work, of simple work, honesty, endurance and sharing.

Separation

At twelve, he left his family to start his training in the Marist life.  His first years were spent at Espira de l’Agly, near Perpignan; then he moved to Saint Paul Trois Châteaux.  He made his first religious profession in 1946. He spent one year to prepare himself for the elementary teaching diploma examination at Notre Dame de l’Hermitage, near Saint Chamond, in the house built by Marcellin Champagnat, the founder of the Marist Brothers.

Henri began his teaching apostolate in October 1947 at Saint Geniez-D’olt in the Aveyron.  His health could not cope with intensive work and frugal food.  He celebrated his twentieth birthday at Osseja, a sanatorium near his birth place.  That was an enriching time for his religious life.

Maturing

Henri pronounced his perpetual vows as a Marist Brother on 26 August 1952.  He resumed his teaching in various schools in the Ardèche, at Cheylard and at Aubenas.  From 1958 to 1966, he worked as the deputy master of novices at Notre Dame de Lacabane, in Corrèze.  With a peasant tenacity, he kept studying until he obtained his Masters in Philosophy.  After the 1967-68 general chapter where he had been a capitulant, the superior general asked him to go and work in Algeria.  Henri accepted wholeheartedly: for a long time he had wanted to become a missionary.  He resolutely undertook to learn the Arabic language during a holiday with his family.  He reached Algiers on 6 August 1969, feast of the Transfiguration.  

Blossoming

His presence in Algeria during twenty-five years can be divided into three main stages:

·         1969-1976: Direction of the Saint Bonaventure School at Algiers for six years until the establishment was nationalised.

·         1976-1988: He was a Mathematics teacher at Sour-E.-Ghozlane.

·         1988-1994: He is in charge of a library at Algiers on Ben Cheneb Street.  This library is used by thousands of secondary school children.  He was assassinated in his working office on 8 May 1994.  Sister Paul-Hélène was murdered on the same day and in the same library.

Influence

“Our dear brother Henri has been an authentic witness of Christ’s love, of fidelity to the Church and of faithfulness to the Algerian people.”

(Cardinal Duval’s words, during the funerals at Notre Dame d’Afrique, on 12 May 1994, feast of the Ascension of the Lord)

Excerpts from Henri’s writings

At the request of Brother Basilio Rueda, the then Superior General of the Marist Brothers, Henri wrote his autobiography dated 1st Sunday of Advent 1978. Here is its conclusion:

“LOVE STORY

May God and the Virgin Mary be praised for my call, for giving me this grace of fidelity.  Thank you to my brothers who helped me by their own fidelity to better answer God’s call.  Thank you to my parents, my family, so many friends – specially the priests and religious among them who guided me on this way of Love.  A Love Story that carries on: May our faithful God keep us faithful.  FIAT!  MAGNIFICAT!”

Ten years later, Henri agreed to narrate his spiritual journey “in the Islam house”.  He ends his description in this way:

“In short, it was my Marist commitment that allowed me, in spite of my limits to insert myself harmoniously into this Muslim milieu, and my life in this milieu in turn became more Marist and more Christian.  May God be praised!” (Algiers, Christmas 1989)

 

Henri’s reflections on the occasion of the centenary of the Marist Brothers’ arrival in Algeria:

“This year, a new stage: Bab-el-Oued, la Casbah….discreetly lost in the heart of the multitude, here we are with you, Mary, with the poor, with the youth, a humble presence that wants to be constantly available, to spread your Son’s love…  Already VISITATION meetings.  Magnificat.

The library: these thousand young ones we welcome, these ten thousand people that surround us.  A multitude still full of faith but that fears its future.  The distraught youth of this country – Help us, our Mother to light up hope in these young hearts.

The RIBAT, the Peace centre, that group that welcomes us, eager for a more spiritual approach to Islam and the Muslims, in their daily living.  You journey with us, Mary, sometimes in the joy of the marvels that happen, a prophetic sign, in the spirit of the Assisi fraternity to which your Son’s Church opens itself.”

A few notes that explain Henri’s spiritual journey in his last stage :

“I must care for God’s gift that makes me discern what God wants at any moment:  to be simply true, in Love, in his Presence.  With Mary’s help to strengthen myself with the Eucharist.”  (Tibhirine, 17 Dec. 1983)

“Three apostolic criteria for the Institute, 

our turning to the poor

marial education

the Church’s calls.”  (3 April 1984)

“Fix your heart on God with Mary.”

“Lord Jesus, I surrender myself to You to be lost in You and with You, completely to the Father in the Holy Spirit’s love.  That my will may be the Father’s will for me and that his will be done day by day, up till the end.”  (Varennes-sur-Allier, July 1985)

1986 : intensive year of Arabic inculturation – Clarisses-Algiers,  22 March 1986

“I want to allow Christ’s peace to invade my being more and more intimately.

Patience, kindness towards myself, patience, kindness towards all, specially the young ones that God entrusts to me.  Virgin Mary, make me a channel of peace to the world.”

“A particular effort, this year, for more special attention to the most destitute pupils of mine.  From the start, to know each one by his name.  To better adapt my teaching to the distressed ones as I wrote to Father Champagnat.”          (N.D. de l’Hermitage, July 1987)

Lent 1988

“With God’s grace, accompanied by the Virgin Mary:

o        Calm, peace in the presence of the Lord (specially at prayer time)

o        Kind rapport with the pupils

o        Fast: specially no dessert at night;

o        A daily decrease of my ‘possessions’.”

 

“My presence in such a place, in such a time is necessary only in as much as God wants it for me and my brothers.  Like Jesus, I must be totally available to the Father’s will.  I wish to be the little flower that blossoms where God planted it on hearth and irrigates it with the Spirit’s living water.  In everything, to always say YES through and in Jesus’ YES, like the Virgin Mary.”  (Written at Sour-El-Ghozlane, between 1986 and 1988)

“I want the message of the Gospel to be seen through my actions. To be a seed buried in the ground through which the Gospel’s leaven will raise up.  May I be renewed by the Gospel a little more every day by the living Word of the Gospel: not to allow its edge to become blunt by routine, distraction or comfort.  That the Word of the Gospel may spring up a new man in me.  To become more and more the word of the Gospel.”  (idem)

“The word I live is truer than the word I say.  To aspire to radiate from my being at its best.”

“Patience, calm and tranquil perseverance.  Like the sower that entrusts the soil with his seeds and allows God time to do His work: essential attitude for an educator – considering that I don’t know how these young people will develop.  God simply sent me to sow in fields chosen by himself.  I will then sow in peace and rely on God for the growth.  I must not fear the presence of the cross.” (Idem)

“The prayer week (with Jean-Marie) was an opportunity for my personal conversion.  My deductions: if the heart desires God, that means that the prayer has been good.  To have this desire at the bottom of my heart and to try to increase this desire.  We must shine with the presence of Jesus Christ within us.  The fifth gospel that everyone can read is our life.”

(Meeting No 12 du Ribat, 31 October 1984)

At Sour-El-Ghozlane, Henri questions himself:

“Why here?

-          Because God sent me here

-          Because God has a mysterious plan for the Muslim people, a temple of his presence where he invites me to enter, there is a reciprocal opening to favour a dialogue between believers.  Our journeying towards God cannot help but to converge…

-          Because my Marist vocation is particularly adapted to this buried presence, to this humble service, to the anchoring of the foundations on which the future will rest in this young country – we who are at the service of youth – with Mary, also present at Islam’s heart.”

 

A FEW TESTIMONIES
On 5 July 1994, Father Christian-Marie de Chergé, the Tibhirine’s Prior wrote to his Abbot General, “I was personally very attached to Henri.  His death appears so natural to me, so aligned  to a whole life consecrated to God.  He belongs to the category of people I call ‘The Hope Martyrs’, those we never speak of because they give their whole being as witnesses in their daily patience.” (Quotation from Dom Bernard Oliveira, general abbot of the Trappists, in a letter sent to all the Cistersian communities on 27 May 1996, after the death of seven monks of Notre Dame of the Atlas among them, Christian-Marie de Chergé)

Brother Michel Voute, Henri’s friend, Ben Cheneb Street at Algiers

“Everything was luminous and light in him, starting with his writings so limpid in form and style.  Everything was a reason to magnify the Creator.  A real Francis of Assisi: praise and thanksgiving were his chosen ways of praying.  However, when at the beginning of a meal, if he thought that his prayer (a simple sign of the cross) could shock a visitor, a Muslim Algerian friend, he opted to express his thanksgiving with a Koranic formula.  What a courtesy without any religious mawkishness!  But straightforward, respectful actions flowed from his heart that listened to the Other and the other persons.  Yes, Henri was a just man.”

Brother André Thizy, Henri’s provincial superior  (Letter to the Brothers, 17 May 1994)

“Henri was very ready to go and meet his Lord.  On the Sunday preceding his death, he and Brother Michel had gone to the Tibhirine Monastery, for a last confession (Brother Christian’s testimony, prior).  His last will is dated, 22 April 1994!  He died on the closing day of the African Synod on which he had put so much hope…

Living alone in Algeria for several years, Henri was still in a deep communion with his brothers, tied to his province more than any other brother.  Who was not struck by his extreme simplicity?  A true ascetic, the minimum was enough for him either at table or as regards his personal objects.  Entering his room, we were surprised by its bareness; only the presence of a radio and a Koran book made it different from Father Champagnat’s room!   ‘To gradually be free of my possessions’ (one of his retreat resolutions)

Many among you might have thought that Henri was in Algeria because he wanted to be there.  No, he had been asked to go and work in that difficult set up.  His availability was total.  During my last visit, in March, in spite of the current events, he thought that his presence was more important than ever.  But he left it to me to decide on my way to abide by God’s will.”  ‘My new spiritual accompagnateur’s advice: don’t ask for anything, refuse nothing, accept everything’. (One of his retreat’s resolutions)

D.B., from Sour-el-Ghozlane – one of Henri’s friends wrote on 9 May 1994,

“Brother Henri left a great vacuum. This religious man whom I had known since 1978 was animated with a sincere faith; through his actions, he incorporated the values and the morality of a convinced Christian.  Anyone who knew this man can’t help but appreciate his austere life, his dedication and his compassion for the poor, the destitute and the marginalised people.  He did not spare any effort to help those people, to comfort them in their sufferings.”

From Father Jean François Berjonneau (National Service of the pastoral work for the emigrants) had met Henri on 25 March 1994,

“I had perceived how he passionately loved his work in the library: a strong desire to meet people, a passion at the service of the young ones, a passion that tied him strongly to this people.  He went all the way to the end of this Passion.”

Following the publishing of the book “From Capcir to the Casbah, a life given, a blood poured” that narrated Henri’s experience readers reacted:

Sister Marie Nicole, of Little Sisters of Jesus at Bab el Oued. Her letter dated, 15 July 1996, Brother Henri’ birthday:

“We will remember Henri as a man of faith and kindness.  This is what struck all those who lived with him.  I feel that this book will be like a treasure from which we will find life and strength for the road.”

 

Claude Rault, White Father,  22 April 1996 letter:

“I opened the book this morning with great emotion and I will be happy to re-read the story of this man of the Gospel.  We often met! He will remain the witness to universal love for many Algerians.” 

Brother Alessandro di Pietro, a former Marist general Postulator – Rome, 14 April 1996:

“Brother Henri’s life style was the best way for him to become a Muslim with the Muslims up to some limits that only the evangelical courtesy allowed him to cross thanks to his love of Christ and of his brother.”

Father Bonaventure, Trappist, Aiguebelle, 23 February 1996:

“The martyr speaks louder than the living person.  And he will speak for a long time.”

Father Bonaventure had known Henri since his Marist youth.

Father Bruno, Trappist, Rome, 8 August 1996:

“What I admire most in Brother Henri is his application or his opening to a permanent formation.  Thus, he continually ‘grew up’ at the professional, human and Christian levels and as a Marist Brother.”

An Algerian friend, to Jean Benoît Fanjaud who was Henri’s companion at Ben Cheneb -  22 September 2000:

“I am very moved by the reading of certain pages. A holy life in the light of contemplation and service.  All the testimonies I read in this book confirm what I have always thought of Brother Henri: he was discreet, humble, dedicated and he was endowed with such an endearing kindness and tact.  I suppose he could still forgive as Christ did.”

Brother François Chavanes, Dominican at Oran-el-Maggari (Algeria) on 4 November 2002.  He wrote to ask for a copy of the book “Du Capcir à la Casbah.”

“I knew Brother Henri when he was the director of Saint Bonaventure School at Algiers and when he set up house himself on Ben Cheneb Street.  I saw him again in 1987 at the Focolare of Tlemcen, where he had come with a group of youngsters.  I was struck by the peaceful and simple joy that he showed.  After his departure, I happily said, ‘I spent the day with a saint’.”

 

Prayer

God our Father

Brother Henri Vergès gave his life, like Jesus,

By patiently bearing with each daily drudgery

And by being available to your will.

In the midst of the young ones,

He was a man of faith and kindness,

The servant of the poorest,

An authentic witness to Christ’s love.

Like him, make us

Men and women of dialogue

With our Muslim brothers and sisters,

Discreetly and respectfully.

May the peaceful and simple joy that he showed

Fruit of his simple life

And of his nearness to Mary,

Inhabit us and attract to your Church

Whoever we meet on our journey with you.

We ask you this through Jesus, your Son,

Our Lord and our brother.  Amen
In the region of the Great Lakes

Deaths on mission

We have been often asked where is the cause of our four brothers killed at Bugobe, the Congo, or if the Postulation is following the case of Brother Chris Mannion and Brother Joseph Rushigajiki who accompanied him or of Brother Etienne Rwesa. That speaks of the esteem that is given to these brothers. Even if for the moment no cause is open, they are certainly brothers who are worthy to be known and prayed to among us. 

The deaths of 1994
Brothers Chris Mannion and Joseph Rushigajiki met death in the context of the Rwandan war in 1994. They were killed at Save, Rwanda, in the afternoon of the 1st July 1994. 

Brother Chris Mannion had been sent on mission by Brother Benito Arbués, Superior General: his aim was to secure the Tutsi brothers who were at Save.

Brother Joseph was his guide. A Rwandan from the Hutu tribe, he offered to drive Brother Chris Mannion and keep him company in a terrain that he knew well, but that had become extremely dangerous due to the civil war. In order to save their brothers they had put their life in jeopardy and lost it. 

Three brothers were killed during the course of what is called the genocide of Rwanda. They are the brothers 

Fabien Bisengimana, 45 years of age, of whom people say he was welcoming and wore his heart on his sleeve. Bro. Fabien was already out of danger, but he came back on his track trying to free the other two Brothers, Gaspard and Canisius. His gesture of courage and love was paid with his life.

Gaspard Gatali, 42 years of age. Animator of vocations, he gave everyone a big smile, his good humour and his availability.

Canisius Nyilinkindi, 36 years of age. An effective and generous educator, he had earned the esteem and affection of the most demanding persons. 

Brother Etienne Rwesa also died in the convulsions of this war. A certain number of pages will be reserved for him further on. 

Brother Chris Mannion

“More and more I’m convinced that it isn’t the length of life which is important but the passion and commitment with which you live it.

This life is a gift to be enjoyed, to be used to the full precisely because it will end in death (MY DEATH!) one unforeseen day.

I must live this gift of life now without worrying about what will be afterwards. If I don’t, then what is the purpose of the Incarnation?” (Chris Mannion, May 12, 1994)

His untimely death has caused all of us to pause and consider who he was for us and what he meant in our lives. In the short time that he and I served together in the General Administration I grew in affection for him and came to value his love for his Brothers, and his insight and capacity for hard work. Chris was a man of fiery passion, simple courage, deep spirituality. Now that he is gone, I know that I, for one, will miss him very much. (Bro. Benito, Superior General, in Once Only, p. 2)

Biographical note
Chris Mannion was General Counsellor when he was killed in Rwanda on the 1st July 1994. He was 43 years old.

Chris Mannion’s life began in Thornaby, Yorkshire, on May 15 1951. Looking back on his forty-three years of life, what was striking about him was his love  of sport and history, his pride in his family, his great affection for his Brothers, Cameroon, and the Awas – his adopted family in Bamenda – and his countless friends – yes, he fell in love easily and often.

He decided in 1962 that he wanted to be Marist Brother and missionary. Seven years later he entered the postulancy in Habay, Belgium. After three weeks of French lessons, English was put aside and at eighteen he began to speak French – a skill that stood in him in good stead when he was elected to the General Council in October 1993.

Novitiate followed in Dublin and in 1971 Chris made his first vows as a Marist Brother.  He received his BA in history with honours from London University in 1975.

Chris’ ten years in Bamenda, Cameroon, interrupted by a year’s teacher training in Glasgow, helped him realize that early dream he had in 1962. He talked often about his years in Africa; whenever he did so, it was always with enthusiasm and affection.

In 1985 the Province called him back to Great Britain to prepare himself to be Novice Master. Chris participated in the formators’ course at the Institute of St Anselm for a year and then moved to Dublin to take up his new work.

March 1991 saw another change in his life: he was elected Provincial of the Province of Great Britain and Cameroon. Chris served in that capacity until his election to the General Council.

Chris Mannion’s life came to an end in the early evening of July 1, 1994, in Rwanda, on a mission of mercy. He was killed by warring factions in Save during a battle to control that city.

Some of his thoughts
Detoxify yourself from the drug of certainty! (May 2, 1994)

Yesterday during meditation, for a brief while and for the first time in ages, I had a sense of the presence of Christ, of the Lord, here with me, speaking to me, inviting me to “remain in His love and keep His commandments.” There was a strong sense of my need to respond to the call to conversion… I need and want to come closer to Jesus; otherwise, this life is one of meaninglessness and of sterile protection from the world. To live life fully Jesus must be at the centre. Otherwise…why be FMS? (May, 6, 1994)

Take time to pray, to relax, to be really yourself. Warts, gifts and all. DON’T GET TOO SERIUOUS, Chris! (May 6, 1994)

I am having glimpses, and moments of happiness and contentment in this unfolding present life. These eight years will be very rich no matter what happens. Doubts and regrets will always be with me in the midst of my joys and hopes. Lots in me that remain unresolved. Good! No matter what the future holds I have had a life of great breadth, experience and richness. (May 12, 1994)

I am feeling wonderfully alive and invigorated after a game of football this afternoon. I came back in absolutely exhausted and quite dehydrated – yet feeling so vigorous and ALIVE. The pure physical joy of movement and of being able to run and jump and shoot. What a gift. (June 4, 1994)

Dennis Potter died yesterday of cancer. His recent phrase, “the nowness of everything is absolutely wondrous,” is so true. God is in the now. When I’m dead the Lord will ask me: “And did you enjoy my creation, Chris?” I want to be able to honestly answer YES – and to have LIVED fully before dying. (June, 8, 1994)
Some testimonies
“Chris was an exceptional person. He was vibrant, intelligent and caring; he was generous with his time and in his thoughts; he treated everyone he met as special, both to him and to God. He once said to me that one of the things he had learned through his years as brother was that to love the world you had to love person by person. The other thing he learned was that evil truly existed. I feel that his death has borne out both points – Chris’ love for other inspired him to go Rwanda, despite the evil which is running amok there. (Chris’ cousin Louise, August 25, 1994)

A very deep and special bond united him to the Church which is in Bamenda. He was very well known and held in very high esteem by all: parents of young men who attended Sacred Heart College, and the wider Christian community. (From the Archbishop of Bamenda, August 23, 1994)

Such a young, vigorous, earnest, generous life. We have lost a friend, you a brother and friend, and the Church, the world, a deeply human searching soul, committed to his Marist family and to the coming of the Kingdom. (Rev. Maurice McGill, Superior General, Mill Hill Missionaries, August 23, 1994)

Chris was present at the meeting we organized in April to discuss the situation in Rwanda. He was among those who insisted we try to do whatever we can to help the people of Rwanda at this moment. Chris accepted risking his own life to try to help some of his brothers. He courageously joined them, knowing the risks involved.

Chris joined hundred of other religious who have been killed during the last months in Rwanda. While many of these men were caught in this situation, others chose to stay with the people, Chris went further and chose to go to the country and to do what he could. This is for all of us a marvellous example of selfless love for his brothers.” (Rev. Claude Grou CSC, Justice and Peace Commission, The Union of Superiors General, Rome)

He was, as you so well described him, a man of fiery passion. (Bro. Richard Dunleavy, August 30, 1994)

Brother Joseph Rushigajiki
Brother Joseph Rushigajiki was born on 2 May 1953. He was killed at Save on 1 July 1994.

After his novitiate, he completed his secondary studies in Nyangezi where we had our scolasticate. He spent several years teaching before being sent to study at the Institute Superior of Rural Development at Bukavu. A practical man, and with a remarkable capacity for work, he was always an obliging confrere, attentive to the needs of the weak and of young children, a man ready to undertake

Difficult missions, especially at Ruhengeri… Since 1993, he had been at Rwabuye where he put his many talents at the service of the Training Centre where young people were taught trades.

He died in tragic circumstances on the outskirts of Save, a victim of those acts of violence which have made our country into a huge cemetery, after having travelled by car for more than 160 kilometres along a road strewn with obstacles. He was killed with Bro. Chris Mannion, who had come from Rome to help his confreres, held as hostages in Save.

He, more than Chris, was aware of the danger; he was from this country and knew that the service that he was rending Brother Chris was full of risks. He had thrown in his life totally to help his superior in mission and to try to save his Tutsi brothers, he who was Hutu. Here, his life was truly given for his brothers. Joseph and Chris gave their all, in audacity and in death.

We should also add that in the morning, Brother Joseph had risked saving a religious sister and he snatched her from the jaws of death by driving her to a safe place. He had hardly achieved that before he set out again, towards three o’clock in the afternoon, with Brother Christ for his final adventure dictated by love. 
Brother Etienne Rwesa

Bro. Etienne Rwesa symbolises the Marist charism strongly rooted in Africa

Brother Etienne was a humble man, untiring, always vigilant, careful to scrutinize the signs of the times. He had a heart that was sensitive to the misery of young people and the poor.
…  Brother Etienne edified people by the authenticity of his life. He did not wear any masks… His personality testified to solid human values and religious convictions
.

1-A brilliant career

Brother Etienne Rwesa was born on the 11th March 1942 at Giseke, in the region of Nyaruguru, Rwanda. His father was a poet of renown and Etienne inherited his intelligence and ease with words from him. 

As a Marist Brother, he accomplished brilliant studies at the national university of Zaire (R.D.C.) from where he graduated as an agronomic engineer in 1973. 

He was quickly entrusted with responsibilities:

-Director of the scholasticate at Nyangezi, 1973-1976,

-Master of Novices, 1978-1980,

-Provincial of Zaire-Rwanda from 1980 to 1985,

-Responsible for the Pre-Postulants at Save, 1988-1990,

-Sub-master of the Second Novitiate at Rome, 1990-1992,

-Member of the preparatory commission of the XIX General Chapter, 1992-1993,

-Director of the school group of Save, 1993-1994.

He was the victim of genocide in 1994; killed at Burundi, just beyond the border with Rwanda, on the 21st or 22nd April, while he was attempting to save a group of religious sisters and seminarians who were massacred with him
.

2-An exceptional personality
1-Friend of the poor

Brother Etienne was tall, thin, an ascetic figure, severe with himself and demanding also of others in work. He hid, however, a heart that was sensitive to the misery of young people and the poor.

He took the time, especially after the midday meal, to listen to the poor… For him it was a real meeting with Christ. Sometimes he brought food to the poor who were waiting at the portal of the novitiate, assuring them always of a compassionate heart. 

One day he met a poor person named Michel. He was eaten by chigoes, incapable of walking and totally filthy. Brother Etienne was touched by this state of extreme misery. He washed him, combed his hair, removed the chigoes, cleaned him of the vermin of which his hair was full, gave him clean clothes and took him to the dispensary. For several weeks, Michel had to be put on a wheelbarrow and taken to the novitiate to be washed, cared for, fed. When Michel was on his feet, healthy again, independent, Brother Etienne rejoiced before this resurrection of a man…

Brother Etienne also took the time to build some small houses for some poor families. He was helped by the postulants. Two other poor people became profound friends of Etienne: the elderly Cécile whose only companion was the rosary and a boy who had difficulties in diction and logic in speech. Brother Etienne listened to him patiently and bought him some clothes and shoes. 

2-A man of vast culture

Brother Etienne loved to improve himself, he had learned how to learn, he was a studious man. An agronomic engineer by formation, he had become by his readings, often at night, a theologian and authority on the bible. He read Karl Rahner, Schillebeeckx, Bonhoeffer, Yves Congar ; he received magazines such as Communio and New Theological Revue. He sympathised with the movements of Taizé, Focolari and the Communion and Liberation movement. He found prophetic contents in Liberation theology or in African theology. In his responsibility as superior, he always took care to pass on this love of culture to his brothers. 

Sometimes, in this domain he showed his weak points before the slowness of some: he especially would raise the tone of his voice, nearly in an intolerable way, before those who proclaimed values that they did not live. 

Because of his culture and of his experience as superior, his name was on the list of brothers who could be General Councillor for Africa. He refused, saying that Africa was too poor to lose men. 

3-Man of prayer

Brother Jean Baptiste Munyeragwe, who knew Brother Etienne very well, spoke of him in these terms: “Brother Etienne was a man of intense and prolonged prayer. He used to tell us that prayer must last and be prolonged in reading. He was a man of great faith in search of God.” 
Responsible for formation, community, school or as Provincial, Brother Etienne made the chapel the heart of the house. He used to say to the brothers: A brother who voluntarily misses his meditation, what message is he passing on to his students?”
People easily believed what Brother Etienne said as they saw in him a man of prayer, a man of God… he impressed by his attitudes; there was no gap between what he said and what he did. 

This gift of prayer was also a very sincere love with regard to the Good Mother. In this devotion he remained close to Marcellin, using the same words to speak about her, the same gestures. He gave Mariology courses centered on chapter 8 of Lumen Gentium and on Marialis Cultus by Paul VI. 

As Provincial, he reminded his brothers to give the Virgin Mary a central place in their apostolate. And he humbly asked Mary to be able to encourage others and support them in their difficulties, so that the Marist Family grew in solidarity. 

No on has thought to open the cause of Brother Etienne Rwesa. But in the world of Marist holiness, he is certainly a remarkable brother, one of those brothers who give us this encouraging message that holiness overflows the borders of beatifications and canonizations. These brothers are authentic and enriching models for us.

He also told us that the Marist vocation had a lot of future on the rich African soil. 

Our four Brothers of Bugobe

On October 31st, 1996, four of our Brothers were killed in the refugee camp of Bugobe. They were Brothers Servando Mayor, 44 years old, Miguel Ángel Isla, 53, Fernando de la Fuente, 53 and Julio Rodríguez, 40. 

“The generous sacrifice of their lives has had an enormous impact and the witness they have given has been received with widespread admiration. The press, radio and television have contributed greatly to making known this witness and have contributed to a heightened awareness and appreciation of the lives of missionaries who work among people suffering the effects of injustice and hatred.” (FMS-Message, n° 21, December 1996, p. 7).

Historical Frame
The Marist presence in the refugee camp of Nyamirangwe goes back to 1994, following the terrible genocide of the preceding months, in which at least half of a million people were massacred. Many people from the Hutu tribe fled away towards RD Congo (ex Zaire) and settled there in different refugee camps. Six of our Brothers, from the same ethnic group, decided to help those refugees; they went to the refugee camp of Nyamirangwe, not far from Bukavu, Congo. Brother Benito, Superior General, then, said: “The more I come to know about this project, the greater is my admiration of the Brothers who launched it. They had the intuition to create an education project in perfect harmony with the thrust of our last General chapter.” (FMS-Message, n°21, p. 5).

There were about 30,000 people in the camp, most of them simple peasants. The Red Cross were the managers of the camp; the Brothers cared for the education of some 4,000 pupils, for catechesis and youth ministry. These Rwandese Brothers lived in poor conditions; their presence was seen as having political connotations and therefore their life was at risk.

By September 2005 they were replaced by Brothers Servando Mayor and Miguel Ángel Isla. Brother Fernando de la Fuente arrived in January 1996 coming from Chile. The last to join the community was Brother Julio Rodríguez, who was working in Goma; it was on 12 June  1996.  

Poverty and violence were the daily share of the camp. The four new Brothers carried on the initiatives taken by the Rwandese brothers. They were also caring for the sick and the elderly people; they provided extra food for 300 undernourished children, offered transport to the health centres and installed a mill that enabled families to get flour.

Four of them had given a positive answer to a mission that they knew was difficult. When they were there they became fully aware that their lives were in danger: “Now I am a great deal more aware of the situation in which I find myself. Sometimes a gnawing fear afflicts my conscience, as quick and fleeting flashes. But I know very well in whom I have put my confidence and I happily go to the refugee camp… This western world is not for me, there is too much abundance and here there is too much need; but here man is more human.” (Brother Miguel Ángel, in Hermanos – Magazine of the Province of Chile, 1997 – p. 21.) 

But they decided to remain there until the end, sharing all they were and had; their hearts, their culture, their means, their time, their lives.

The Heart that love people so much
Bro. Albert Nzabonaliba

Appointed leader of the community at Bugobe in August 1994, I had to find a place for the community which was going to open a mission with the Rwandan people in exile, after the genocide in 1994. 

Following certain criteria of discernment, we ended up opting in favour of the refugees who had just initiated a project of teaching in the open air in the Nyamirangwe camp, more or less twenty-five kilometres from the town of Bukavu (currently DRC). The presence of a large number of children and poor people was the fundamental criteria. Another thing that persuaded the community to set itself up more or less three kilometres from the refugee camp was that we had to refind ourselves, a little away from crowds (more or less 30,000 people) to pray, to build community etc. A curious thing was that we found a chapel-school, a kind of branch of the parish, where the Blessed Sacrament was kept… Christ had preceded us… It was our Galilee, land of mission! 

The community of Bugobe started on the 16th October 1994, the feast day of Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque, a religious who received revelations from the Sacred Heart of Jesus… I must say that at that time I did not have a special devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, but a friend had given me a picture of the Sacred Heart, recommending that I put it in the house of the new foundation. And so I did! 

The simple fact of our presence comforted everyone, being there meant a lot to this people in disarray… many survived humanly, morally and spiritually because they had been given the opportunity to approach us… 

Having Christ with us, we asked to feed his flock. This was not to be very easy, we felt it in our flesh and at the bottom of our heart. 

We Rwandan Marist Brothers worked in this camp, we received a baptism of water and of the Holy Spirit, but the missionary brothers had to pass by the baptism of fire (Mt.3,11)… Following this Heart that had so loved mankind, it was the heart if Servando, of Miguel-Ángel, of Julio and of Fernando who could not abandon the flock that had been entrusted to them. On the day of judgment, they will say as their Master: I let no one be lost! And there is no doubt that they had forgiven, such were their hearts, burning with love of the defenceless poor, vibrating to the rhythm of the Heart of Jesus, (Lk. 24, 34b)…

To remain at the place of mission while Christ invited us there (Const. 91) is a supreme proof of love!... “A prophet must not die outside of Jerusalem.” (Jn 11,7 – 10)… Only love will have the last word… 

I learnt that the brothers had had a dilemma… the agents of the United Nations, some NGOs…, in seeing the insecurity increase so much, had left their places abandoning thousands of people in distress! Martyrdom is not given to everyone, it is a gift like the others. 

Concerning our brothers, would we have supported them if they had deserted their mission?... To think that the brothers had not measured the risk, is to underestimate their capacity for reflection and it is unjust. The brothers would have made this reflection: to leave like the others, to leave this flock that had been entrusted to us, … must we act out of fear or give witness to Christian courage…?

This dilemma or better this discernment that they made could have been strengthened by the fact that the refugees themselves would have also asked if they, the brothers, were going to abandon them. “… do you also want to leave?” (Jn 6,67)…

Nairobi, 20th September 2000

A call on the 30th October 1996
This message reproduces a part of the radio interview on the 30th October 1996, the vigil of the murder of the brothers. It is the journalist Antonio Herrero who is interviewing Brother Servando:

To His Holiness John Paul II and to His Excellency the High Commissioner for refugees:

“His Holiness the Pope, His Excellency the High Commissioner:

The survivors of the Rwandan refugees from the region of South Kivu, Zaire, send you this S.O.S. to solicit your moral authority so that one can put an end to the persecution and slow but relentless disappearance with regard to them. In effect, the war which continues in South Kivu is presented in an official way by the government of Kigali and by certain media as opposing the “banyamulengues” and the governmental forces of Zaire, which should not concern the refugees so directly who are obliged to abandon the camps in disorder under gun fire . It is clear that there are some who want to reach them and even eliminate them on a massive scale, whether this be by bullets, hunger, cold, sicknesses or by all these elements together. The refugees, and in the first place the most vulnerable: children, pregnant women and aged persons, are on the point of dying on the roads and hills under torrential rain. 

In these circumstances, the refugees of South Kivu urgently solicit His Holiness and His Excellency the High Commissioner for refugees that they use their great moral authority in order to obtain a rapid humanitarian intervention, without conditions, in favour of these refugees who are totally desperate.” (Hermanos – Province of Chile, 1997, p. 71-72.)
Reflections of Bro. Benito, Superior General

Bro. Benito Arbués was Superior General when these events happened. Considering the violent death of the four Brothers he writes: “In recent weeks I have received an enormous number of letters of sympathy for the loss of our four Brothers. Two of them brought to mind a quote from Archbishop Oscar Romero who said: “At a time when so many simple people had been slaughtered, it would be not good news at all if no members of the clergy and religious life shared their plight.” Once more the Lord has knocked to our door. He does through the violent death of our Brothers Servando, Miguel Angel, Fernando and Julio… I am wondering what could be the meaning of the violent death of our Brothers. How to read these events? (FMS-Message, n°21, December 1996, p. 2)
From 23d of October, Brother Jeffrey Crowe and myself had been in daily telephone contact with them. Now we regret not having recorded our conversations with Servando: so calm, so full of faith, so clear-minded about the decision they had taken and the risks they were running… To my insistent invitation to withdraw, their response was always the same: “We cannot abandon those who are already abandoned by everyone. If you were here you would do the same. We have decided to stay, if you will permit us. (FMS-Message, n°21, p. 6)
As Superior, I accepted your decision to stay, and with you I accepted the risks that you would run, but on receiving the news of your death, I felt a very deep sorrow. Sorrow for your families, and for the harm done to themselves by those who assassinated you. I am convinced you pardoned them because they did not know what they were doing. We Marist, we pardon them and pray for them.

I cannot hide from you the fact that, throughout of all the agony of these days, I have felt a great admiration for each of you and a great interior joy that you have been witnesses of Jesus of Nazareth in risking your lives, even to a violent death. You remained in Bugobe through love of God and the refugees. Thank you for your generosity and your faith. (FMS-Message, n°21, p. 6)
Gazing inside, 1

1-Fernando wrote to the Brother Provincial, Mariano Varona, to let him know about his availability to go to Rwanda: “At the same time that I send you my greetings, it is a joy for me to let you know that, from the moment that you informed us of the request from the Superior General concerning collaboration for Rwanda, the idea of offering myself to go here arose in me spontaneously… Thus, I offer myself, and I am ready to go to Rwanda for the time that you judge to be necessary and opportune.” (Letter of the 25th February 1995 – Hermanos, Province of Chile, 1997, p. 64)

-“I find pleasure in taking advantage of the impressive and new realities among which I am living in order to admire God who has created them and to join him more freely. It is for this that I love the poverty in which we live because it helps me to live only for him.” (Kinshasa, 6-1-1989 – In “El Silencio de Dios”, Santiago Martin, p. 223)

In his effort of discernment in making the decision to go to the refugee camps, Bro. Servando writes: “I think that if the phrase is true: ‘The poor will evangelize you’, living one year with the poor would be a good pilgrimage of solidarity and my best course in spirituality… With Isaiah I want to say: “Here I am Lord, send me!”

Security… in effect, each second is different from the preceding one. From one second to another we do not know what can happen. That’s how it is. For the rest, we are in the hands of God…” (Hermanos – Province of Chile, 1997, p. 70, 28 October 1996.) 

Experience of God, 1
Miguel Angel Isla

‘’Lord, here I am. These last two months, day and night, during work or while I rested, I have been trying to keep away your presence that ‘’assailed’’ me.  You have no right!  What do you want from me, Lord?  Do not deceive yourself, Lord, the material you are using is very weak, very fragile…  I am not worth much, I am poor; but I know you are the one who gives and I am the distributor only. I am not empty, but you are so great that you do not succeed in entering into myself, you are overflowing, you surround  me… I sense that you want to lead me where I do not want to go.  And, surprisingly, I proceed with joy in your peace, in your joy and in your serenity.’’ 

My Brothers, Christ is risen, He is alive in you and me. He has committed himself – in what a strong manner!, to build up a kingdom of love for us and within us. I bear witness He is doing this calmly, little by little, but with no stop. I would like to shout this happy good news, for everybody to listen to and to understand. I would like that you also may shout it with me. I would like to share with all of you the most beautiful gift I have: the living and active presence of Jesus in our midst. I do not have and I will never have a greater gift than this to offer it to you! (To be continued…)
Gazing inside, 2

“My life here is always the same. I live with the people, sharing their fate and working for them. Obviously, all of that nourishes a certain rhythm of prayer and of fidelity to the will of the one for whom I am here. If it were not for him, I would not be living here. But for him and with him, it is possible to live here in joy, peace and fullness.” (Bro. Julio, El Silencio de Dios, p. 226 – Kinshasa, 15-2-1991)

I am fully aware that my life is a gift from God’s love. Since I was a child, I felt welcomed at home. I have learnt how to love and to become responsible. At home, together with my brothers I have made the experience of generosity; sincerity and self-giving to others were part of my life and expressions of a true love. People trusted me and so I learnt how to trust others, how to be close to them. I have grown up in a simple and welcoming atmosphere, and this has helped me to appreciate the family sprit. The austerity of life and the mutual sharing at home have made me ready to use things in a simple and careful way. When we share, there is something for everybody and still something remains: this is a God’s miracle! Thank you, Lord, for the gift of my life. I acknowledge that the gifts I try to share with others are not the fruit of my personal efforts but a heritage I have received. Tanks, Lord! (Bro. Servando)
“Always grateful and all the best! Because you walk in hope, towards the Lord… ‘That which embellishes the desert,’ says the Little Prince “is that it is hiding a well somewhere.’” (Conclusion of a letter of Fernando – Hermanos, Province of Chile, 1997 – p. 15) “But in the most central kernel of aridity, abandon and despise of the one who flight the shadow of death, lights the flame of life which allows hope in this terrible desert.” (Bro. Fernando).

I am very well and I am working with a great deal of enthusiasm and joy among these people. I am lucky being able to live with them and to discover every day the presence of God, especially among the children. 
Every Sunday evening I organize games with the children. It is a great joy for them and for me and for all the adults who come to watch us… Although I do not deserve it, God has given me this privilege to find myself among these people. (Bro. Julio, El Silencio de Dios, p. 232-233, Letter of 15-7-1996).

Servando Mayor García
He was born on 20th July 1952 in Hormillos del Camino (Burgos –Spain).

He entered the juniorate of Maimón (Córdoba) on 29th June 1971. 

He devoted himself to teaching and formation of the young in several colleges of the Province as teacher and principal. 

He offered himself to go to the mission of Rwanda where he will find in community with Rwandan Brothers and then be Superior of the community of Bugobe for a year. 

These four Brothers carried out a very considerable amount of aid work for refugees. 

They faced the difficult and dangerous situation of mission and the camps in a truly evangelical spirit. They were assassinated on 31st October 1996.

Two of his brothers are Marist too: Serafín and Fernando.

Brother Jeff Crowe gazing at Brother Servando:

Strong presence, clear eyes, handsome face.

Natural leader, intelligent, incisive, resolute.

A huge heart, 

burdened by not being able to address 

the material, emotional and spiritual poverty of the camp…

Fearless denouncing injustices, 

and there were many.

Deeply prayerful, 

Champagnat-figure.

He lived with soul.

In the camps there are nearly 4000 children. Thousands dressed, or I should say, covered in rags with bare feet: an unimaginable spectacle… How can you understand the suffering that is hidden in these two million refugees for whom only remains the memory of a land, a lost house and the death of a million people? How can the wounds of hatred and vengeance be cured after having been submitted to so much violence and death? I do not know. On the contrary, I know that the presence of a Marist Brother in the camp is a light of hope. (Brother Servando. Letter to the brothers of the Province of Bética, 2nd July 1995)
Julio Rodríguez Jorge

Bro. Julio Rodriguez Jorge was born on 20 October 1956 in Pinel de Arriba (Valladolid).

He studied at the Marist Juniorate of Villalba (Madrid) and that in Siguenza (Guadalajara). 

He entered the novitiate of Maimon (Cordoba) on 9th September 1975. 

He made his first religious profession there on 8th September 1976 

and his perpetual profession in Madrid at San José del Parque College on 27th September 1981.

After a short time in the colleges of this Marist Province, he left for Kisangani, Zaire, in August 1982.

He offered his services to the Superiors to go to help the Brothers working in the refugee camps. 

His request was accepted and on 12th June 1996 he joined the community of the refugee camp in Nyamirangwe, near Bugobe. 

There he met his death together with his three other Brothers on 31st October 1996.

Brother Jeff Crowe gazing at Brother Julio

Youthful energy, big frame. 

Strolling down the winding back trails. 

Cheerful to all. 

Enthusiastic for games. 

Gifted with languages: Kiswahili, Lingala. 

Passing the time chatting… 

Long-term missionary who saw this invitation

as the culmination of all he had ever lived… 

Alone in the bare knoll opposite to Bugobe; 

quiet time with himself and with his Lord.

“I know I am not a hero, but I feel that, in this moment, I must be coherent with God’s will upon me. My heart is in Africa; I do not feel at ease living here in Spain… When we are humble enough, when we are facing difficulties in life… it is like the desert that purifies the prophets…” (Letter du 12-4-1989 – Kinshasa)

Fernando de la Fuente de la Fuente

He was born on 16th December 1943 in Burgos (Spain).

In September 1956 he entered the juniorate of the Marist Brothers in Valladolid.

He made his novitiate in Liérganes (Spain) in 1960. 

He took his first vows on the 2d July 1962. 

He continued his formation in Chile where he accomplished important work in education and catechesis as teacher and principal in several Marist Colleges from 1982 to 1995. 

He was also a Provincial Councilor.

Following the appeal that Bro. Benito Arbués, Superior General, addressed to all the Brothers of the congregation, to aid the mission of the Rwandan Brothers, Bro. Fernando offered to participate as an expression of missionary solidarity. 

He arrived in Bugobe in February 1996. 

He was in the community composed of Brothers Servando Mayor, Miguel Angel Isla and Julio Rodriguez. 

All four were assassinated in this mission on 31st October 1994.

Brother Jeff Crowe gazing at Brother Fernando:

Serenity personified, quiet, 

ordered manner… 

His mind a treasure house of insights. 

Life experience turned over and over 

in his artist hands. 

Walking in the moonlight late at night: 

new poems, new prayers bursting from his heart…

“Children, young people and illiterate people… have finished what we call the school year, fragmented, disorganized, given in dislocated and inconvenient places, unfit to offer the bread of the culture, by which all have the right to be nourished in this temple of knowledge which is the School, which here, was closed by arrangements coming from on high.” (Hermanos – Province of Chile, 1997, p.78.)
Miguel Angel Isla Lucio
He was born on 8th March 1943 in Villalaín (Burgos-Spain). 

He entered the Hispano-American Juniorate of Valladolid on 3d September 1955. 

He made his novitiate at Liérganes (Spain) in 1960 and then left for Argentina where he remained until 1973. 

He spent some time in Rome, then in August 1974, he asked to be allowed to leave for the Marist Mission in Ivory Coast where he remained until 1995. 

He had worked as catechist, teacher and principal in Dimbokro, and then in Korogho as Superior of the Sector. 

In 1995, in response to the appeal of the Brother Superior General, he volunteered to go and work in the refugee camps in Zaire. 

He was in the community with some Rwandan Brothers and later with Servando, Julio and Fernando. 

They worked heroically, providing material aid to the refugees and teaching catechism. They were assassinated on 31st October 1996.

Brother Jeff Crowe talking about Bro. Miguel Angel:

A man among men. Barbu – the bearded one, half veiled face.

Intensity of expression, 

reflecting both righteousness and compassion.

The one who cared for the flowers. 

Attentive to colour; the photographer, 

able to find beauty in a wasteland. 

Passionate in his convictions… 

care of the disabled, 

gentle with children.

Profound in shared prayer.

There have been times when I have felt ashamed of being a man and of belonging to the human race. Without wanting it, I have allowed myself to be overtaken by an intense feeling of shame of being a man, in seeing what people similar to me are doing to their fellowman. I cannot recount facts. I pass on my impressions in seeing and feeling the facts. They are like mountain chains of accumulated sorrow which weigh heavily on thousands (perhaps, millions) of innocent people. (Bro. Miguel Angel Isla)
Experience of God, 2

Miguel Angel Isla

You are so great, you do not come to enter me, you overflow me, you surround me; you pursue me in all and through all, in work, in rest, in relationships, in my sleep, in EVERYTHING, in everything… You make yourself present, alive, powerful in everything, everyone. I even feel physically and psychologically that you possess me and I feel the experience of being stripped, before my own eyes, amazed and bewildered, like an idiot, without any capacity of reaction…  

I guess that you want to lead me there where I do not want to go… and overwhelmed with the thing, we go there with joy, calmness and peace, in your joy, in your calmness, in your peace. I feel that as being terribly strange and as certainly yours. I feel, I touch, I see with my own eyes your strength, your action, your powerfulness… I see with a terrifyingly clear sharpness the death that you want to realise in me, … I feel this death – this stripping – as the greatest opportunity of my whole experience, the most profound and most palpable joy of my entire life… something ineffable. It’s the joy of the possession for which I have always hoped, it’s the possession of You… In You I feel resurrected and I cannot be quiet about it… I feel the need to share it with all the brothers and especially with the brothers in my community… (To be continued…)
Gazing inside, 3

-“This wicked strategy is sinking deeper and deeper, so many heads already crushed. People are forced to mere survival. Their eyes are not clear enough to gaze to the horizon, to watch the signs of the sky and to see the moon surrounded by a crowd of stars…” (Bro. Fernando - Hermanos – Province of Chile, 1997, p.78)
Lord, I offer you my life, it is Yours!

You know how weak and fragile I am.

Take my clay to shape it as you like,

According the genius of your Spirit.

Let me become, like Mary

A vase full of love

A love that overflows and gives life

And reveals a sense to life.

Make my clay firm;

You know that I break too easily

And that I remain empty

Even when I am full of a thousand things!

Flood the desert of my heart

With the live water that springs from yours.

Then my desert will flourish.

To jump down an empty space what a risk!

I become dizzy when I can’t see anything

You, Lord give me your gentle push.

I know it isn’t easy to follow in your steps

But with your strength I will be faithful to you.

“The tension is so great in this zone and the only thing that remains for us to do is to pray for peace in this region of the Great Lakes and for the return to a normal life in the countries of thousands of refugees… May peace and justice return for these people who are suffering so much!” (Bro. Julio – El Silencio de Dios, p. 233 - Letter of the 10th October 1996.)
Lord Jesus: free me from this body of death. Open me to your love, to service, to real and effective sacrifice for my brothers. (Miguel Angel Isla – Amaron hasta el final, p. 10 – Province Cruz del Sur, 2006)
An experience of God, 3

Miguel Angel Isla

I cannot make a greater gesture of love than to share with you this work that the Lord is realising in me and in the others…. I would like to shout to everyone: brothers, Christ is Alive, astonishingly Alive. In all of you others, he cries out to me to give myself without limits …

I feel strengthened, oriented, guided, led by Him, brothers, by you who are Him and who call me with a powerful, speechless cry for something impossible: always to love and serve, to be a gift in a permanent way…

You make me see that nobody can resist love. Love, nothing but love, as a total gift it is the means of transforming the other, but your love, until the end…

And now you do not even let me sleep! You exaggerate! I have the impression, Lord, that this year you are truly taking advantage of us. And more so, I feel profoundly urged to give you thanks for this joy, for this happiness that sometimes manifests itself in tears impossible to contain… And I feel tempted to say that nothing or no one could separate me from your love (Rom. 8, 35-39).

To think that I can hide or progressively kill this presence in my life, this action that the Lord today is in us makes me sick …

I still have some reserves left to me, few and agonising. And that are removed, one by one, … Lord, I ask you to never arrive at being an ACCUSTOMED soul.

Forgive me for what I am going to say: I prefer to be a renegade than to be mediocre. Lord, do you hear me? Do you hear me? A renegade rather than mediocre … 

And thank you for your capricious choice. ( Xotobí, Ivory Coast, 27th April 1977)

Friends are saying

1-Bro. Jeff Crowe

I had been asked to be the contact person between the brothers of Bugobe and the General Administration from half way through 1995 until the end of October 1996. I visited the community and the camp in this capacity every three months. I have never experienced anything similar and I do not think that I ever will: it was not only the intensity with which each day passed, or the sensation of being constantly “alongside the tragedy”, but the experience of finding myself face to face with these extraordinary beings, passionate men, men full of faith. I consider it a privilege to have made part of the journey with them. 

But there were more profound reasons (in their decision to stay). The brothers had lived so close to these people like “our new family!”, and they identified with them no matter what happened, that the slightest idea of distancing themselves was not only seen in a negative way, but it was taken as an offence. For them it was a question of fidelity to these people whom they loved, fidelity to a mission that they considered to be a privilege (the greatest of gifts, according to Fernando), of fidelity to their vocation as brothers following Christ to the cross. These ideas were constantly part of their community prayer. (Bro. Jeff Crowe – A Tribute to commitment, May 2002, p. 7)
 

2-Bro. Spiridion

The Marist District of Rwanda is living in a state of shock following the events at Bugobe on 31st October 1996. How can one understand that the charity that waives all boundaries and limitations can be met with such limitless hatred? These four Brothers have given true meaning to humanitarian action, action which does not recoil before any sacrifice, be it even the risk of death… They have died martyrs, imitating Christ totally in this act of supreme charity. What was done to our four Brothers surpasses all understanding. They were neither Rwandan nor ‘Banyamulenga’, nor opposition. Why kill anyone who is not fighting against you ? The violence of which they were the victims is unjust and senseless. It knows no boundaries because it is an attack on life itself. (Bro. Spiridion, Superior of the District  of Rwanda, FMS-Message, n°21, p.9.)

3-Bro. José Martin Descarga
Having voluntarily left their homeland and their work (Chile, Spain, Ivory Coast, Zaire), Brothers Fernando, Servando, Miguel Angel and Julio formed the community of Bugobe without knowing each other or choosing each other. Their mission was education and social aid in the camp of Nyamirangwe. They organised schools: infants 1000 children, primary 3000 students, secondary 800. Their action extended to an infinity of groups: discussion forums, learning to read and write classes, sewing classes, sports, canteens for orphans, transport for the sick…

They worked for and with the ‘cursed of the earth’ of our time, refugees who were despised and exploited. Those who had neither rights nor work, nor small part of land to cultivate, who could not even raise a few chickens… Those who waited for everything from NGOs: food, water, wood for heating, tent, medicines… everything.

Our brothers were a light in this world of suffering and despair, the smile of God on the poorest of the poor. More than this, they made them their brothers, their family such that they did not want to leave even at the peril of their own lives.

Their life was simple, frugal, bare: house of boards, walls of plastic, no electricity or water. But it was a community of life, of prayer, of work, each one making his own contribution; an open, joyous and welcoming community. Well in the style of Champagnat and of the first brothers. A good example in this time of renewal.

Brother José Martín Descarga was the one who found and  buried the bodies of the four Brothers. He was living in Nyangezi, at some kilometres from Bugobe and often he visited the Brothers.

 3-Bro. Lluis Serra
When I remember these four Marist Brothers’ martyrdom, I think of essential values. Their biographies were normal, the kind of standard people, so no writer would find the ingredients required to write a book on them. When you take a risk, when you play that game scoring life or death, there are no way-outs. They made it this way. Human suffering and a deep faith can explain their decision. This is a good lesson for our polished Christian religion, since a lot of current discussions inside our Church today are pure art. They and people like them are the genuine face of the Church. They challenge all of us now remembering them 10 years after they were killed. Somebody wrote a book about them and gave it a title that summarizes their lives perfectly well: “They loved until the end". (Brother. Lluís Serra Llansana – Cataluña Catolica, 2 November  2006).
4-Bro. José Maria Ferre

“Four Marist Brothers were killed, but they were not four isolated persons who were caught together in the same fate. They formed a religious community, a community of consecrated Brothers, with all its implications… Together in the Bugobe refugee camp, they lived out the prophetic meaning of a community… With different personalities, different characters, different backgrounds, the four of them received the call to build a community. No doubt they have dialogued a lot, they have discerned together the meaning of the events getting worse. Finally, attentive to what the Spirit was whispering in their hearts, they decided to remain. With this perspective of community, their example is even richer”. (Brother J. M. Ferre – Letter of 20-9-2006.) 
Extraordinary! But are they martyrs ?
On the 31st October 2006, we celebrated the tenth anniversary of the violent death of our four brothers of Bugobe: Servando, Miguel Ángel, Fernando and Julio. In many Provinces and communities, this was an intense time of prayer mixed with emotion and admiration, sentiments felt before these great models, people totally honest with their faith. 

1-The reputation of holiness 

is exactly this reality that emerges spontaneously and in many ways, which is expressed in sentiments of emotion, of admiration, of pride, or in prayers, reflections, thanksgiving to God and prayers of intercession. The reputation of holiness attracts the attention of a great number of faithful and creates in them the desire to praise God and to serve him with the audacity of the servants who inspire them. It is what we find when we become attentive to the place that these four brothers of Bugobe have in our hearts, in our prayers and in a generosity that is inspired by their own. The reputation of holiness is one of the first things that the Church demands: What impact do the servants of God have on the people of God? What advantages can the people of God gain if these servants are proposed as models? And what spontaneity and intensity does this reputation have? But the reputation of holiness is also a sign by which God tells us: “You receive there an exceptionally rich gift, you receive models of a Christian life, who are for all the people of God and for whom you are responsible.”

2- Mission and martyrdom
These two realities have always had an intimate link, since Christ whose mission attained its summit on the cross. John Paul II in Redemptoris Missio says that “the mission has its point of arrival at the cross.” The missionary knows and accepts that it is nearly normal for a missionary in a difficult situation to die a martyr. Our four brothers did not go among the refugees of Nyamirangwe by philanthropy but urged on by the logic of faith. They went towards a martyred people, so much was suffering a daily event for the little people. Our brothers saw many people and children die around them and saw them flee in despair. They shared their death. In a martyred people, we have had martyred brothers and the crucifix of their oratory was also submitted to violence: arms and legs broken. 

Cardinal José Saraiva Martins, prefect of the Congregation for the causes of the saints affirms that the Church has never deposed the red tunic of martyrdom. Looking at today he wrote: “In these last few years, we have come to an awareness of many difficult situations where missionaries are working. Many male and female Institutes… have had some of their members threatened, kidnapped, wounded or killed.” (Cf. Andate e Annunciate, p.153… Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2007).

3-Their murder, their martyrdom, surprised us; 

this was something unforeseen and sudden. But on reflecting upon it this is not true in part. That means that our four brothers did not seek martyrdom and that it fell on them against their will. But all of the four brothers travelled a long path on the way to their great generosity which led them to the refugee camps of Nyamirangwe. When we reread their notes, we discover brothers who were already largely open to the will of God, brothers who were daily friends of the Lord; they did not improvise their holiness when they were with the refugees, even though they felt strongly called to a total love in living with them. We possess a text of Brother Miguel Ángel Isla, The Experience of God, of a dazzling and profound mysticism; it dates from 1977. Many of Brother Julio’s notes, which speak of his attention to God, are found in notebooks that he wrote in 1983… Nobody is a martyr by accident. Martyrdom is a vocation which is prepared by a long generosity, it is a logical result not a surprise. The heart of a martyr is ready well before the body is sacrificed. Martyrdom is the conclusion of a life that had the habit of self-giving. 

4-Are they martyrs? In what sense? 

We want to say yes, conscious that the Church does not content herself with emotions but wants an ensemble of proofs which demonstrate martyrdom. However, here are a few reasons that make us inclined to say yes. 


1-The gift of life.  

As the Lord, they gave their life before one could take it from them. As for the Lord, those to whom they had given their life, took it from them in a violent way. And life was given in its totality, without reserve, and the gift came in various forms in unlimited love and service, aware that in the violence and existing misery of the camps, their life was in danger. 

2-Kenosis. 

And their life was given in a very inhuman context, a true kenosis, as for the Lord who is a witness to extreme love. They left beautiful schools or tranquil missions to come to these camps of Nyamirangwe where misery, suffering, violence, privations, injustice and constant insecurity dominated. They responded to the hunger of humanity, of presence, of love, of respect, of culture, of fraternity… They heard the cry of the misfortunate and they were in solidarity in the sharing of everything that the refugees experienced. It is the martyrdom of charity. 

We are in front of a true heroism, the one of the difficult borders and the extreme risks. This heroism is holy because it is done in the name of Christ and in favour of an oppressed humanity. A heroism clothed in Marist simplicity and humility. Our four brothers found it normal to do what they did, and they said that everybody in their place would have acted in the same way. Perhaps we need to learn again to think about holiness in terms of heroism. People are especially sensitive to this aspect that we must not neglect.

3-The only coffin
When their bodies were found, they were put in the blue plastic bags of the United Nations  High Commission for Refugees. It will be their only coffin: extreme poverty and unexpected glory, since the UN welcome them and the whole humanity embraces them. Dead, they had become universal men, enveloped in the flag of the refugees whose identity and fate they had totally espoused. It is as if Mary had welcomed them in her blue cloak et gave them a little piece of blue sky to be wrapped in for a merited rest. Death proclaimed their heroism; it said that they had crossed the pathway of Jesus, the Universal Brother. This is the martyrdom of charity.  

  
4-One same passion. 
But, the crucifix that they had in their chapel suffered the same violence: arms and legs broken. The hatred of all those who kill martyrs, was practised against him, the innocent God, and   our four brothers shared in the same passion with him. The murderers mutilated the crucifix and threw it to the ground; they killed the Brothers and threw their bodies in a cesspool. If we consider the totality of what happened, Christ was tortured and killed at the same time as the Brothers. Bro. Albert already told us that : their hearts were «vibrating to the rhythm of the Heart of Jesus.” One in love, one in death.

It is the classic martyrdom.
4-Forgiveness. 
Brother Benito, Superior General, who knew the very strong love they had for the refugees, ‘their true family’ as they often wrote to those of their natural family, never questioned the forgiveness of the murderers, and he, as Superior of all the brothers, forgave them and prayed for them. Brother Albert Nzabonaliba, Rwandan and who had preceded them in these camps as the leader of the brothers’ community, never questioned their forgiveness, for he said “their heart beat so much in union with that of Christ…” vibrating to the rhythm of the Heart of Jesus. The martyr is a man of reconciliation, in his death he remakes the unity of humanity. Through forgiveness, he proclaims that those who kill him remain his brothers. In every martyr, the epiphany of the Cross is renewed: Christ is again put to death, he forgives them as on the Cross, he becomes the Saviour, the one who demolishes the wall of hatred.
Brothers Servando Mayor, Julio Rodriguez, Fernando de la Fuente and Miguel Ángel Isla are certainly models and can be considered as pioneers of what we call today in the Institute, “mission ad gentes”. Can we go as far as saying that they are also intercessors in the new missionary effort that we are experiencing? 

Three points remain sure and strong: 
1-They said yes to a difficult mission;
2-They loved the refugees without limits to the point that they became “their family”. 
3-In this yes, in this love, they met a violent death.
Three gifts are encountered: 

the will that said yes,

the heart that loved,

and the life that was given. 

They are indeed models for whom the world is searching today. 


Litany

1-For the lives of our Brothers Servando, Miguel Angel, Fernando et Julio, lives given to the poor, lives taken away through violence, Lord, we praise you
2-For the lives of our Brothers Chris Mannion, Joseph Rushigajiki, Etienne Rwesa. Gaspard, Canisius and Fabien, killed as they were carrying out their mission, Lord, we glorify you

3-For the transparent life of Brother Henri Vergès, killed as he was offering his welcome, his friendship and his service to young people in Algeria, Lord, we praise you

4-For our wonderful Brothers in China who have passed through all kinds of trials, deprivation, imprisonment, torture and death, Lord, we glorify you

5-For the Brothers killed in Spain, humble and yet extraordinary men; teachers, artists, poets, leaders who went together to the martyrdom and shed their blood for Christ, Lord, we praise you.
6-For the lives of our first missionary brothers in Oceania, they contributed to the spreading of the Gospel and were our first martyrs in the Institute. Lord, we glorify you

7-Together with all the Brothers with simple and generous hearts, passionate for Jesus and for children’s education; together with all those who have gone before us, Lord, we praise you.
8-With Marcellin, François and all the first brothers, in the budding of our Marist charism, with the first children who frequented our first small schools, Lord we praise you, we bless you, we glorify you, we give you thanks, we adore you. 

9-With Mary, the Good Mother, for the love with which you have entrusted us, who guided our martyrs, our saints and all our brothers and who has done everything for us, Lord we praise you, we bless you, we glorify you, we give you thanks, we adore you. 

10-We give thanks to you, Lord, for all the brothers you have made our intercessors; they speak to us of your love, a love that accompanies us step by step on the journey of our life and in the adventure of our mission, your love which will make us all saints. Lord we praise you, we bless you, we glorify you, we give you thanks, we adore you. 

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� M Champagnat, A Heart without bounds, by Alberto Arrieta G., pp.7-9


� Circulaire de Convocation au XXème Chapitre Général, 2000, Fr. Benito Arbues, S. G.


� Ecrits du Révérend Frère François, volume III, page 310…correspondant au carnet n°1, mélanges.


� Positio:  Summarium, p. 555.


� Positio: Summarium, pp. 665.


� Ibid., pp. 500-501.


� Ibid., pp. 507-508.


� Positio: Summarium, Witness 16.


� See the page on miracles


� Vintimille es called “The Land of the Flowers”.


� Le travail présent, dans sa brièveté, limite les citations. Les livres Quemar la vida, El estilo de una vida, Basilio un autre Champagnat, Je veux éveiller l’aurore et les 12 cahiers sur Basilio offrent un choix  de citations très abondant. Il serait bon de retourner à ces sources.


�  In Llamamiento a la renovacion de la oracion, October 1971;  and also in the Appel au depassement: le commandement nouveau, retreat given in Canada in 1970.





�  Circular on Obedience, p.27.





�  Letter of 5th. March 1985.  AFM 51.09 – B1 – Peru





�  Circular on community life, p.176





� Betica Marista, No. 52, October, October 1972, p.11





� Letter to friends, 1st November 1978.


� Conference given at Arévelò, Spain, during the 3rd retreat in 1980: The vocation centred on Christ.


- The archives at Rome have five copies of these conferences recorded on cassettes. 


� Letter of 9th. May 1975.  AFM 51.09 – A3 – Equator





� Circular. Project on community life, p.92





� Exanple inserted in the conference on poverty. Cf. Betica Marista, p.147-148, April 1973


� Le livre El estilo de una vida, 160 pages, n’est fait que de témoignages. Le livre Basilio, un autre Champagnat, alterne d’une page à l’autre les témoignages et des pages ou lettres du Fr. Basilio.


� Fr. Arturo Chaves de la Mora, Provincial de Mexique Central, puis Conseiller général de Basilio, dans  Mexico Marista, n° 10, Septiembre-Diciembre 1996, p. 1.


� Fr. Carlos Martínez Lavín, dans Mexico Marista, n° 10, p. 14


� Fr. Seán Sammon, S.G. – FMS-Message, n°19, p.13.


� Carlos Castillo Peraza, FMS MESSAGE, n° 19, p. 18. 


� Mgr Andrea Maria Erba, évêque de Velletri, dans FMS MESSAGE, n° 19, p. 20.


� Fr. Charles Howard, S.G. Discours de remerciement fait le 15 octobre 1985 quand Basilio cesse d’être Supérieur général.


� Frère Paul Sester, Conseiller puis Secrétaire général avec Basilio, dans FMS MESSAGE, n° 19, pp. 29-31.


�  Witness from Br. Quentin Duffy, arrived on 26th. February 2003.


� P. Pier Giordano Cabra, S.G. Sacra Famiglia di Nazareth, dans FMS MESSAGE, n° 19, p. 37.


� Fr. Alessandro di Pietro, Postulateur général sous Basilio, FMS MESSAGE, n° 19, p. 45.


� Fr. Gildo Cotta, Conseiller général avec Basilio Rueda, FMS  MESSAGE, n° 19, p. 46.


� Frère Leonard Voegtle, FMS-Message, n° 19, p.44.


�Fr. Roland Bourassa, Conseiller général de Basilio, El Estilo de una vida, p. 26.


� Bro. Edouard Blondeel, FMS.Message, n°19, pp. 55-56.


� The diocesan Tribunal has a judge of instruction (a priest), a promoter of justice (apriest) one or more notaries.


� The cause of Br. Henri Vergès, introduced by our Congregation in 2000 has not yet been opened by the Church.


� All those that appear on the list are witnesses de visu: they have personally known Br. Basilio


� The page references are to the Information, the first part of the Position, which summarizes the work presenting the cause of beatification or canonization


� Page inspired by the book “He lived working, and he died pardoning.”  p.17, by Br Claudio Alberti.


� Informatio, p. 367.


� F.A.I. is for Federación Anárquica Ibérica.


� Informatio, p 369.


� Informatio, p. 370.


� Informatio, p. 139.


� Madame Mercedes Setoain Puig, witness to the diocesan process. Informatio p. 369.


� Manuel de Irujo is of Basque origin, a committed Catholic, called to be a part of the Republican government on the 25th December 1936. 


� Source: Hilari Raguer, La pólvora y el incienso, La Iglesia y la Guerra Civil española, - PeninsulaHCS. pp. 418-420. 


The Republicans were in power in Spain in 1936. On the 18th July, Franco rose up against this government and created the Nationalist Movement. Spain was split into two: some regions stayed faithful to the Republic, others joined the movement of Franco. Persecution reigned in the regions that remained Republican. In these Republican regions priests and religious were killed by the thousands. – The letter of this minister is full of merit as it describes the persecution in all of its bluntness. 


�The 18th July witnessed the rising up of Franco against the government of Madrid. 


� Informatio, pp. 59-285.


� Positio, p.85 All the information about this group of martyrs are taken in the Positio of Bro. Crisanto and Companions.


� This whole passage has been inspired by the pages 84-89 of the Positio on the martyrdom of Brother Crisanto and sixty-seven others along with two lay persons.


� Positio, pp. 65-67


� Village near Madrid where the Marist Brothers had a school.  Four Brothers were killed in that village.  Their remains, placed in an urn, lie in the parish church of Torrelaguna.


� Positio, p. 66 quoting the personal writings of Brother Crisanto.


� Positio, p. 66 quoting Victima por su grey, p. 15


� Positio, p. 66  Quote from personal writings


� Positio, p.84


� Positio, p.93


� Positio, p.85


� Positio, p. 85 and p.89


� This point is supported by Positio, pp. 79-82


� Idem, Positio, p.3, John Paul II to a group of Spanish bishops received at the Vatican on 9 March 1982


� This was a French Brother.


� Idem, Positio, p. 81


� Idem, Positio, p. 81


� C.T.N.--F.A.I. (Conferacion Nacional del Trabajo - Federacion Anarquista Ibérica) Positio, p. 8


� Positio, p.81


� Positio, p.93


� Positio, p.95


� Positio, p.99 The study of the postulation: Flores de Martirio from 1947 to 1965 relates many other similar cases.


� Informatio, pp. 104-105


� Informatio, pp. 68-72


� Informatio, pp. 72-74


� Informatio, pp. 74-76


� Vidas Entregadas, pp. 547-794, Edelvives, Spain ,1997


� One must realize that the schools of the Brothers and their residences were normally confiscated.  Consequently, the Brothers had to find alternative living arrangements, in boarding establishment, for example, or with relatives.  In the former, however, the Brothers were an easy target for the militias.


� « Paiseito » equivalent to the prisoners « last mile. »


� Vidas Entregadas, PP. 552-559


� Vidas entregadas, pp. 560-595.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 596-609.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 610-630.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 631-644.


� Vidas entregadas, pp. 645-663.


� Vidas entregadas, pp. 664-675.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 675-688.


� Vidas entregadas, pp. 689-710.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 7117335.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 734-756.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 757-765.





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 766-772





� Vidas entregadas, pp. 773-794





� Vidas entregadas, p. 601


� Vidas entregadas, pp. 692-693


� Vidas entregadas, p. 653





� Amigo de La Juventud  (Young People’s Friend)


� Vidas entregadas,  p. 723


� Vidas entregadas, p. 687





� Vidas entregadas, p. 687





� As suggested by the title of the Spanish book, Vidas entregadas, frequently cited above





� Notes taken from the booklet Once Only, published by the Marist Brothers, edited in September 1994 and reedited for the tenth anniversary, in 2004.


� Notes taken from the booklet Un homme de vision et d’action by Brother Nteziyaremye Jean Pierre, fms, Rwanda 2003.


� Ibid, p. 5.


� Ibid, 4° cover page.


� Ibid, p. 17.


� Ibid, pp. 29-31.


� Ibid, pp. 31-32.


� Ibid, pp. 35-36.
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