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MARIST NOTEBOOKS

To our readers!

Having got over the hurdlc of thc tenth publication of our Marist note- 
books, in thc space of six years, which is no great achievement, allow me to 
cast a backward glance on the situation and to consider the future.

INFORMATION, relatively well provided in the days of our íirst fervour, 
has gradually become exhausted, through lack of material, of coursc, but also 
through not having someone specially appointcd for that function, for I con- 
centrate especially on the DOCUMENTS. But you are ccrtainly sufficiently 
well informed from other sources to ensure that our negligence has not been 
prejudicial to you. Consequently wc can feel at ease with regard to that aspect 
of our programme.

As to STUDIES, there has been no lack of th em, neither with regard to 
their volume, their variety, their depth or their serious nature. On occasion, 
in order to maintain a balance, thc publication of certain articles has been 
held back; 1 hope the authors will excusc us! In view of thc fact that we have 
a rcsearcher no less active than efficient, in the person of Brothcr ANDRÉ 
LANFREY, he is the one who has most often been given thc floor; fortun- 
ately it is not insipid food he serves up to us, as you have been able to gathcr. 
Let not that hinder or dispense other thinkers from sharing the results of 
their reflections!

The DOCUMENTS have followed each other at a fairly regular rate, 
such that in these ten publications we have been able to provide you with all 
the Writings of the Founder apart from the Lctters already published. I remind 
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you that some offprints, to the number of 300 for each language, have been 
made from thesc documents. Thus we can have them bound together as 
books like those of the Lctters, of which they are the continuation. As soon as 
thcy are available we shall let you know.

Subsequcntly, we shall publish the “Writings of Brother François”. This 
is, in a way, a ncw departure for a second stage. On this occasion we are 
thinking of modifying the plan of our itinerary. The list of the writings or the 
“Notebooks of Brother François”, which you will find further on, will give 
you an idea of their volume. Besides the Lctters alrcady publishcd, and the 
last six notebooks containing all kinds of material mathematical, scientific, 
medicai etc., there are some 3,500 handwritten pages that we shall have to 
share with you. On the basis of less than two pages of the manuscript for one 
printed page, we shall have about 2,000 pages to pass on to you in instalments 
of varying length. That is why we intend to compose our “Notebooks” under 
two different, alternating forms: numbers containing only “Documents” and 
others containing only “Studies”. In this way we think that, to begin with, we 
shall be able to keep more faithfully to the regular sequence of at least two 
numbers per year. We hope also to be able to clear our stock of these 2,000 
pages more quickly. Moreover, these pages of documents will be able to be 
put together more easily to make up books. Finally, we shall have greater li- 
berty to publish the “Studies” as soon as they are ready and to publish them 
in their entirety in the same publication, however great their content. That 
will not prevent us from adding any items of Information in whatever publi
cation as necessity demands.

With an eye to the publication of the Writings of Brother François we 
have sped up their transcription on to the Computer, for these days one has to 
go through this process before sending them to the printer. In this regard I 
give my warm thanks, in the name of all our readers and of the whole Institute 
to Brothers JEAN MARIE GIRARD of Saint Paul Trois Châteaux, LOUIS 
RICHARD of Marseille and JEAN ROUSSON of Lagny who are pleased to 
use their free time in rendering us this Service. If others wish to share their 
happiness all they have to do is let us know.

In anothcr domain, that of Brother Avits Annals of the houses, we have 
been able up to the present to count on the valiant and unremitting efforts 
of Brother JEAN FRANÇOIS ESCALLIER. The Lord has decided to pay 
him his retirement pension before he had finished the work. Perhaps he has 
made provision by breathing into the car of someone or other to take over 
from him.
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Our publications

I am taking advantage of this announccmcnt to rcmind you of the works 
published undcr thc patronage of thc Commission for thc Hcritagc of the In- 
stitutc and which arc still available.

Fr AviT, Annales de l’lnstitut, in three volumes. Annales des maisons: de 
la Province de SaintPaulTroisChâteaux, 2 vol.; de la Province d’Aubcnas, 1 
vol. (la Province du Bourbonnais, in preparation)

Fr FRANÇOIS, Lettres personnelles, in 2 volumes
Fr G MlCHEL, Frèrc François, Gabriel Rivat, 60 ans d’histoire mariste.
Fr A DELORME, Frèrc Henri Vergès, Frcrc Yrcs Thénoz
Fr Jos. Ronzon, Vie de Frèrc Marte Nizier Delorme, Lettres de Frèrc Ma

rte Nizier
Fr P ZlND, Miscellances.
Fr A LANFREY, Une congrégation enseignante, les Frères Maristcs de 1850 

à 1904. Mártires Maristas, (in Spanish) Every Brother Provincial should have 
receivcd a promotional copy ol cach ol these works.

WRITINGS of Brother FRANÇOIS.

5101 Frèrc FRANÇOIS
5101 .1 Personal corrcspondencc

.2 Administrativo corrcspondencc

.3 Notcbooks
.301 Miscellaneous:Personal rcflcctions, curriculum vitae.Remarks and 

observations, etc... 225 pages, format 13.5 x 9.5
.302 Religious notes: Rctrcats Irom 1819 to 1831; pages 1 to 310, format 

13.5 x 9.5
.303 Retrcat thoughts: Rctrcats from 1832 to 1849; pages 167 to 786, 

format id.
.304 Rctrcat thoughts: Rctrcats from 1850 to 1869; pages 785 to 1684, 

format id. *
.305 Religious notes; Journey to Rome; pages 1 to 232, format id. Jour- 

ney to Rome, pp. 1-173; Diffcrent items of Information, pp. 174- 
197; Rctrcats from 1872 to 1880, pp. 198-232.

.306 Plans for instruetions: from Sunday 26 August 1860 to Sunday 27 
Scptembcr 1875; 262 pages; format 19 x 14.5.

.307 Instruetions 1; pages 1 to 534, format 17 x 12.5
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.308 Instructions 2; pages 537 to 1275, format id.

.309 Instructions 3; pages 1279 to 1418; Summaries of instructions: pp. 
1 to 200; format id.

.310 Notes 1: Notes of spiritual reading; pp. 1 to 594, format 16 x 11.

.311 Notes 2: pages 463 to 606; + 68 pages not paginated, on different 
topics; format 17 x 13.

.312 Quotations: relating to very different topics; pp. 1 to 304, format 
20 x 14.5.

.313 Circulars, Politeness, Reports etc... format 23 x 17.

.314 Mathematics: different topics; 240 pages, format 19 x 14.5.

.315 Anatomy, Chemistry, Etymology, Grammar; 288 written pages, for
mat 18 x 13.5.

.316 lllnesses, Remedies; 330 pages, format 19 x 15.

.317 Medicai botany; 290 pages, format 16 x 11.5.

.318 Collection of remedies Pharmacy etc...; 860 pages, format 17 x 
11.

.319 Medicinal plants; not paginated, 482 pages, format 18 x 13.

.320 Alphabetical tables of medicinal plants, illnesses, etc... 244 pages, 
format 19 x 14.

.321 Procedures for meeting all kinds ol inconvenient situations; 292 
pages, format 20 x 14.5.

.322 Alphabetical tables of remedies; on two columns per page; 292 pa
ges, format 18.8 x 13
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ADDITIONAL MATTER 
TO 

“ORIGINES MARISTES”

At the end of July 1996, Brother André LANFREY and I went prospec- 
ting in the archives of the bishopric of Pinerolo, Piedmont, Italy, to see if, in 
fact, as the archivist had said in a reply to Pr Eugène Weber, S.M., there ivas 
nothing in the archives of Mgr. Bigex concerning the Society of Mary. Br An
dré Lanfrey got in touch again with the archivist of Pinerolo and we were 
able to go through the archives of Mgr. Bigex and those of Mgr. Rey, his suc- 
cessor. We found there two letters: one signcd, “Colin, curé de Cerdon” and 
the other from “Besson, curé de SaintNizier”, a parish in Lyons.

The first one is of considerable interest for the history of the Society of 
Mary. Our joy at seeing our efforts rewarded was mingled with regret that 
the deceased Father Coste did not have the good fortune of knowing ahout 
th em.

In memory of him, and in agreement with the Marist Fathers, we are 
happy to make known this document just as we found it. Br André Lanfrey, 
who is a Doctor of History, adds a long commentary which clarifies it and 
hrings out its historical value.

Br Paul Sester

9



1819.10. 09 Letter from COLIN, parish priest of Cerdon, Ain 
to Mgr. BIGEX, bishop of Pignerol, Piedmont, Italy

1819 from Puy cn Velay, project of the Congregation of Marists, Cerdo

Monseigncur,
It is your ardent zeal for thc glory ol God, your solicitude for the salva- 

tion of souls, your paternal kindness, your outstanding virtues and the high 
esteem they inspire in everyone which encourage us to take the liberty of ad- 
dressing Your Lordship in ordcr to lay before him some projects which can 
only be ol intercst to rcligion, if they come from God and if they are approv- 
ed by their Lordships, the Bishops. We submit them to you with confidcnce, 
in the conviction that you will be kind enough to tell us what you think ol 
them, if you deem them worthy of your attcntion.

Twelve years ago, a young man, who is now 35 years old and has bcen a 
priest for three years, alter receiving a special grace at Notre Dame du Puy en 
Velay, felt himselí urged to establish a Society of religious under thc name ol 
“Society of Mary”. Being afraid that he might be mistaken, hc kept it quict for 
two years, but being inwardly ever more strongly urged to start this work, hc 
thought hc ought to talk it over with his confessor and several other wise and 
learned persons. Finally in 1816, in the last year ol his theological studies in 
the seminary of St. Irénée in Lyons, with the pcrmission of his directors, hc 
chose twelve subjccts to whom he communicatcd his aim and the plan for thc 
Society. They ali undertook to support him and to use thc rest of their livcs 
for the glory of God, for the hclp of thc Catholic Church and for the salvation 
of souls in the Society of Mary, provided that it was approved by the Sove- 
reign Pontiff and by their Lordships, the Bishops. Before separating to go and 
occupy thc posts which Providence dccreed for each one of them in their mi- 
nistry, for they are almost all priests, they put their signatures, as a body, to 
the following which contains, in abbreviatcd form, the aim and the plan of 
the Society:

In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sti.

Omnia a d majorem Dei Gloriam et Mariae Genitricis Domini ]esu concur- 
rere satagentes, asserimus et notum facimus, nos sinceram intentionem fir- 
mamque voluntatem habere nosmetipsos consecrandi, quamprimum opportunus 
erit, piisime Mariistarum instituendae congregationi. Qua propter presenti actu 
et suhscriptione nos omniaque nostra, in quantum possumus irrevocabiliter de- 
dicamus Beatae Mariae Vírginis Societati, illudque non pueriliter, non leviter, 
non ex aliquo humani fine aut spe têmpora lis emolumenti, sed serio mature, as- 
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ADDITIONAL xMATTER TO « ORIGINES MARISTES »

sumpto concilio, omnibus coram Deo perpensis, propter solam majorem Dei glo
riam et Mariae Genetricis Domini Jesu honorem, devovemus nos omnibus poe- 
nis, laboribus, incommodis et si aliquando necessarium est, cruciatibus, cum pos- 
simus omnia in eo qui nos confortat Christo Jesu, cui ipso fidelitatem promitti- 
mus, in grêmio Sanctissimae Matris Ecclesiae catholicae Romanae, ejusdem 
summo Capiti Pontifici Romano totis viribus adhaerentes; necnon reverendissi- 
mo Episcopo ordinário nostro ut simus boni ministri Christi Jesu, enutriti verbis 
fidei et bonae doctrinae quam ipsius gratia assecuti sumus, confidentes quod, 
sub amico pacis ac religionis Christianissimi Regis nostri regimine, brevi in lu- 
cem prodibit eximia illa institutio, solemniter pollicemur nos omniaque nostra 
impensuros esse ad salvandas modis omnibus animas sub augustissimo nomine 
Virginis Mariae ejusdemque auspiciis. Omnia tamen salvo meliori Superiorum 
judicio.

Since then, although dispersed, they have all rcmained intimately united, 
still persisting in thcir resolution and awaiting only thc moment marked by di- 
vine Providence and the permission of their ecclcsiastical Superiors to put it 
into execution. It is our intention to prescnt oursclves to His Holiness as soon 
as possiblc. With no hopc of doing so immediately, considering the difficulty 
of thc times, we have already taken the liberty of sending him a letter dated 
last Fcbruary. We would also like to write to a cardinal from whom we could 
perhaps receive a reply. If Your Lordship deigns to appreciate the steps we 
are taking, we beg him earnestly to indicate the cardinal to whom it would be 
in order to address ourselves. It is in the name of all my companions that 1 
have the honour of communicating to you our desires and our intentions, 
convinced that your paternal kindness will be able to direct our procedures 
by your advice.

1 have thc honour to be with deepest respect for Your Lordship, 
Monseigncur,the most humble and obedient servant, 

Colin, parish priest of Cerdon 
Cerdon cn Bugey, diocese of Lyons, department of Ain 9 October 1819

English translation of the PROMISE

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
All for the greater glory of God and the honour of Mary, Mother of Our 

Lord Jesus Christ.
We, the undersigned, wishing to lahour for the greater glory of God, and of 

Mary, Mother of Our Lord Jesus Christ, affirm and publicly declare that it is our 
sincere intention and firm purpose to dedicate ourselves, as soon as is oppor- 
tune, to lhe foundation of the pious Congregation of the Marists..

So it is, that by this document hearing our signatures, we irrevocahly consc- 
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crate ourselves and all that we have, as far as is possible, to the Society of lhe 
Blessed Virgin Mary. We do not take on this commitment lightly or irresponsi- 
bly, for human motives or swayed by temporal gain; instead we take it in all se- 
riousness, after mature reflection, having taken wise counsel and weighed the 
matter before God, seeking only bis glory and the honour of Mary, Mother of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ. Hence, we commit ourselves, for that purpose, to diffi- 
culties, work, suffering and, if necessary, every kind of torture.

We can do everything in him who strengthens us, Jesus Christ, to whotn, for 
that very rcason, wc promise fidelity in the bosom of our Mother, the Holy, Ro- 
man and Catholic Church; we adhere with all our strength, to the most holy 
head of that same Church, the Roman Pontiff, as also to our most reverend 
Bishop, in order that we may he good ministers of Jesus Christ, nourished with 
the words of faith and of sound doctrine which we have received by bis grace; 
we are confident that under the peaceful and religious rule of our very Christ ian 
king, this excellent foundation will see the light of day; considering all this, we 
solemnly promise to give ourselves and all that we possess, for the salvation of 
souls in every possible way, working in the name of the Virgin Mary and un
der her auspices. In this whole matter, however, we remain submissive to the 
judgement of our Superiors.

(From the Life of Marcellin J. B. Champagnat edition 1989 p. 32)

CRITICAL COMMENTARY OF THE LETTER 
OF 9 OCTOBER 1819

When you read it quickly, this letter may appear, to anyonc who knows 
Marist history, true to the usual doctrine which is inculcated into subjects 
during their formation: in Lc Puy, M. Courvcille has the inspiration of founding 
a society of Mary. He gcts togcthcr twclve disciplcs in the seminary of St 
Irénée in 1816. Together thcy sign a promise, then go to the places where 
their superiors have appointed them, waiting for providence to bring them to
gether. To hasten this moment, which is slow in coming, they try to make con- 
tact with Rome, first of all directly, then through the intermediary of a bishop 
whom they ask to give them the name of a cardinal who might accept their re- 
quest, with a view to preparing for a journey to the Holy Father.

The commcntary which follows aims to show, on the contrary, that the 
apparent banality of this letter conceals in fact a considerable wealth of 
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ADDITIONAL MATTER TO « ORIGINES MARISTES »

history on thc origins of the Society of Mary.

1 THE DOCUMENT

It belongs to the archives of the bishopric of Pincrolo (Italy), in the pa- 
pcrs of Mgr. Rey,1 who succeeded Mgr. Bigex in the episcopal see in that 
town, in the file “Miscellaneous Correspondence”. It takcs thc form of a 
page folded in thc middle, which allows one to writc on four pages of format 
19 x 23.5 cm and this shows the mark of a vertical fold down the middle. The 
first page bears only thc name of the addressee and four lines. Thc cssential 
part of the text is on pages two and three. The letter ends with: the signature 
of “Colin cure de Cerdon”; the address:”Cerdon en Bugcy diocèse de Lyon 
département de 17Ain”; the date: “9 October 1819”. On thc 4th page, pro- 
bably in the hand of Mgr. Bigex,2 these few words: “du Puy en Velay”. projet 
de congrégation Mariiste (sic). Cerdon”. Another hand, probably that of the 
archivist, has written thc date of “1819”. There is no address.

The authenticity of the documcnt and of its author do not seem to be in 
doubt: it is the same person who wrote out and signed thc text. The fact that 
the signature “Colin” is accompanicd by thc titlc “cure de Cerdon” lets us 
know that the author is not Jcan Claudc Colin, founder of the Marists, but his 
brother, Pierre. Moreover, a comparison of thc signature on this letter with 
the photograph of the one we find in figure 115 in “Origines Maristes” (OM 
3 p 416) leaves scarccly any doubt as to the author, even if the two Colin 
brothers’ writing and signatures are very much alike.

2 HISTORICAL ENVIRONMENT

This documcnt, unknown till then, brings us important details on the least 
known phase of Marist origins: the period 1816 - 1822. For all that, its disco- 
very is not a surprise since several documents in “Origines Maristes” allude 
not only to one letter but to a regular correspondence between the bishop of 
Pignerol and thc first Marists. Thus, in a letter of 11 May 1833, (OM1, doc. 
271/3) Jean Claude Colin, explaining Marist origins to Mgr. Bigex, mentions 
this correspondence:

"It was in 1816 that we pledged ourselves to work for the success of the

That probably explains why the research undcrtaken by Don Mario Tardivo. the diocesan archivist. at 
the request of Fr Nicolas Weber, predeccssor of Frs Coste and Lessard, came up with nothing. See OM1 p 44. 
Moreover, these latter had no knowledge of the presence, in the Departmental Archives of Chambéry, of thc first 
prospectus (1824) conceming thc Marist Brothers for, having been extracted from the papers of Mgr Bigex, it 
was classified in the religious cotnmtinities listed in 43 F 136.

The writing scems to correspond with the letters of Mgr Bigex preserved in the Departmental Archives 
of Chambéry.
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Society; [...] For three years we applied ourselves to letting our sentiments ma- 
ture at the foot of the crucifix and recommending the enterprise to God and 
to the Blessed Virgin/ then in 1819 Providence inspired us to submit our plan 
in detail to Mgr Bigex, bishop of Pignerol, who died as archbishop of 
Chambéry. This prelate welcomed us, encouraged us by his letters and ivas 
very willing to guide us with his advice over four years. It is he who advised 
us to explain our aim first of all to the cardinal president of the Congregation 
of Regulars in Rome, and later, in 1822. to our Holy Father Pius VII of happy 
memory.

This text shows us, thcrefore, that the Marists corresponded on at least 
two occasions with Mgr Bigex: in 1819 and in 1822 and, speaking of the 
correspondente of 1819, Jean Claudc Colin seems to alludc to the above let- 
ter. Moreover, he gives the essential point of Mgr Bigex’s reply: write to Car
dinal Pacca.

Moreover, OM(doc. 76) contains the copy of a letter from Mgr Bigex, 
dated 12 June 1822. In it the prelate encourages the Colin brothcrs to go to 
Paris and see the Núncio, in spite of their being refuscd authorisation by 
the Vicars General of Lyons.

Much later, on 6 May 1870, (OM3, doc. 827/7) Fr Colin, addressing the 
Fathcrs and Brothers of the Society, was to come back on this topic:

“The draft of my work (drawing up the rule at Cerdon) was more or 
less finishcd towards the end of 1819 or the beginning of 1820.

At this time, Monseigneur Bigex, archbishop of Chambéry, to whom we 
had in all humility submitted our project, and who was our guide and coun- 
sellor for some years, urged us to submit our project directly to His Holi- 
ness Pius VII, which we ventured to do through two letters in succcssion 
written and dated from Cerdon.”

Although this is less precise than the preccding one, this text is 
nonetheless a confirmation of the fact that Mgr Bigex allowed the Marists, 
in 1819, to make contact with Rome in an effective manner, allowing them 
thereby to free themselves from the excessively cumbersome influence of 
the Lyoncse ecclesiastical authorities. Nevertheless, Pierre Colin’s letter says 
not a word about the rule that Jean Claudc has written out. Thus, when the 
former speaks of “our project”, it must not be understood in the rcstricted 
sense of a formulated rule, but in the general sense of a Marist project such 
as the one drawn up since 1816.

This letter to Mgr Bigex is thcrefore in the context of a strategy of per- 
scvcrance in their appeal to Rome: after a first letter to Rome in February 
1819 which was unanswered, and certainly following the advice of Mgr Bi
gex, the Maristcs, in Novcmber of the same year, wrote to Cardinal Pacca, 
prefcct of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars.' Rome certainly re- 
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ADDITIONAL MATTER TO « ORIGINES MARISTES »

ceivcd that letter: its archives show this but the document itself has never 
been found. Romc’s decision then was to stay its hand, for the administra- 
tive situation in the diocese of Lyons was far too confused: since 1817, 
Cardinal Fesch was forbidden to exercise any jurisdiction but obstinately re- 
fused to resign. Mgr de Bcrnis, who had been appointcd administrator, could 
not exercise his functions for the project for the 1817 concordar which im- 
plied the creation of new dioceses and therefore the appointment of new 
bishops, notably in Lyons, had fallen through, for the Chambers, steepcd as 
thcy were in Gallicanism, refused to ratify it. Since Mgr de Bernis had rclin- 
quished his title of administrator of Lyons when he became archbishop of 
Rouen in July 1819, the diocese was still administercd by Vicars General, the 
legitimacy of whose powers was disputable and was constantly being dispu- 
ted. It would be necessary to wait for the appointment of Mgr de Pins, on 22 
December 1823, as apostolic administrator to clarify the situation. When the 
Marists, again encouraged by Mgr Bigex, would write their third letter, in Ja- 
nuary 1822, the Roman authorities would send a prudent reply in a letter, 
written in Latin, taking into account the reluctance of the Vicars General4 
who did not want to see themselves lose their clergy to missionary orders. For 
the Marists, it means at least that they had crosscd the desert even if they had 
still to wait a long time for their definitive approval.

4 OMI. doc. 72/1 “1 vicari generali di Lione dove sembra voglia formarsi questo stabilimento hanno insi- 
nuato ai capi di pazicntarc. e di differire alcun poco..”(The Vicars General ol Lyons, where this establishment 
is to be made. ha ve suggcsted to their leaders that they should be patient and put if off for a while.)

3 CONTENTS OF THE LETTER

This starts with a laboured compliment to Mgr Bigex praising five of 
his qualities: his ardent zeal for the glory of God; his solicitude for the sal- 
vation of souls; his paternal kindness; his outstanding virtues; the high 
esteem they inspire in everyone.

We must obviously allow for the rhetoric in this effusion of compli- 
ments which, moreover, shows two things: that Pierre Colin, perhaps help- 
ed by someone, has carefully composed his text; that he is addressing for 
the first time a man whom he does not know personally but only by re- 
putation.
A. MGR BIGEX

The fact remains that these compliments were well deserved by Mgr Bigex. 
He was bom in 1751, died in 1827 and figured largely in Catholic resistance to 
the Revolution. Bom in Savoy, he finished his studies in Saint Sulpicc, became

3. See OMi, doe. 69/1 and OM3 p 1016. the very important “Notes annexed to the corrcspondcnce of 
Marist aspirants with Rome”.
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a priest in 1776 and qualified as a Doctor in the Sorbonne in 1782. From 1783 
he was Vicar Gencraf in thc diocese of Geneva Annecy. In 1793 he refused to 
take the oath and emigrated to Lausanne in Switzerland wherc he organised the 
missions. Thus, from 1893 to 1801 he was the soul of pastoral resistance in the 
dioceses of Savoy. He published books on resistance: “Le missionnaire catholi- 
que” in 1798, a breviary of spiritual resistance for the use of layfolk; in 1798 he 
devised “...trennes religieuses” (religious gifts), a small manual of Catholic doc- 
trine re-edited every year and distributed among the people. This was to be 
suppressed by the imperial government in 1810. At the beginning of the Empi- 
re nc becamc thc Vicar General of Mgr de Mérinville, provisional administrator 
of the diocese of Lyons, pcnding the nomination of Napoleons uncle, Cardinal 
Fesch, then he organised religious life in thc dcpartment of Mont Blanc, that is 
Savoy, while all the same time taking an active part in secrct resistance to the 
Empire. In fact, as a member of ‘TAmitié chrétiennc” (Christian Friendship) 
which was supported by Bruno Lanteri in Turin, he bclongcd to one of the 
secret networks which supported the Pope and clandestinely passed on Bulls 
of excommunication at the time of the conflict between Napoleon and thc 
Pope. At the time of the Restoration, the French government would have 
liked to appoint him bishop of Aire, but thc Sardinian government insisted on 
keeping such a good servant. It appointcd him bishop of Pinerolo (1817-24) 
then archbishop of Chambcry (1824-27). He was, therefore, one of the great 
servants of the church in the 19th century.5

'. OM contains a biography of Mgr Bigex in OM4, p 197-198; the recently published “Dictionnaire du 
monde religieux dans la France contemporaine, t. 8 La Savoie”, Beauchesne, 1996, contains an article on him 
accompanied by an abundant bibliography.

OM supposes that “the reputation for wisdom that he had left in the dio
cese of Lyons during his stay in 1802 and the fame he had acquircd as the com- 
piler of the “...trennes religieuses” makc thc Colin brothers’ choicc of this di- 
stant counsellor less extraordinary”, but thcy add “it must be acknowledged 
that the immediate reasons have still to be discovered”. The preamble to the let- 
ter, therefore, confirms an intuition that thc composers of OM had and its cri
ticai assessmcnt will bring me to put forward a hypothcsis on “thc immediate 
reasons” for the choicc of the Colin brothers.

B. The history of the S.M.
The fact that Mgr Bigex does not know the SM obliges Pierre Colin to 

give a succinct account of its origins, and this allows us to have at our dispo- 
sition the first historical account of thc Socicty of Mary which throws light on 
a question which was ficrcely debatcd among the Marist Fathers in the 19th 
century: who was the founder of the Society of Mary and how was it set up?

Thc OM of Fathers Coste and Lessard has donc a great deal to sort out 
that question but its authors were not acquainted with this document which, as 
I shaíl try to show, adds new and more precise details conceming our origins.
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Of coursc OM is extremely helpful in showing us the ins and outs of the ques- 
tion. Volume 3 develops this affair at great length but, while it serves no pur- 
pose to give a long account of it, I nevertheless think it importam to give its 
broad lines.

Thus, according to OM3 p 45, up to 1854 the Marist project is attributed 
not to an individual but to a group. The petitions to the Holy See in 1822 
(OM1, doe. 69/1), 1833 (OM1, doc. 269/1) and 1834 (doe. 294/1) take that 
line. Only the petition of 1836, formalised by Don Crociati, separates from the 
group its spokesman: JeanClaude Colin (doc, 373/1). Under the gencralship of 
Fr Colin, this wish to attribute the birth of the idea of the Socicty of Mary to a 
group and not to a person continued to dominatc, for it keeps quiet about 
Courveille and satisfies the modesty of Colin. But the longest standing Marists 
have no scruples about attributing the foundation to a fixed person: Courveille. 
Thus, in 1842, Fr Déclas (doc. 551)asserts:

"The one to whom the idea of the Society of Mary was given first was M. 
Courveille of the diocese of Lc Puy, during his seminary training in Lyons about 
ISIS”.

In 1844 he was to renew his assertion (doc. 591). In 1846, Fr Séon (doc. 
625) confirms this:

“It is [...] M. Courveille who first set in motion this affair of the Society of 
Mary in the Great Seminary in Lyons. There was talk of a revelation...”.

Finally, M. Terraillon, in 1840-42 (doc. 750), tells the story of Courveille at 
Le Puy: his cure and his intention of founding a Society of Mary, but without 
pointing out that it was the result of a revelation. Then he tells of all the cfíorts 
of Courveille to find disciples in the seminary of St Irénée. Finally, Fr Mayet re- 
ceived from Dom Courveille in 1851 and 1852 (OM2, does. 714; 718) at least 
three letters telling of the origins, and in particular his revelation at Le Puy. 
Therefore, in the years 1840-1870 there was a contradiction on the question of 
the origins, which the quarrels centred around the Constitutions of the S.M. 
bring out into the open in the years 6070, with Fr Colin attributing to Cour
veille only the role of the one who suggested the Society, while those who op- 
pose this view stress the role of Courveille6 and do not stop far short of saying 
that Fr Colin has usurped the title of founder. Finally, the Chapter of 1870 (doc. 
845) provides an official version of the origins which affirms the role of Cour
veille while refusing to name him:

Sce the historical synopsis of OM. volume 4 p 532-553.

"Following these traditions (gathered from the mouths of the older members, 
Fathers Déclas, Terraillon and Courveille) it is Father X... who would have had 
the first idea of a Society of Mary: this would have come to him at Le Puy, at the 
feet of the statue of the Blessed Virgin which is venerated there, on an occasion 
when he had gone there on pilgrimage to thank this good Mother for a grace he 
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had received from her. He brought this idea to the Great Seminary in Lyons in 
1815 and began to spread it among his more pious fellow students...”

I think that this reminder was necessary to allow for an evaluation of the 
wealth of the historical account composed by Pierre Colin which precedes by 
more than twenty years the oldest testimonies we possess up till then on the 
origins. We see how nearly this text matches the version furnished by Fathers 
Déclas, Terraillon and even Courveille. Since Pierre Colin is its source we can 
be sure that it was also the version accepted at that moment in Cerdon, and 
therefore by Jean Claude Colin, and which was finally to be retained in 1870 
after a long period of occultation.

C. The Chronology
However, we are struck by some gross errors of chronology. Thus, Cour- 

veilles inspiration is placed twclve years before, that is to say towards 1807, 
while Courveille asserts that he received it in 1812. Pierre Colin also adds a 
few years on to Courveilles age who, since he was born in 1787, is 32 and not 
34 or 35. Nevertheless he gives a correct interpretation of two other chrono- 
logical elements: Courveille, in 1819, had certainly been ordained for three 
years, and he certainly kept quiet for about two years before talking of his 
project to his superiors. Further on in the text we shall try to provide some 
explanation for these approximations which are not very serious.

D. Courveille’s confusion
Moreover, when he asserts that “being afraid that he might he mistaken he 

kept it quiet for two years, but being inwardly ever more strongly urged to start 
this work, he thought he ought to talk it over with his confessor”, Pierre Colin 
is astonishingly elose to the accounts of Déclas:

“It (the idea of the Society of Mary) had so strong a hold on him that he 
heard Mass six times to he delivered from it, without being able to succeed. 
Then he spoke of it to M. Cholleton” (doc. 551/1). And a little later (doc. 591/5) 
“He looked upon it as an illusion of the devil and tried to turn away from it, but 
in vain; the more efforts he made, the more this thought pursued him.

But it is also taken up again by Courveille in 1852 (doc. 718/8):
“I was astonished, frightened... I did not speak about it to anyone, not even 

to my directors. I thought it was a great illusion ... the matter kept coming back 
very often and I kept on spurning it”.

Thus, the topic of Courveille’s confusion, which was reported belatedly 
by both the interested party and by Déclas, was well known in 1819.

E. Affirmation of the revelation at Le Puy
But the most important thing is the revelation at Le Puy, since Pierre Co- 
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lin speaks about it as being a “special grace received at Notrc Dame du Puy 
en Velay” and he indicates its drift: thc foundation of thc Society of Mary. 
There again the tcxt confirms the latest documents then known: Tcrraillon 
was particularly struck by that, since according to him thc gist of thc revcla- 
tion consisted in thcse words:

“Jesus has his society, therefore Mary also must have hers (doc. 750/1).
Courvcille is more vcrbose, but his words mean the same (doc. 718)
"I wish, and it is the wish of my adorahle Son, that in these latter days of 

impiety and incredulity, there should also hc a society consecrated to me, bea- 
ring my name and calling itself the Society of Mary, and that those wbo are its 
memhers be also called Marists in order to fight against heU".

Déclas is the least clearcut on this point: he is content to have Courvcille 
say, in his conversation with Bochard, “that it ivas because of the work of the 
Blessed Virgin which he had in view and which he was hoping to establish in Le 
Puy” (doc. 591/6).

E The year 1816
Finally, Pierrc Colin confirms the importance of thc year f816, (witch 

essntially, stating precisely whether it refers to the school year, which began 
on the feast of All Saints, or thc civil year) in thc strueturing of the society. 
But you will notice that, while giving primordial importance to thc composi- 
tion of thc promisc, he says nothing about the ceremony in Fourvicrc on 23 
July 1816. Thus, for the Marists of 1819, the real act of foundation of the SM 
was the signing of the promisc and not the Mass at Fourvicrc at which Cour
vcille officiated.

G. The importance of the Vicars General of Le Puy
The interest of this rapid historical account of Pierrc Colin, which 

essentially was to serve as an introduetion to the promise which follows, is 
therefore, to show us how much the memories of the principal witnesses, 
more than twenty years later, are at one with what they knew only a few years 
after thc event of the foundation.

But some elements of the text can pose questions. Thus, Picrre Colin says 
that “he (Courvcille) thought he ought to talk it over with his confessor and se
veral other wise and learned persons”. Now, we know (doc. 718/1011) that at 
Le Puy Courvcille spoke to two directors onc of whom was his confessor. 
Although he does not exactly say so, Pierre Colin seems to situate these con- 
fidences at Lc Puy for, when he speaks of Courveille at St Irénée, hc indicates 
that thc latter is acting with the permission of his directors, that is to say 
Cholleton, for sure and, probably, Bochard. One gets the impression, then, 
that at Le Puy more than two persons were taken into his confidencc, a fact 
which would confirm the opinion hcld by Déclas when he said (doc. 591/6) 

15



that “the Vicars General of Le Puy were very insistent on keeptng him”. It is 
thercfore probable that at least some of the “wise and learned persons” to 
whom Pierre Colin alludes were the Vicars General of Le Puy.

H. A triumvirate: Bochard Cholleton Courveille
But also this account concerning the year 1816 whcn the foundation of 

the Society of Mary is related as a recruiting drive concerted by Courveille 
and his directors, with the twelve chosen ones seeming to have no initiative, 
has some intriguing facets. We know that, in fact, the group was largely built 
up by reciprocai relationships. Pierre Colin, for his part, insists on the fact 
that it was sponsored by Cholleton, Bochard 7 and Courveille who excrcised 
a dominating influence which Déclas and Terraillon also note. Thus an im- 
portant characteristic of the Society of Mary is stressed: as long as it was in 
the St Irénée seminary, the SM was firmly held together by the triumvirate 
Courveille Cholleton Bochard. Besides, the text of the promise is presented 
by Pierre Colin as coming from Courveille since he says that “he communica- 
ted his aim and the plan of the society” of which the promise is only a résumé. 
This somewhat exccssive insistence on the obedience of thc Marists is justi- 
fied also by the concern of thc author of thc letter to show that the Marists 
are in all things submissive to the authorities, and in particular to the bis- 
hops, but that was only a tactical ploy since there are numerous texts of Fr 
Colin which also insist on this obedience to authority, and the testimonies of 
Fathers Déclas and Terraillon stress thc willing obedience of Marists to their 
superiors even when they hamper the progress of the work

’. Doc. 551/3: “M. Bochard often saw M. Courveille and together they agreed on the choice of subjects: 
he even went as far as saying to him: "No, don’t take such and such ; they are not very bright”.

I. From the project of an individual to that of a group
But Pierre Colins text displays, by its very form, a significant break: the 

beginning of the historical account of the SM shows the action of a single man 
by multiplying the “he”s. On the contrary, the second part diíferentiatcs itself 
completely from this vision. Hcnccforth it is the “they”s which dominate: 
“they undertook”, “they are almost all priests”, “they put their signatures”. 
And the event which causes this break with the form is thc promise. As if this 
fact had changed the nature of thc Society of Mary and reduced the one who 
had the original inspiration to the role of a simple companion. Moreover, af- 
ter the text of the promise the “they”s continue. This change of personal pro- 
noun makes two phases of the foundation of the Marist project stand out 
clearly: thc revelation which was first brought by an individual has later been 
taken over by a group.

Moreover, there is another indication of this wish to show that thence- 
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forth the idea of the action of a single man helped by some counsellors is a 
thing of the past; this is the fact that the name of the person to whom the re- 
velation was made is never mentioned. Thus, this document seems to reveal 
that, from 1819, the Colin Brothers, and probably the whole Marist group, 
consider Courveille, not as the founder, but as the one who revealed a divine 
inspiration which he successfully passed on. When that was done, his parti
cular role was ended. The divine revelation received at Le Puy was thcrefore 
not personal but collective. It carne through onc man but it was destined for 
a group whose function it was to carry it to the world. Courveille doesn't 
seem to have accepted, this second phase, and he seems to have kept the con- 
viction that he was the permanent depository of the revelation: the group 
could not break with him without taking the wrong road. His letter from 
Aiguebelle, in 1826 (doc. 152), in which he accepts, feeling the wrench, that 
he no longcr bclongs to the Society of Mary, seems an exccllent manifestation 
of this ambiguous attitude which was to end in his exclusion. This letter, there- 
fore, shows clearly, already in 1819, the terms of the conflict which would 
be crystallised some years later round the person of Courveille, to whom will 
finally be denied the role of founder that he was claiming in a vague way. A 
second conflict, with a result that was diametrically opposed, would take place 
in 1860-70 concerning the founder and the original rule, and Jean Claudc 
Colin would emerge the winner sincc his role as founder would no longer bc 
contested. In simplc terms, he would have to concede that his spiritual vision 
of a congregation founded by Mary does not insist on hiding the role of the 
players, unworthy though they may be, who made possible the success of the 
work. Nonetheless, the fact remains that, while asserting that Mary is the real 
foundress and that Courveille did nothing more than reveal the project, Jean 
Claude placed himsclf in rcmarkable agreement with the letter of 1819* and in 
contradiction with what he himself became: a founder who claimed that his 
rule was divinely inspired. In a word, the two founders of the Society of Mary 
had two attitudes very much alike. But the second one managed to takc his 
disciples along with him, the first one failed.
J. A “BAND” seeking to become an “ORDER”

But in 1819 we are not there yet: the Marists are not yet an “order” but a 
“band”, that is a group characterised by “equal status of members, freedom 
of associares, charity pushed to the limit”9. But the letter shows us that the 
band had already started on the following phase since it was looking for the 
support of authority in order to exist as an order. In doing so it agreed to 
give up its first State inorder, eventually, to elect a superior and live under a 
rule. This is a difficult transition:

8. See in the historical synopsis (OM4 p 532), “the question of the founder” and p 5)5. “How Fr Colin
saw M. Courveille”.
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"If the members remain level-headed in the midst of this intense joy that 
tbey (these bands) exude, they start making human contacts at a deep levei. If 
they are inclined to immoderation or are gluttons for marvels, they almost ine- 
vitahly lapse into extravagance and fanaticism. The hand hecomes a sect: one o] 
the more fanatical of its members takes over the others for his own advantage by 
keeping th em under his thumh and making them bis servants”'".

Would you not say that such is a description of the Marists in the years 
1820-30? Aithough scattcred, they maintained close contacts and go ahead in 
spite of difficulties. But the personality of Courveille continued to weigh me- 
nacingly and in 1819 this threat had not yct broken out into the light of day. 
That is why thc “band” passed on to a third phase of its transformation 
which is shown by the form the text takes.

Indeed, after the use of the “he”, then of the “they”, the use of thc “we” 
and of the possessive adjective “our” attract our attention:

“Our intention is to present ourselves to His Holiness [...] we have already 
taken the liherty of sending him a letter dated last Fehruary"...

Apart from the fact that this text confirms a first letter to Rome mentio- 
ncd in thc letter of 25 January 1822 (doc. 69/1), it indicates a ncw phase in 
the strueturing of the society: it is no longer enough, as in the sccond phase, 
to wait for “the moment marked by divinc Providencc and the permission of 
the ccclcsiastical superiors”, but it is thc moment to enter into contact with 
the supreme authority: the Pope. Who was bchind this “we”? Obviously the 
Colin brothers. But the text States clearly that it is “in the name of all my com- 
panions that I have thc honour of communicating to you our desires and our 
intentions”. Should we take this assertion litcrally?

Obviously yes, taking into account what I have said above, but also of 
what the letter asserts:

“Aithough scattered, they have all remained intimately United”.
The testimony of Fr Terraillon takes the same tone whcn recalling the pe- 

riod 1816-1824:
“Alivays united with one another, we acted in perfect harmony. Our small 

gatherings were uninterrupted. They took place sometimes at Belley, sometimes 
at Lyons, but more often at Lyons. We usually took advantage" of the pastoral 
retreats to consult each other and hecome more and more fervent” (OM2, doc. 
750/8).

One phrase in the letter enlightens us, moreover, on the number of 
Marists in 1819:

“Before separating and going to occupy the posts which Providence decreed

9. See Ravmond HOSTIE, “Vie et mort des ordres religieux”, Desclée De Brouwcr, 1972, p 292.
10. Ibid. p 293.
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for each one of them in their ministry, for they are almost all priests, they put 
their signatures, as a body, to the following promise which contains, in abbre- 
viated form, the aim and the plan of the Society”.

In that phrasc, Pierre Colin evokes a past event: (“they put their signatu- 
res”) and a situation contemporary with his letter: (“they are almost all prie
sts”). Such a statement suggests that the group, in 1819, is still just as nume- 
rous. We know from anothcr source that among the dozen names that we 
know of the first group, two of them would join Bochards “Pères de la 
Croix”: these were Pousset and Verrier. But they made their vows in that so
ciety only in 1820. Moreover the “almost” seems to indicate that Orsel, who 
would finally give up the ecclcsiastical career, and Perrault Maynand, who 
would become a priest only in 1822, were still members of the group.12

But let us return to the topic of unity among the Marists, for the authors 
of OM find the above assertion of Terraillon somewhat idyllic and mention 
quite correctly that we do not know who this “we” includes. For my part, I 
think Pierre Colin and Terraillon give a corrcct description of the reality of 
the twenties, for how can we explain otherwise that this project of seminarists 
who were enthusiastic and full of dreams should have been able to be proof 
against long years of stalemate? Moreover, I showed above how much the Ma
rists were psycho-sociologically typical of the origins of religious orders. I 
think too that this unity can also be explained by the fact that the Marists 
have been nourished with the spirituality of the Aas”, those secret societies of 
eleries, formed in the 17th ccntury whose device was “Cor unum, anima una”. 
Besides, does not Fr Terraillon evokc this device when he recalls “Always Uni
ted with one anothcr, we acted in perfect harmony”?

Moreover, this pcrfect harmony allows us to understand in what condi- 
tions the Marists probably wrote their letters. It is in fact probable that, at the 
beginning of 1819, a meeting ended with the decision to write to Rome. The 
first attempt having failed, it is probable that a second meeting ended with 
the appeal to Mgr Bigex, thus justifying the assertion of Pierre Colin who is 
acting as the mouthpiece of a group14 in which no one, not even Courveille, 
saw himself as founder, since it was Mary who presided over the birth of this 
group. If you read it carefully, that is what Fr Déclas is stating:

“The one to whom the first idea of the society was given was M. Courveil
le” (doc.^l).

Father Terraillon is clearer still:

. André LANFREY, in “Cahicrs Maristes”, N°9, July 1996, “The Society of Mary as a secret society”, pp 
1882.

,2. See in OM4 biographical notices.
u. André LANFREY, “Cahicrs Maristes”, N°9, “The Society of Mary as a secret society”. pp 580.

19



"The first idea of the Society of Mary is due to Notre Dame du Puy” (doc. 
750).

And Father Colin would often continue on that linc (Sce OM4 p 532, 
historical synopsis).

All three of them, by asserting that the idea of the Society of Mary was gi- 
ven, deny anyone the right to declare himself the founder.

Moreover, the letter to the Pope of 25 January 1822, signed by Courveil
le and the Colin brothers, presents the foundation as being collective, even if 
Courveille does seem to have the title of superior in it. He himself bears wit- 
ness that the letter was collective and that it drew down on him some ironical 
reflections from M. Bochard who, however, implicitly recognises the title of 
superior (doc. 718/23):

"The superiors, learning that we had written to the Pope, made fun of us. M. 
Bochard, the Viçar General, said to me: "Do you think that the Pope is going to 
answer a small, insignificant priest, when I, the Viçar General of the biggcst dio
cese in Trance, wrote to him almost tico years ago without getting an answer?"

We must take into account the fact that at about 1820 the Marists were 
functioning on a fraternal arrangement which meant that, once a decision had 
been taken collectively, its execution was confided to those who had propo- 
sed it or were considered best placed to realise it (Pierre Colin was a parish 
priest), unless, if they functioned as the Aa did, the elected officers were gi- 
ven the responsibility of executing what had been decided, which would ex- 
plain the fact that it was Pierre Colin and not his brothcr or a Marist of the 
original group who composed the letter to Mgr Bigex15.

”. Mgr Bigex certainly understood that since in his letter of 12 June 1822 (OM1, doc. 76) the address 
bears only the name of Pierre Colin while the text begins and ends with “Mcssieurs”.

”. This hypothesis that the Marists functioned like an Aa seems to me to be strengthened by the observa- 
tion that the first three letters making overtures to Rome were written either at the beginning of the year ( Ja
nuary, February) or in October or Novembcr. This gives one to understand that the meetings were hcld shortly 
before these periods: in the first days of January or in AugustSeptembcr. Now, the Aas had the custom of re- 
newing their consccration in January, at the moment when they had the time to rccruit and initiate ncw mem- 
bers, and before the holidays, during the month of August. Once they were out of the seminary the Marists 
could have kept up the January practice and replaced the meeting at the end of the school year by the ecclesia- 
stical retreat.

K. Courveille more exposed than the others
But the quotation from Courveille given above also throws light on the 

ambiguity in which the group was functioning, for M. Bochards proposals 
show that he does consider him as the superior of the Marists “a small, insi
gnificant priest". Moreover, we know that, as such, he was at first pampered by 
Bochard who appointed him to the seminary of Verrières in the autumn of 
1816, but not having been able to win him over to his own project of the Pè- 
res de la Croix de Jésus, on 20 August 1817 sent him in disgrace to Rive du 
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Gier as curate, then, on 1 October 1819 (at the time when Pierre Colin was 
writing his letter), as priest in charge at Epercieux. The other Marist aspirants 
did not suffer such harassment. The Colin brothers were able to live peaceful- 
ly at Cerdon (thanks to the protection of Cholleton10) while Courvcille was tos- 
sed hither and thither. Courvcille, then, has some merit for remaining faithful 
to the Marist project. But hc was in a most ambiguous situation, since his col- 
leagues saw in him only a “primus inter pares” while the authorities recognised 
him officially as superior. In a certain fashion, hc was taking stick from both 
sides and had not thc time hc needed to work at thc project, whilst Jean Claude 
Colin had ample time and inspiration to draw up a rule.

L. A source of future conflicts: difference between the address of the 
addressee and his actual place of residence
The letter written to Rome on 25 January 1822 (doc. 69) is a brilliant 

example of this ambiguity, since it is signed by the one who is considered by 
the ecclesiastical authorities to be the superior, but is accompanied by the si- 
gnatures of two members of the Marist project: one is an original member 
(JeanClaudc Colin), and a more recent participant: Pierre Colin. In a certain 
fashion, these three signatures sum up the history of the project and assure 
everyone, since in Rome they have an interlocutor who is clearly identified 
and who is known as such in Lyons, while the signatures that follow, althou- 
gh they reveal the two strata of disciples (those of 1816 and the more recent 
aspirants), show who are the most dynamic actors in the project: the Colin 
brothers in Cerdon. Does not theletter of 1819 which we are studying ex- 
press, in own its way, the same thing, showing the three actors succeeding 
each other: “he”; “they”; “we”?

But by dissociating the person of the superior and the place of residence 
(Cerdon) the authors of the letter of 1922 laid a trap for themselves: the reply 
from Rome would be addrcsscd to M. Courvcille in Cerdon. Thus, the Colin 
brothers could consider that the letter was addrcsscd to them, while M. Cour- 
vcillc had the right to claim that he is thc addressee and that, furthermore, 
Rome recognised him as superior. For thc time being this was not a serious 
problem for the unity among the members allowed difficulties to be resolved, 
but if there were a conflict it would be difficult to exclude a man recognised by 
thc supreme authority and who could rightfully consider himsclf as being con- 
firmed in a position of at least moral leadership. So the letter of 1819 is intere- 
sting in that it shows us how a process began which ended three years later 
in a first official recognition and at thc same time in a trial of strength. For

OM3, doc. 819/12; “Fr Colin was appointed as curate to Cerdon where his elder brother was parish 
priest. This appointnient alarmed his conscience; [...I Consulted on this difficulty, M. Cholleton said to the 
voung curate: “Go on. your brother will be your first companion”. The good iather understood later the views 
ol divine providence. If he had been a curate elsewhere he would not have had sufficient freedom for working 
at thc realisation of his project, especially as regards the travelling and periods of absence it needed. 
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who should take on the rcsponsibility for thc projcct? The one who was desi- 
gnated by a first revelation and by the authorities of thc Church, or those who 
had effectively promotcd it hic et nunc? One can understand, therefore, how 
at thc end of his life Fr Colin should have to face up to persistent stispicions of 
manipulations that it was difficult for him to justify complctely as lawful and 
that he should need to claim his own inspiration at the same time as it was his 
duty to play down as much as possible thc role of Courveille. Paradoxically, his 
only recourse against this suspicion was to take on thc role as founder'*.

M. An unfavourable political conjuncture
But another phrase deserves an explanation: “It is our intention to pre- 

sent ourselves to His Holiness as soon as possible. With no hope of doing so 
immediately, (goimg to Rome) considering the difficulty of the times...”.

First of all there were religious difficultics, of which wc spokc above and 
whose effect was that the Marists had just lost hope of gctting rid of thc 
touchy tutelagc of thc Vicars General and cspccially of Bochard.

On the other hand, political events brought littlc joy: sincc Decembcr 
1818 thc liberal minister, Dessolles Dccazes had becn governing Francc. In 
May 1819 he had passed liberal laws on the press, allowing those who oppo- 
sed the regime to declare themselves vociferously and to win thc partial elec- 
tions of 11 September 1819. Fr Grégoire, an outstanding figure in the Con- 
stitutional Church and a declared regicide'9 was elected in Grcnoble, 100 km 
away from Lyons and this causcd a scandal which was insupportable in thc ul
tra and Catholic circlcs. Sccret societies, Bonapartist and Republican, multi- 
plied and gave cause for an abiding fear of attcmpts to overthrow thc regime. 
For staunch royalists, as the Marists were, there was rcason for uncasc, 
without taking into account that such a government was not much inclined to 
resolve ecclcsiastical problcms. The future, therefore, sccmcd blockcd on 
thc side of both the diocese and the government. The only recourse was 
Rome, but even then it was nccessary to knock on the right door, without 
dcluding onesclf on the chances of a rapid outeome. Thus the letter of 
1819 shows that the Marists have no longer thc illusions of 1816 about the 
rapid execution of their projcct.

4. THE PROMISE

But we must now insist on what constitutes the centre piece of thc let-

”. I his is what I r Colin asserts (doc. 804/9): “If his name sometimes appeared in our letters. prudencc 
seemcd to demand it, because at that time the Work seemed to be known under his name”.

Sce in the historical synopsis (OM4 p 532} “snippets about the origin”.
He did not vote for the death of the king for he was absent, but he declared that he opted for that decision. 
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ter and is for us thc most important contribution of this documcnt: the 
promise, written in Latin by Pierre Colin in thc middle of the letter.

A. The text
OM (t. 1 p 219220) tells us that this text, fundamental for thc history 

of the Society of Mary, is preserved in three handwritten copies, all writ
ten in the hand of Pierre Colin, with no date or signature, no indication of 
any kind2”. We therefore have before us a fourth version by the same 
author, but one which has the advantage of being dated and whose 
author is identified without any possible doubt. Besides, the contents of 
the letter allow us to assert with certainty that this is indeed the promise 
which the Marist aspirants signed in 1816 in the St Irénée seminary and 
probably pronounced in Fourvière on 23 July 1816. Up to now, thc lack 
of a date, author, and placc where written had allowed us to reach only a 
relative certainty.

. Two copies (called B and C by Frs ('oste and Lessard) are kept in the archives of lhe Marist Fathcrs . 
a third (copy C) is kept in the archives of (he Marist Brothers. Copy A. the original onc. is lost.

But the comparison between this ncwly discovered version and the 
versions already known, allows us to note two variations in relation to thc 
texts published in OM and which Fathcrs Coste and Lessard cstablishcd 
by comparing thc three versions known to them. Thus, at thc end of thc 
text, doc. 50 of OM declares:

“confidentes quod, sub amico pacis et religionis Christianissimi Regis 
nostri regimine, brevi in lucem prodibit illa institutio, solemniter pollicemur 
nos omniaque nostra impensuros esse ad salvandas modis omnibus animas 
sub augustissimo nomine Vir gin is Ma ria e ejusdemque auspiciis”.

Two words are different. The second variant (“omniaque” replacing 
“omnia”) is already interesting for “omniaque" is grammatically more cor- 
rect than “omnia”. And Fr Coste (note 6 of OM1 p 223) indicated that 
one should read not “omnia” but “omniaque".

But thc addition of the word “eximia” has quite anothcr significancc. 
It means “privileged, apart, out of the ordinary”21. That means wc have to 
translate it not as “this institution will see the light of day” but “this out 
of thc ordinary institution will see the light of day”, which appears much 
more in kceping with the State of mind of the Marist aspirants who saw 
thc Society of Mary as destined to regenerate thc universe.

The French translation of this passage, donc for thc first time by Fr 
Jeantin in 1895 in T. 1 of the “Vie du P. Colin” pp 4143 and taken up 
in the “Vie du P. Champagnat” starting in 1897, takcs this word “exi
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mia" into account, translating it by “cxcellent”, thus wcakening its 
meaning:

“ ...confident that, under the peaceful and religious government of our 
most Christian king, this cxcellent institution will see the light of day. We 
promise that we will give ourselves, ourselves and all that we have, for the 
salvation of souls in every possihle way and working in the name of the Vir
gin Mary and under her auspices”.

Fathers Coste and Lessard, in their criticai study comparing the three 
texts, have established the official text22 of the words of the promise, indi- 
cating the variations in the three copies. But, strangely, they have omitted 
any mention of the word “eximia". That is a memory lapse on their part.2’ 
The Latin text established by them in OM (doc. 50) is thcrefore inaccura- 
te on this point.

On the other hand, the text of A.F.M. is incorrcct in the expression 
“piisimae Maristarum \nstituendae congregationi" (to the foundation of the 
pious Congregation of the Marists) for Pierre Colin’s letter speaks of “pii
simae Mariistarum instituendae congregationi" and Mgr Bigex, certainly 
influenced by this text, has written on the back of this letter “project of 
the congregation of the Marists”. Fathers Coste and Lessard24 wcrc right 
to keep the term “Mariistarum” in the official Latin version, considering 
it, rightly, the earlier version.

Thus one may conclude that the foundation text of the S.M. which is 
most faithful to the original one, which has not been found, is contained 
in the letter of Pierre Colin.
B. The Aim and Plan of the Society

But Pierre Colins lettter, by asserting that M. Courveille “chose twelve 
suhjects to whom he communicated his aim and the plan for the Society” and 
that the promise “contains in abbreviated form the aim and plan for the So
ciety” obliges us to admit that the promise is not the first text of the SM but 
that it is a summary of the initial text whose author or vehicle was Courveille.

Must we then revive the polemic of the eighteen-seventies whcn, in Marist 
Fathers' circles, Fr Colin was accused of having stolen a rule of Courveilles con
tained in an exercise book which the former refused to give back to its owner?

“Illustrated Latin-French Dictionary”, F. Gaffiot. Fie quotes, among others. an extract from Cícero: “te 
illi unum eximium, cui consuleret, fuisse”: “it would he improbable that you should have this unique privilege 
of being the object of his sollicitude”...

". Acta S.M. ibid.
Fr Lessard, to whom this letter was communicated. has verified that the word “eximia” was certainly 

in the three versiona already known.
". Ibid. p 14
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Certainly not, for Fr Colin formally denies it and his contradictors nevcr 
brought forward any prool that on this point he was mistaken25. Nevertheless, 
the letter of 1819 asserts that there had been a document written by Cour- 
veille, or in his possession, and that therefore this is in substance his work. 
This project is not a rulc, but a “plan” of which the letter gives a first sum- 
mary saying that “they all undertook to support him and to use the rest of 
their lives for the glory of God, for the help of the Catholic Church and the 
salvation of souls in the Society of Mary, provided that it was approved by the 
Sovereign Pontiff and by their Lordships,the Bishops”.

With regard to the complete text of the promise which follows and whi
ch dates from 1816, you will have noticed two variations: the mention of the 
most Christian king does not figure there; it is no longer a question of fidelity 
“to our reverend ordinary bishop” but to “their Lordships the Bishops”. In 
1819 the enthusiastic royalism of the first Marists seems to have been dulled, 
for the most Christian king had disappointed their hopes26; and fidelity to the 
ordinary bishop (Fesch) has disappeared, a sign that his authority was no lon
ger recognised by them and therefore no longer was that of the Vicars Gene
ral. The Marists therefore are in the opponents’ camp, playing Rome against 
the administration of the diocese. What follows will allow us better to shore 
up that hypothesis.

5. HOW DID RELATIONS WITH MGR BIGEX START?

It remains for us to look for the persons who introduced the Marists to 
Mgr Bigex. We have seen, in fact, that internai criticism of the document al- 
lows us to conclude that they did not know that prelate and had never corre- 
sponded with him. And it is hard to see that Mgr Bigex, a wise and prudent 
prelate, should have ventured to correspond with a group of young students 
who were unknown to him, being formed in a diocese where ecclesiastical af- 
fairs were more than somewhat confused. He would at least have taken the 
precaution of finding some information about them. Now, his reply was ex-

See especially his declarations in OM3, doc. 820/3 and 837/1.
C It is well (o stress that the sanctuary of Fourvière in 1815-1816 seems to have been a place for Catho

lic and Royalist manifestations. Thus a letter of M. Besson, parish priest of St Nizier (archives Besson 19 j 751, 
deposited in the A.D. of Metz) contains a letter from him to the policc licutenant, dated 20 August 1815 and 
stating: “I am disposed to do all that is acceptable to the magistrates of the town and to the society of royalists 
assembled to kcep a vow in Fourvière”, but he cannot subscribe to that because of the opposition of the Vicars 
General. A letter from Canon Bossu, dated the following day, expccts that the procession, on its retum from 
Fourvière. will go directly to Place Bcllecour where there will be a Mass in presence of the Austrian garrison 
(the allies are still occupying France) and of the National Guard to celebrate the icast of St Louis. Finally, a let
ter from the thrce Vicars General, 6 August 1816, declares that “His Excellency the governor and the other ci
vil authoritics have expressed, through the organ of the mayor, the desire to have a general procession to Four
vière, on the fcast of St Louis, Sunday 25th inst.”...It therefore seems quite likely that there exists among the 
royalists a tendency to make of the Marian sanctuary a place for expressing devotion to the king, and the 
Marists seem to bask in these sympathies.
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tremely rapid, sincc wc know that, in November already, the Marists wcre 
sending a letter to Cardinal Pacca, Prcfcct of the congregation of Bishops and 
Regulars, certainly following his advice. Some person who was well known to 
Mgr Bigex, and having his confidcnce, intervened therefore to guarantee their 
earnestness.

A. M.Besson, parish priest of St Nizier
Now, in the same file as the Marists’ letter, in the bishopric of Pinerolo, is 

a letter from Besson, parish priest of St Nizier in Lyons, writing from Micugy, 
near Seyssel in the Ain, on the border between Savoy and France, on 1 Octo 
ber 1819, that is 9 days before the Marists. Unlike that of Pierre Colin, his let
ter bears the address on the back: “to Monseigneur the bishop of Pinerolo, in 
Pinerolo (Piedmont)”. And the post office in Seyssel stamped its postmark. 
The paper then bears marks of the folding at the time of dispatch, but 
another vertical one in the middle, quite similar to the one on Pierre Colins 
letter suggests that the two letters could have been kept together, their close- 
ness of date being sufficient to justify this hypothesis.

Historians of the diocese of Lyons and of Savoy are well acquaintcd with 
this personage whosc activities covered both territories. Bom in 1756 in Scys- 
sel (in Savoy), he did his ecclesiastical studies in the sênior seminary in Lyons. 
Ordained priest in 1799, he studicd law in Dijon and obtained his doctorate 
in 1786. In 1788, his uncle, Mgr Paget, bishop of Annecy, callcd him to the 
office of Vicar General in the diocese of Geneva. During the Revolution, as an 
active draft evader, he was arrested then escaped, lived in Switzerland, in 
Munich and in northern Italy, acting as a link with all the exiled priests. FIc 
still playcd an important role in Paris in 1800, obtaining the creation of a lar
ge diocese in Savoy, whosc scat he wanted to be in Annccy and not in 
Chambéry. Latcr he turned aside from Savoyard affairs and thcnccforth his 
career was spent in Lyons where Cardinal Fesch first of all named him titular 
canon of thc primatial church of Saint Jean, then parish priest of the parish of 
Saint Nizier, the principal parish in thc centre of Lyons. Under thc Empirc hc 
remained prudent, but under the Rcstoration, Saint Nizier was an ardent cen 
tre of legitimism at the same time as being the centre of the involvement of 
the Vicars General of Lyons in the name of Cardinal Fesch.27 Alter 1819, his 
activity bccame toughcr: in 1821 he was behind the secrct printing, in Gene
va, of a "Mcmoire sur 1’exercice actuel de la juridiction ordinaire dans le dioce
se de Lyon" ( Dissertation on the present exercisc of ordinary jurisdiction in 
the diocese of Lyons”) in which he contests the legitimacy of thc powcrs of 
the Vicars General. Aithough hc did not succccd in obtaining a canonical jud- 
gement on this point, he nevertheless obtained the appointment of an aposto- 
lic administrator: Mgr de Pins.2s He would end his ecclesiastical career as bi
shop of Metz in 1842. By his persevering action in his relations with thc go
vernment and in ecclesiastical circles (he had friends in the famous congrega- 
tion, a very influcntial politico-religious society, and bccame director of thc 
offices of the Grande Aumônerie), hc would obtain the elimination ol Bochard.
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His letter, on which it does not serve our purpose to make a long commcn- 
tary, treats only of ecclesiastical politics: namely the rcturn of Pius VII to the 
concordai of 1801 after the failure of a proposcd concordat which would 
have created new dioceses, Belley being one of them, and allowed Mgr de 
Pins to assume power as provisional administrator of the archbishopric of 
Lyons. In the letter Besson shows a strong ultramontanism and a concern to 
reconstitute a tight network of bishoprics. In a word, his mentality is typical 
of thc ultra spirit, anxious to rechristianise France by reconstituting solid 
ecclesiastical structures, and Mgr Bigex shared this spirit.

The tone of the letter shows that a longstanding intimacy between these 
two men who certainly met each other frequcntly since both worked at thc 
same time on the same tcrritory: Savoy and Lyons. l he form of address he 
uses to Bigex, moreover, is significant: “My dear lordship and also my dear 
friend”2'. And the rest of thc letter is in keeping with this friendly prcamble: 
in it Besson gives the substancc of his thought on matters ecclesiastical. He al
so names another of their common acquaintances: M. Russand, a printer in 
Lyons, a great publisher of religious books, a member of the same rcsistance 
network under the Empirc, a future benefactor of Fr Champagnat, to whom 
M. Besson passed on orders for books in the name of Mgr Bigex, which 
means that there was frequent correspondcnce among the three mcn.'"Besson, 
therefore, appears to have bccn onc of the favourite correspondcnts of Mgr 
Bigex in France, providing him with books and confidential items of infor- 
mation.
B. M. Besson’s guests

After showing how this personnagc fits in , I think it would be useful to 
quote thc last paragraph of the letter which could bc of interest to our 
subjcct:

“Next morning I am expecting our friend from Geneva: at the same time 
I am expecting three of my friends from Lyons, among them Fr Linsolas, a 
former Vicar General. I expect to keep them here for a whole week; and I 
shall prolong my holidays till some time before All Saints”.

We can easily identify two of these personages. The “friend from Geneva” 
can only be Vuarin, parish priest of that town.” He too was a Savoyard but

' . Sec biographical notices and the bibliography concerning him in the “Dictionnairc du monde rcligicux 
contemporain”, N°6 (Lyon) and N°8 (Savoie), Beauchcsnc, 1994 and 1996.

T It Lessard pointed out to me that Fr Colin reported this undermining work ot Besson whom hc saw in 
Paris in 1822. See OM3, doc. 821/29, OM2, doc. 6O3m 466/6.

' . We should probably take the word “friend” according to the meaning the members ot the Aa gave this 
title or that of “confrère” in their correspondcnce. Two indications lead us to believe this: first thc allusion to 
"our confrère, Fr Varicourt; then the final grecting which strongly insists on thc authority and the conlralcrnity: 
“Reccivc, my dear Lordship, the homage of my unchanging sentiments, thc expression of rcspcct and friendship 
of your old confrère”.

’ The file “corrispondenza varia” of Pincrolo, where we found thc letters of Colin and Besson, contains 
also a letter from Rusand.
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clearly younger than Besson and Bigex (he was born in 1769). He would be 
ordained priest only in 1797, in Fribourg, aftcr having fiercely takcn part in 
Catholic resistance in Savoy by the side of Besson.’2 Aftcr being installed in 
Calvin’s city he fought tooth and nail with the Protestants to have the rights 
of Catholics recognised. In one of his letters he thought that “Mgr of Pinero- 
lo, whom he considcred one of the bright lights of the episcopate, could offer 
useful advice” on the question of the Vicars General.”

”■ Besson’s papers, kept in the A.D. of Metz contain many letters from Vuarin to Besson.
”. Biographical notice and bibliography in “Dictionnaire du monde rcligieux dans la Francc contempo- 

raine, Nf 8, “La Savoie".
”. See André LATREILLE, “La question de 1’administration du diocese dc Lyon (1814 1839)" in “Revue 

d’histoire de 1’.. .glisc dc France”. T/XXX. 1944. pp 7172, the basic article on this question.
u. Ibid.

Fr Linsolas, born in the parish of Saint Nizier in Lyons, was the organiser 
of the clandestine Church in the diocese under the Revolution. Having esca- 
ped capture by the police throughout the Revolution, he was arrested under 
the Consulate on 8 September 1801 and kept in arbitrary detention in Paris, 
then in Turin before being sent to the Pontificai States. As a stubborn defen
der of ecclesiastical jurisdiction in opposition to the temporal power, he was a 
nuisance, not only to the civil authorities but also to Fesch and his Vicars Ge
neral. He was able to come back to Lyons only at the Restoration. He was to 
regain his canonry only under Mgr de Pins in 1823. He was living, therefore, 
at Besson’s housc in the curacy of Saint Nizier. Being about the same age as 
Besson (he was born in 1874), having studied at the same major seminary in 
Lyons at the same period, having been ordained in the same year as the latter 
(1879), and sharing the same ideas as Besson, he was certainly one of his old 
friends, and he was known to Bigex, who took inspiration from his clandestine 
Church under the Revolution and succeeded him as Vicar General in Lyons 
in 1802-3” Nevertheless, the fact that Besson should have needed to give the 
precise title of Linsolas shows that there were not any regular relations 
between Bigex and Linsolas.

C. Cholleton: was he one of the “two friends” from Lyons?

But who were the other friends from Lyons whose names were not men- 
tioned? We can be sure that they were not known to Bigex since Besson does 
not take the trouble to give their names. But I think that one of them could 
well have been M. Cholleton, and that for reasons which I shall give below.

First of all, a material reason: M. Cholleton, the director of the Saint 
Irénée seminary, was on holiday at that time: since studies did not start again 
till All Saints he therefore had time to go on his traveis and stay at some di- 
stance from Lyons. Besides, in Lyons, he was an ecclesiastic of some standing: 
on top of his important post, provided by Mgr Dubourg with the powers of a
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Vicar General, he made it his task to collect funds for America (an enterprise 
which would lead to the foundation of the Propagation of the Faith). You can 
see that for Besson he would be a valuable ally, worthy to be counted among 
his connections, although he was rather young, sincc hc was born in 1788. Fi
nally, and especially, when Mgr de Pins arrived, he took part in the archie- 
piscopal council from the first session on the 1 Fcbruary 1824 and, on 1 April 
in the same year he was appointed third Vicar General. On 25 December 
1824, he moved up to be second Vicar General ”. Such a promotion was not 
due to chance: since the arrival of Mgr de Pins was due to the efforts of Bes
son ’s party, it is clear that he is one of its outstanding elements and that he is 
reaping the fruits of his commitment. Moreovcr, in thc negotiations with Bes
son to accept the difficult post of provisional administrator, Besson offered to 
be under his orders and at his side. And De Pins declared his intention of ap- 
pointing the latter Vicar General, and to choose the other two5'. In the end, 
Besson, having been appointed bishop of Metz, would not become principal 
Vicar, but it is almost certain that these were the men who were in the entou- 
rage of Mgr Dc Pins. Marist documents bear witness to this in their own way: 
Fr Déclas (OM2, doc. 551/7) records that after the dispatch of the first letters 
to Rome “M. Cholleton himself was annoyed, and it would seem that he 
rather shared the views of his superiors (the Vicars General).”’7 Mieugy, the 
family residence of Besson, situated at a good distance from Lyons, but quite 
near Gencva and on the bordcr with Savoy, ncar Chambcry whcre there was 
no scarcity of friends, was suitable for the discreet discussion of underground 
ecclesiastical polities with men who were picked and reliable.

This is probably how the link of Mgr Bigex with the Marists carne about. 
We know, in fact, that Fr Cholleton remained the counsellor of thc Marists af
ter 1816 (see the historical synopsis in OM4 p 555) which is summarised by 
Jean Claude as follows:

"Since we have been working at the projcct of the Society of Mary we have 
always made it a point of duty to communicate our ideas and activities to M. 
Cholleton, your Vicar General” (letter to Mgr De Pins, 7 Fehruary 1833, OM1, 
doc. 264/2).

It is even possible to say that relations between Cholleton and Jean Clau
de Colin were particularly close,™ while Cholleton’s attitude towards Cour
veille seems quite quickly to have become one of reserve.’*' Morcover, Jean- 
Claude Colin would have the surprise, in 1836, of finding himself superior of 
the Marists, whilst he was convinced that it would be Cholleton, who got only 
one vote: that of Jean Claude Colin.

It is certain, then, that the decision to write to Rome could not have been

”. OM4, pp 231232.
v . André LATREILLE, op. cit., p 79.
1 . Naivc way of stressing rhat M. Cholleton was not in harmony with the Vicars General and that he had 

perforce to be very prudent. Déclas here secs things from a very partial point of vicw whereas it was a question 
of a subtle trial of strength in the highest diocesan and even national authorities. 
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taken without the consent of Cholleton. It is equally probablc that thc indi- 
rect strategy of writing to a cardinal had his conscnt and that it was hc who. 
thanks to his good relations with Besson, was able to put thc Marists in con- 
tact with Bigex. So, between Mgr Bigex and thc Marists there would bc two 
intermediaries: Cholleton, who was well acquainted with their project, and 
could gttarantee their seriousness; Besson, who knew Cholleton well and 
would have no fear in rccommending the Marists to Bigex. And wc can pre
sume that the matter was arranged at the time of thc holiday spent by Besson 
and Cholleton at Mieugy, near Seysseí.

Thc sccond personage invited by Besson could well have been M. Gar
dette, thc superior of the seminary of Saint-Irénée, who had been informed 
of the Marist project by Déclas since 1816 and who was to bc the supporter 
of Fr Champagnat at criticai moments in his relations with Bochard. Several 
other indications support this: first oi all his difficult relations with Bo
chard, his direct superior, since hc was the Vicar General in chargc of semi 
naries; then the fact that, starting with the arrival of Mgr De Pins, hc took 
part in the meetings of the archiepiscopal council (OM4, p 287); finally, his 
elose relations with M. Cholleton, since thc latter was the director oí the se 
minary, while Gardette was the superior. Moreover, these relations seem to 
have been ones of real friendship since, in 1820, a letter from M. Gardette 
to M. Royer, director of thc seminary at Clermont-Fcrrand, indicares that 
together they were contemplating a journcy to that town, probably during 
the holidays/" Besides, it is most probablc that Mgr Bigex did not know 
him, for Gardette was quite a bit younger than hc was (hc was bom in 
1765); the start of his ecclesiastical carccr was spent at Clcrmont-Ferrand 
and during thc Rcvolution Gardcttcs activity was confined to Auvergne and 
in the western periphcry of the diocese of Lyons wherc he was a teachcr, 
then superior in the seminary oí Saintjodard. He began to play an impor- 
tant role in thc diocese only after 1812, thc ycar in which he was appointed 
superior of Saint-Irénée.

This, then, would have been the rcdoubtablc team of opponents to thc 
Vicars General, on which the Marists seem to have decidcd to rcly for sup
port in future.

It could even be that Pierre Colin himself might have gone to Mieugy 
(Cerdon is 60 kilometres away). His biography tclls us, moreover, that in 1821 
he probably wcnt to Grenoble and in 1823 to the bishops house in Le Puy 
(OM4 pp 242243) and that on thc arrival of Mgr Dcvie at the see of Bellcy 
(1823) “he is, as parish priest, the official spokesman of thc presbytery of Ccr-

58. See in OM does. 264/2. 271/8. 528/5. 558/1,480, 519. 819/12, 821/18. 859/911, ...852/10.
39. OM3, doc. 839/9: “1 would not give absolution to a person who wished to follow him"
40. Dioccsan archives of Clermont-Fcrrand. doc. K 2/8/61. 
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don with the bishopric, including what concerns the Society”.
The fact that the letter bore no address and contained some rather im- 

portant chronological mistakes concerning Courveille could be better ex- 
plained in that case. For it can be supposed that if Pierre Colin had details of 
a project concerning the SM, and had in particular a copy of the promise of 
1816, which he himself may have been called upon to make, he was not well 
acquainted with Courveille whereas his brother was certainly better informed. 
He would then have written the letter at Mieugy itself, taking advantage of 
Cholletons advice, even of Besson’s, but without having his brother to give 
exact dates. The advantage was that this letter would be able to reach its ad- 
dressee quickly and discreetly, since the Savoyard post office at Seyssel was 
quite near and Besson had acquaintances capable of seeing to it. When he 
had been unable, at Seyssel, to have a mailed parcel of printed matter delive- 
red to the address of Mgr Bigex, he had explained:

“I shall take advantage of some occasion to have it reach Chambéry and you 
will receive it (the missiva) later”.

In this way the fact that Pierre Colin’s letter has no address can be ex
plained: he could possibly have taken advantage of an “occasion”. It is also 
true that, in order to be accepted by Mgr Bigex it had to be accompanied by 
a letter of introduetion from Besson and so been able to take advantage of a 
dispatch of two missives in one envelope.

Finally, it is not very surprising that Mgr Bigex advised writing to Cardi
nal Pacca, for, according to André Latreille,'" the latter, “had interested him
self in the question of Lyons and had, it appears, asserted that Rome posses- 
sed ‘more bits of evidence than were needed to bring about a definite va- 
cancy”’. Mgr Bigex was certainly well-informed of the attitude of this prelate 
and therefore pointed the Marists towards the man they needed, because he 
was not in favour of Fesch.

CONCLUSION

At the conclusion of dais commentary, we can therefore make a list of the 
most important points we have acquired from our criticism.

In the first place, we see that, for the Marists of 1819, their origin is cer
tainly due to the revelation at Le Puy which consisted in the creation of a new 
order: “the Society of Mary”, which fact JeanClude Colin would later strive to 
mask until, in 1870, a controversy on the origins established the primordial 
role of Courveille. The letter insists on the fact that, after the signing of the 
promise in 1816, which summarises the plan for the Society, this revelation

41. Op. cit 
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was assumed, no longer by a man but by a group,which did not prevent a vc- 
ritable triumvirate taking on its direction: Courveille (the chief charismatic), 
Cholleton (the spiritual director) and Bochard (the ecclesiastical superior).

But in 1819 the situation seems to have evolved a great deal: poorly 
rewarded for their submission, the members of the Marist group defied the 
authority of Bochard, deciding to appeal to Rome. At the same time, Cour- 
veilles authority had weakened since he it was who had built his strategy 
upon an alliance with Bochard in 1816, and the Group had rejected it. That 
is why Courveille’s name is not uttered, why his title of superior is not men- 
tioned, and why Pierre Colin presents himself as the spokesman of a group 
which has no leader. Probably for the same reason he makes no allusion to 
plans for a meeting at Le Puy, although this is vouched for by the witness of 
Déclas (Doc. 551/8 and 591/10) and by a letter from the Vicar General of Le 
Puy in 1821 (doc. 68).

It is very probable that, in order to bring into effect this dangerous with- 
drawal of their obedience, the Marists obtained the support of the party op- 
posed to Fesch and to the Vicars General, which was supportcd by Besson, 
parish priest of Saint Nizier, and had Cholleton among its adherents. It is pro
bably through them that they were able to make contact with Mgr Bigex.

The letter shows us, therefore, that a second triumvirate, consisting of 
Cholleton, Jean Claude Colin and Pierre Colin, was taking the place of the 
first; the firstnamed, continuing in his role of spiritual adviser, but taking on 
also the function of mediator with the ecclesiastical authorities; the second 
tending to become (because of his drawing up of the rule) the new charismatic 
leader; the third, because of his position of parish priest and his elose union 
with his brother, taking on the function of spokesman for the group. Mgr 
Bigex, the bishop, covered the initiatives of this triumvirate by reason of his 
episcopal and moral authority.

In a word, in 1819 the Marist group was still functioning in that ambi- 
guity which is typical of the early days of religious orders: a group of equals 
imbued with a strong spirit of fraternity. That does not exclude the fact that 
at the same time it was governed by a moral authority, in this case the trium
virate, which took upon itself to promote the project,. Neverthelcss, in 1819 the 
situation was complicated by the fact that, although Bochard was put out of the 
game by the appeal to Rome, and Cholleton was increasingly installed as being 
at the orders of the group, Courveille was still there with his title of superior, re- 
cognised by the group and by the diocesan authorities. This did not hinder the 
fact that the process for substituting one charismatic leader with another seems 
to have been well under way. Pierre Colins letter shows signs of that tension in 
the Society of Mary which, although it was probably still not sensed by the 
group, would become stronger only in the following years. We know, in fact, that 
in 1820 two of its members, Vcrrier and Pousset, opted for Bochard by commi- 
ting themselves to his diocesan missionaries and that others, at unspecified times, 
distanced themselves.
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ADDITIONAL MATTER TO « ORIGINES MARISTES »

The height of the ambiguity would be reached with the letter to Rome on 25 
January 1822 which was signed by Courveille, as superior, and by the Colin 
brothers, but giving Cerdon as the place of residence. Also, is it not astonishing 
that Courveille should for some time hold on to the reply addressed to him from 
Rome and that the Colin brothers should spirit it away from him (OM4 p 255) 
since they considered that the document was the fruit of their work. By doing so, 
they continued the process of taking away from Courveille his position of charis- 
matic leader, a process already evident in the letter of 1819 and to whose achie- 
vement the annoying conduct and misdeeds of the latter at 1’Hermitage would 
contribute.

This letter, then, gives evidence of a decisive transformation in the SM in its 
early years and helps to throw light on the later documents with which we are al
ready acquainted.

But it also brings us a fourth version of the Marist Promise of 1916, the only 
one which is dated, whose author is known, which is by far the earliest and is 
most probably most in conformity with the original.

Finally and especially, the letter confirms that this Promise is only a sum- 
mary of the aim and the pían of the Society which were communicated by Cour
veille to his disciples. The Promise, therefore, would not be the original text of 
the Society of Mary. If there had not been, as certain Marists would claim later, 
a rule of Courveille, it seems that there did exist a plan whose author, or at least 
whose discloser, was Courveille. There is, then, still much research to be done on 
Marist origins. The discovery of this letter in archives which had already been 
explored, shows that it is still possible to find something.

André Lanfrey

42. See in OM4 p 532 the legend of the Jcsuit of Le Puy.



MARCELLIN CHAMPAGNAT 
AND 

SULPICIAN SPIRITUALITY

Spirituality for me means my life as understood, felt, imagined, and decided 
upon in my relationship to my God, Jesus Christ, His Blessed Mother and thc 
saints. My spirituality is strengthened, sustained, and empowered by the Holy 
Spirit.

The discipline required of me to live out my spirituality is contained in thc 
Constitutions of the Marist Brothers, which helps me to experience and relate to 
my Brothers in Community, to the Church in my ministry, and to the wider 
community of people whom I call my friends.

"You know that the spirituality of a saint is the way unique to him of 
visualising God, of speaking with Him, of relating to Him."'.

Marcellin Champagnat, thc Foundcr of the Marist Brothers, had a rather 
unique way of visualising God, of speaking to God in prayer and he certainly 
had a very special relationship with God - all developed over a life time through 
the early influences of family life, seminary training and finally in the work 
place. Champagnat left us, his Brothers, his own unique way of visualising 
God, Christ and Mary. He left us His own awareness of the Divine Presence

Pope Pius XI speaking to the Italian Third Order of St. Francis, 1956. 
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CHAMPAGNAT AND SULPICIAN SPIRITUALITY

that was to influence our own relationship to every person, event and thing 
that we encotintered. His spirituality bccame our Marist way of imitating Je
sus and Mary and of relating to thc students we tcach, and the peoplc wc 
minister to. Therc is a Marist way of following thc Lord. This is Champagnat's 
Spirituality.2 Thcrc is a Mairst way of imitating Jesus. It is a spirituality ex- 
pressed through thc CRIB, thc CROSS, and the ALTAR. This spirituality 
gives expression through the poverty in our simple living, and the obedicnce 
wc profess. Champagnat has Icft us a Marist way that cncourages us to go to 
Jesus through His good mother, Mary. Time and again hc tells us in his con- 
ferenccs and letters that we, his Brothers, would find Jesus with Mary, our 
good Mother.

However I do not intend to look at and discuss thc spirituality of Cham
pagnat. This has becn researched so well by Brother Romuald Gibson f.m.s. 
from New Zealand in his thesis called: "Father Champagnat: The Man and 
bis Spirituality", Rome, 1971, and the documents "Marist Spirituality" by 
Brother Charles Howard, former Superior General, l he question I want to 
rescarch in some small way is: Where did Marcellin Champagnat receive his 
spirituality in thc first place and what influeneed him to develop this gift that 
he passed on to his Brothers. To do this I will refleet on

• the influenccs in his carly lifc.
• the influenccs of thc Frcnch Revolution.
• the influenccs oi his carly íamily life.
• thc influenccs of his short schooling.
• the influence of his training for pricsthood.
I believe that our Marist Spirituality that leads us to Jesus through Mary 

had its foundations in thc Sulpician spirituality, which strongly influeneed and 
shaped not only Marcellin Champagnat, but thc wholc Marist group, Fathers, 
Brothers and Sistcrs. It was there at the very core of Marist dcvclopmcnt. I 
would go so far as to suggcst the pledge of Fourviere was an expression ol 
this spirituality expressed through the culturc of a post Napoleonic time and 
a Christology to meet the needs of the Church at that time.

Whilc thc Frcnch Revolution witncsscd thc dccimation of the Church, it 
could also be said that the Revolution gave birth to many ncw Religious con- 
gregations. It was the dream of Jean-Claude Courveille to found a congrega
tion dedicated to the "Good Mother" of Lc Puy. Bringing this dream to frui- 
tion was the work of a group of kecn, dedicated friends of Jean-Claude Cour- 
vcillc who wcre fired by the thoughts of founding a socicty dedicated to thc 
Blessed Virgin. It seems to mc to be of no small importancc that this future 
Socicty of Mary, and what is often referred to as "The Marist Family", was

? Studics in Marist Spirituality, Br. Romuald Gibson, 1971, page 1.
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NOT thc concept of one person, but of many. "The Society of Mary has this 
very special feature: It is not the work of one founder. Each of its different 
branches had its own collaborator:-

• Jeannc Marie Chavoin, the village woman.
• Marcellin Champagnat, the leader of men.
• Jean-Claude Colin, the cnterprising visionary.
• Francoise Perroton, thc lonc missionary.
• and finally, the ten pionecrs who assured thc continuation of her work.’.
Yet the insights, inspiration and devclopment of the four principal foun- 

ders carne quite indepcndently with Courveille attaching himself to Champa
gnat, the leader. Fathcr Antoinc Forisster, S.M. in his book "For a Marian 
Church" has this to say about thc four Founders:

• Jean-Marie Chavoin's insights are connected with her village and the 
life she lives there.

• Marcellin Champagnats insights were Marian and linked with his village 
life. He was determined to help children in rural and small towns from expe- 
riencing the difficulties he had himself through an inadequate tcacher and ca- 
techism taught by a mocking priest.

• Jean-Claude Colin's main thrust is spiritual. His insights seem to deve- 
lop from the early church and in particular "Mary in the Midst of the Apo- 
stles".

• Francoise Perroton's insight was missionary. She got to know certain 
elements of thc Marist Spirituality and she developcd these into what was 
soon to bc callcd her "pastoral ministry".4

4 For a Marian Church, Fr. Antoine Forisster. S.M., pages 229 ■ 234.
5 For a Marian Church, Fr. Antoine Forisster. S.M.. page
' Achievement from the Depths, Br. Stephen Farrell, f.m.s., page 47.

So from the idea of a Society of thc Blessed Virgin envisaged by the Le 
Puy curate, it was Colin, Chavoin, Perroton and CHAMPAGNAT who gave 
thc concept a practical birth. The twelve seminarians who gathered at the 
shrinc of Our Lady of Fourviere on 23rd July 1816 were Marcellin Champa
gnat, Jean-Claude Colin, J.C. Courveille, Eticnne Déclas, Philippc Janvier, 
J.A. Gillbirt, J.B. Seyve, Eticnne Terraillon and four other seminarians. Jean- 
Claude Colin regarded this day as thc foundation of thc Society that was to 
devclop from this humble beginning.’. Eight of the twelve were graduates oí 
the Seminary of St. Irenaeus. Brother Stephen Farrell in his very scholarly 
thesis "Achievement from the Depths" points out that there were fifteen ori
ginal Marist enthusiasts in 1815/’. By July 1816 only twelve made the pledge. 
After ordination they were appointed to various places as far flung as thc mis-

‘ For a Marian Church, Fr. Antoine Forisster, S.M., back cover. 
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sions in North America. By the time Father Colin had the priests officially re- 
cognised by the Church, Champagnat, Colin, Courveille, Terraillon and De- 
clas remained of the original fifteen and the Fourviere twelve.

In his early years at St. Irenaeus, Marcellin Champagnat was an active 
membcr of the Marian group that had formed around Jean-Claude Courveil- 
1c. While keen on the idea of a society dedicated to Mary, he brought another 
dimension to the discussions and meetings that probably grew out of his own 
lack of education. "We must have Brothers" he would repeat, "We must have 
Brothers!" Marcellin seemed to identify the unhappy cxperiences of his 
adolescent years with the new ideas that were been put forward by the group 
he had just joined. Father Antoine Forisster in his book "For a Marian Church" 
quotes a rcport drawn up in 1834 by Champagnat. "Born in the township 
of I learnt to read and write only thanks to much suffering due to 
incompetent teachers."7, I reflect another saint who at this time was also 
coming to terms with her learning and adolescent years. Bernadette Soubi 
rous of Lourdes spoke a dialect of her native district, as did Marcellin Cham
pagnat. Bernadette was a sickly youngster, whereas Marcellin was a strap- 
ping, robust young man with farmers blood running through his veins. Both 
had learning difficulties. Bernadette was refused first Holy Communion 
because she couldn't learn, nor remember. Marcellin was told not to apply 
for the seminary because he did not show much capacity for serious study. It 
is interesting that both these "uneducatcd" saints were wondcrfui Instruments 
in the Lord's hands for spreading devotion to the Mother of God! Both ca
rne from large families and both related wcll within their families and with 
their peers. Bernadette withdrew to a life of prayer in an enclosed convent. 
Marcellin's influence was also to be world wide in making Jesus known th
rough Mary. The other members of the Courveille group were not particu- 
larly interested nor impressed by Marccllin's call for teaching Brothers and so 
he was left to see it through. Later on he would refer to "the branch of Ma- 
rist Brothers which had been confided to him in 1816!"

7 For a Marian Church, Fr. Antoine Forisster, S.M., page 54.

Now the original fifteen, the Fourviere twelve and the final five Marists 
were all educated and graduates from both the minor seminary at Verrieres 
and the seminary of St. Irenaeus .... Sulpician in both prayer and attitude to 
church and theology. The Suplician Fathers had been expelled from the 
seminaries by Napoleon, but those who rcplaced them were taught, trained 
and influenced by the Sulpician Fathers.
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THE PRIESTS OF ST. SÚPLICE AND THEIR SPIRITUALITY

Founded by Jean Jacques Olicr, this group of priests bear thc name SUL- 
PICIAN, a symbol of the prcdominance of Saint Sulpice, the place. Saint Sul- 
pice was simply the original locus of a dynamic reform movement in the reli- 
gious formation of priests. It is the story of the foundation of a seminary 
community called St. Sulpice. It involves a personal conversion experiencc of 
Jean Jacques Olier "that led to his creation of a method for religious forma
tion of priests". His reforms were in accord with the general aceticism infused 
into French counter-Reformation spirituality/ He spokc out strongly against 
Jansenism and

• He defended the practice of frequent Comniunion." Const. 25, 27, 69
• Hc spokc out in favour of the Sacrament of Rcconciliation being fre- 

quently received Const. 25, 72, 88.
• He supported and introduced regular and annual Retreats" Const. 

15.1, 73.2, 55.6).
• Olier’s aceticism did not strongly stress physical mortification for his 

followers  Const. 26, 30, 59, 72, 166.12

" Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauflman, page I.
Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culturc, C. Kauffman, page 11
'Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauffman, page XII. Introduction.

" Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauffman, page 16.
Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culturc, C. Kauffman. page 17.

" Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culturc, C. Kauffman, page 17.
14 Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauffman, page 17.

The daily program introduced by Olier to St. Sulpice included.
a) Daily attcndance at Eucharist.
b) Mcditation.
c) Spiritual Rcading and particular reading.
d) Daily recitation of the Rosary.
e) Several hours of Divine Office.

All of these are to be found in the Constitutions of the Marist Brothers 
and in Canon Law No. 663”.

f) Olicr ccntralised all authority in the Superior and his counsellors  
Const. 118, 154.

14

g) Oliers way of life was 
one of simplicity 
mental prayer 
particular devotion to the Real Presence 
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in the Blessed Sacrament. 
devotion to Our Blessed Lady

Saint Joseph
Saint John the Baptist

h) Support for all ecclesiastical authority in Rome '' Const. 10, 401
i) The need for Spiritual Direction161’ Const. 115

1 Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture. C. Kauffman. page 33.
” Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture. C. Kauffman, pages .37, 38.

Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauffman, pages 38.

By the time Champagnat was born, 1789, Jacques-Andre Emery had been 
elected to be Superior General and Superior of the seminary of Saint Sulpice 
(1782). This was the Grande Seminaire. Emery was highly regarded and is 
"so identified with the revival of the Society of Saint Sulpice that he may be 
viewed as embodying the original charism of Olier".17 During the Reign of 
Terror (1793-1794) Emery was twice imprisoned and due to the massacres of 
eight Sulpicians he dispersed many of the remaining priests, many of whom 
emigrated. Remaining in Paris, Emery continued to defend the oath to li- 
berty, equality and fraternity. On release from prison, he became the leading 
French ecclesiastic residing in France and extraordinarily loyal to Rome.'* It 
was during these years (1790-1801) that the seminaries attended by Marcellin 
Champagnat were restaffed with priests from, or who had been educated at 
the seminary of St. Sulpice.1''

THE INFLUENCES IN MARCELLIN CHAMPAGNAT S EARLY LIFE

Once when his aunt was speaking to the child's mother about the events 
of the time and the evils of the Revolution, littlc Marcellin said to her: "Aunt, 
what is the Revolution, is it a man or a beast?" "Poor child", replied the nun 
weeping, "may God keep you from knowing from experience what the Revo
lution is. It is more cruel than any beast."

It would seem that Marcellin, aged seven years, had been taken to Le Puy 
by his mother and some relatives to cclcbrate the "Jubilee". This particular fe
stival occurred when the 25th March feast of the Annunciation fell on the 
Good Friday of that year, 1796. The incident is recordcd by Brother Jean 
Baptist in his Life of the Founder (L.p.5 and V.p.26).

Born just prior to the outbreak of the French Revolution, Marcellin's 
early years and adolescence were without a doubt influenced by the turmoil. 
Because his family was fairly stable and the fact they lived in a rural arca

" Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture, C. Kauffman, page 23.
" Tradition and Transformation in Catholic Culture. C. Kauffman, page 20. 
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seemed to project a positive family attitude and influence rather than one that 
was fairly traumatic. Marcellins dad seemed to have been an outgoing, well 
educated and a pretty caring type of man. He was certainly involved in the Re- 
volution within his district and no doubt young Marcellin would have been 
well aware of that because his dad was away "on business" a lot. That his 
family exercised a big influence, a wonderfully positive influence in fact, could 
be gauged on his own insistence that the community of Brothers should be 
modelled on that of the family.21' This concept of Marist life is very strongly 
promoted in Marist schools in Australia.... the Marist Family. "We are drawn 
into unity around Mary, Our Good Mother as members of hcr family"21 Family 
is mentioned in the Constitutions no less than twenty-five times!

■” Studies in Marist Spirituality, page 48.
" Constitutions, No.9.
■”An expression used by the Poet Joyce Kilmer in his poem Joseph.
'' Life, page 4.
" Life, page 5.
’’ Studies in Marist Spirituality, page 53; also Life, page 7.

The Champagnat family was quite self sufficient. They were farmers, not 
in any big way, but they were able to produce most of what they needed. 
Marcellins dad was "jack-of-all trades": a farmer dealing mainly in grain, a 
miller, a carpenter, a mason and a blacksmith. Marcellin was to use some oí 
these skills later in his building projects. It could be said that Marcellin's dad 
was a good father to him - a good role model and "a man of the house".

There were also two women of the house. They had enormous influence 
on Marcellin's up-bringing, particularly his faith dcvelopment and the ex- 
traordinary reverence he showed to anything attached to God, be it in prayer, 
liturgy or behaviour in his rclationships with family members and his friends. 
This was to be translated later in his care and conccrn for his brothers. It has 
been said that he was the "Benjamin" of the Champagnat tribe, and "although 
Marie Champagnat tenderly loved all her children, she had a special affcction 
for young Marcellin, not so much because he was the youngest, as for a con- 
viction she had that he would one day do great things for God".2’

No doubt he got plenty of catechism and good example from both his 
mother and his aunt. His religious knowledge and understanding would 
have come from his aunt who was a refugee nun from the Convent of the Sisters 
of Saint Joscph of Le Puy. No doubt it was this good aunt who prepared 
Marcellin for First Holy Communion. Probably it was this same aunt who 
taught Marcellin how to read and write and I would suspcct she would have 
confronted him about his drop-out from school at the tender age of cight!2^

Necdless to say, Marcellin had all the attention of three older girls in the 
family as well. I can certainly identify with that. I le apparently related to his 
other brothers well because there is refercnce that at the age of fifteen he 
formed a plan to extend his little shecp trading business, to take one of his 
brothers into partnership.25
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The influence of his family on Marcellin was tremendous. By the time hc 
decided to go and study for the priesthood, he had acquired discipline, great 
confidencc in decision making, a strong faith and a great devotion of Mary, 
the Mother of God. This was apparent to members of his family for the story 
relates that it was Marccllin's Brothers who "dobbed" him in to the priest 
who carne to the Champagnat homestead seeking a vocation to the priest
hood. Marcellin's mother is to play an important role of support for her 
yoting son in the early days at the minor Seminary of Verrieres.

We know little about the life of Marcellin between the age of eight and 
fifteen. In some ways there seems to be a parallel between Marcellin and the 
New Testament story of Jesus in his adolescent years. Jesus is called to public 
life after a hidden life. Marcellin is called to ministry at the age of sixteen 
when he begins preparation for the priesthood. There are those hidden years 
in both their lives. Matthew's Gospel 2:13-22 tells us about Jesus, a refugee 
from his homeland, totally dependem on Joseph and Mary for his human sur- 
vival. Marcellin is totally dependent on his mother and a refugee aunt for his 
human survival against the tyranny of the French Revolution. The Holy 
Family depended so totally on God for protection against thc evil of Herod. 
It was to God that the Champagnat family turned for help and protection in 
their time of trotible. Jesus finds himself in the temple. There is a youthful 
zest about this visit or as the Gospel refers to it as "thc loss in thc temple". 
Marcellin has but a fcw short hours in the classroom. Both return home to 
begin the immediate preparation for the will of the Father. And in Matthew 
2:23 and Lukc 2:39-40, wc are left wondering about such things as: when did 
Mary tell Jesus thc story of his birth? How did she teach about God, His hea- 
venly Father? How did thc thought of His future mission take place? Why 
did Hc spend most of his early childhood and adolescent years in obscurity? 
Could not the same or certainly similar questions apply to Marcellin? Both 
faced pain and suffering and eventually death in order to achieve their life 
long mission for thc sake of thc Kingdom.

THE INFLUENCE OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION
ON YOUNG MARCELLIN

Thc fact that Marcellin asked what the Revolution was, indicatcs that 
hc was awarc even at a tender age that it was happening and that it was af- 
fccting not only his own family but those around about him. Marcellin's 
first ten years coincided with the first ten years of the French Revolution.2'' 
Several things stand out that must have had at least some influence on 
Marcellin:

’* Achievement from the Depths, Br. Stcphcn Farrell, f.m.s., page 10.
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• the total involvement of his father. He was away for much of the time.
• Shelter in his own home for two religious sisters closely related to him.27
• Secret Masses in homes and not in the local church.,
• Attendance at the local civic ceremony, most likely monthly.
• Shortage of food generally.
• Desecration of the church and the sacred vessels.
• Fear that existed among the local community
As Marcellin grew up he would have bccome aware of the problems of 

poverty, "with vices, abuses and disorders existing in the parish, drunkenness 
(the taverns were crowed every night), dances, nocturnal gatherings, cursing, 
blaspheming, and the reading of bad books, the greater part of the people 
rarely attending the Church ceremonies, there was no schoolmaster".28

In spite of all this Marcellin's father was a pretty strong man. We know 
that he was prudent and skilful in handling affairs both at home and in the di- 
strict 29 and Marcellin learnt from him how to bc diplomatic with people, 
something that was to stand him in good stcad later on.

It would appear that Marcellin carne through the era of the French Revo- 
lution very well balanced and prepared for the future. His home life was his 
Moses experience and the Champagnat farm the sacred place where he ap- 
proached the Lord ... a prcparation, away from the struggle of the ordinary 
people in public life, for greater things to come. "Marcellin Champagnat will 
always have this sign about him of finding the right tool or stone for the buil- 
ding and putting it in its own particular place in that building. This will bc 
seen in his spirituality. Of all thc Marist Founders, he will be the one with the 
best Christological approach."

THE INFLUENCE OF HIS TRAINING AT THE SEMINARIES 51

Father Champagnat's power for good was largely determined by his train- 
ing in the Seminaries of Verrieres and St. Irenaeus, Lyons. One would su- 
spect that it was from St. Irenaeus that he derived his principies of life and ac- 
tion. It can be said that Marcellin Champagnat was thc fruit, both in the spir- 
itual and apostolic sense, of Sulpician formation given at Lyons, in spite of the 
expulsion of the Fathers by Napoleon.

“ Life, page 35 and pages 44-52.
' ' Achievement from the Depths. Br. Stephen Farrell, f.m.s., page 21.

Father Jean Coste, S.M., Lecture given at Hunters Uill N.S.W., December 1972.
" Notes compiled by Brother Owcn Kavanagh, f.m.s. and kindly made available by Brother Frcdcrick Mc- 

Mahon, f.m.s.
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"In the year 1811, as a punishment for their devotedness to the Holy See, 
the Sulpicians were again driven out and could not return till 1816." Howe- 
ver, at Lyons, under the protection of Cardinal Fesch himself, the spirit of St. 
Sulpicc would be maintained by Fathers Gardette, Cholleton, Cattet and 
Mioland. "The major seminary, known both from the number and quality of 
its students, was at the same time the meeting place of all the trendy ideas 
ot the times, and the rallying point for all those men who were working for a 
religious renaissance. It is in this atmosphere, exceptional for several reasons, 
that must be placed the two projects of new foundation that carne to birth 
then at St. Irenaeus." (O.M. 1,167) It is in this light that we must watch and 
judge Marcellin Champagnat.

Champagnat mixed with too extraordinary a group of young people not 
to have been affected and motivated. Men of the calibre of Colin, Peter 
Julian Eymard, Peter Chanel, John Mary Vianney, and of course the four who 
survived the Fourviere pledge were but some who influenced him. Looking 
at the men coming out of St. Irenaeus, we find that they possessed the main 
ideas of Sulpicians:

• the ideas of God highly developed.
• a very lively reverence for God.
• a hatred of sin as an offence against God.
• self denial carried to the limit, but with the purpose of sharing in the 

mystery of Christ.
• love of the three first places at the Crib, the Cross and the Altar.
• deep devotion to the Sacred Flearts of Jesus and Mary.
• total consecration to Jesus and Mary.
• devotion to the Angels and Saints.
• zeal for the apostolate in the very heart of the people by the same means 

of Catechism and charitable works.
• devotion to the Blcssed Sacrament
• devotion to the Most Holy Virgin as mediatrix.
• the same love for humility.
All this is SULPICIAN, and all this is found in Marcellin Champagnat 

and his companions in the seminary. This likewise is found as the normal and 
logical result in the formation of our first Brothers.

Marcellin gave his Brothers the method of prayer of St. Sulpicc, and their 
method of Catechism. Brother Sylvester who lived many years with Marcel
lin and had personal contact with him wrote in his souvenirs: "He had in 
Father Gardette, his Superior, a model in regularity that had become prover
bial, for several times I heard Father say that he was the rule incarnate". 
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Likewise, Marcellin was admired for the scrupulous manner in which he ob- 
scrvcd it. He found this rule so wise that hc took it as a model for the one hc 
gave to his Brothers. Scveral candidates, who before they entercd the Novi- 
tiate at the Hcrmitage had spent some time at the seminary, said thc Brothers 
rule was very similar in devotion, the same exercises of picty as at the major 
seminary and they saw in Marcellin the regularity of their former superior, 
Father Gardette.

So Marcellin carne from the seminary with this rather tight formation, but 
as curate he was known to be sympathetic and very compassionate in the con
fessional. A witness, Brother Theodose says: "Father Champagnat disapprov- 
cd of rigorism which dcstroys charity in the communities". In thc Informative 
Process we find evidence like this: "Father Champagnat hcard many con- 
fessions at Lavalla. People sought him by preferencc. There were always 
more for him to hear than tor any other priest with whom hc lived. In this 
dircction hc was very paternal." Elscwhere, "Father Champagnat hcard a 
great number of confessions. At Lavalla almost everybody; at thc Hcrmitage, 
threc quarters of the Brothers. During my novitiate days I followed his 
cminently paternal advice. In confession he was kind, full of sympathy, and 
so encouraging that this exercise, usually so painful to human nature, was, 
with him as confessor, pleasant and even attractive. One of his parishioners, 
a Francis Courbon, made the point: "He knew how to restorc cveryone's 
courage by his words so full of faith and of confidence in God". Apparently, 
similar stories and testimonies are plcntiful. Rcading the Informative Proccss 
one is struck by the many depositions on thc great goodness of Marcellin 
Champagnat in the confessional. It seems pretty certain that Marcellin, while 
maintaining his spirit of humility, of charity and devotedness to thc poor, and 
living an intense Marial life, knew also how to avoid rigorism. I must say that 
this differs a lot from the impression I took from the lecturcs we were givcn 
as novices and young Brothers!

It is interesting to note that Father Champagnat was already dead when 
Father Colin directive was sent out: "St Thomas for dogma, St. Liguori for 
Morality, St. Francis De Sales for asceticism." Thesc were thc threc masters 
Father Colin wished his priests to follow. Brother Sylvestcr says that Father 
Champagnat already knew thesc authors:"...he often quoted them in his 
confercnccs."

In Novcmber of 1813 Marcellin entercd the major seminary. His lifc is 
beginning to take final shape. The Cure of Ars, Jcan Claude Colin, Pctcr Ju- 
lian Eymard, Cardinal Donnet and many othcrs; a Father Duplay who was a 
friend of Marcellin's, who played an important role at Lyons as superior of 
the major seminary, all these men were formed in thc same mould and had thc 
same values in their life, thc same principies, the same spiritual and apostolic 
Outlook, the same striking virtues, and even at times the same phrascs. All 
were formed by Father Gardette, superior and cducator. His authority would 
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appcar to have comc from his titlc of Confessor of thc Faith. There was the 
"martyr" about the man since he was one of thc few to survive the convict 
ships at Rochefort. fie was a man who knew how to inspire rcspect by his 
uprightness, piety, devotedness and his fidelity to the ideais hc proposed to 
others. Helped by the four other priests on the staff, Father Gardette who 
was Sulpician at heart, drummed into the seminarians the Sulpician spirit and 
a zeal for thc work of the kingdom. Of course, there were many complaints 
from Father Bochard who did not like thc Sulpicians and particularly their 
loyalty to Rome.fOM 1 177-8) Bochard of course was a Gallican and he 
was anything but friendly to friends of the Sulpicians and ol Rome. This 
was to the advantage of Father Champagnat. Champagnat knew where he 
was going and Bochard knew preciscly where Father Champagnat stood.

Father Champagnat esteemed and venerated his former superior and he 
had great confidencc in him. It is recorded that Father Gardette stood 
behind Father Champagnat in very difficult times. Hence Champagnat aequir- 
ed his spirit. Father Gardette was a wonderful benefactor ol thc Marist 
Brothers because he supported the Brothers in times of crises and it was hc 
who formed and gave us Father Champagnat as the raw zealous inexperienc- 
ed curate of Lavalla. Father Champagnat was without a doubt, "a truc son of 
St. Sulpice".

FATHER CHOLLETON

Thc Marist group at the seminary had Father Cholleton as their confidant 
and spiritual director. His influcncc was at least as great as Father Gardette. 
These were difficult times for the fledging group and it was to Father Cholle
ton that they turned for counscl, protection against attacks and for support. 
It is recorded that he refused the honour of a bishopric on four occasions and 
finally joincd thc Marist group. Later hc bccamc a Novice Master capable of 
forming truc Marists.

As for Father Champagnat, he did nothing without disclosing his plans to 
Father Cholleton, who knew from the beginning all the projects of our Foun- 
dcr. He ccrtainly didn't hide his sympathy from others and hc openly sup
ported Champagnat. In 1824, it was Father Cholleton who carne to bless thc 
first stonc of thc Hcrmitage when other priests wcrc saying that Champagnat 
was quite mad!

Father Cholleton was the Professor of Moral Thcology at the seminary. 
He was a very competent teacher apparently and practised what he preached. 
No doubt one could trace Father Champagnatks moral stance to dancing and 
immorality to the teachings in his Moral Thcology classes as well as the reac- 
tion to the immorality encouraged by the Revolution.
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Father Cholleton was Gallican before he became a Marist and it says a lot 
about the man that he did not influence the early Marists in any way. Hc 
must have been a very opcn person, broad mindcd and a good listener. 
Brother Sylvester says of Father Champagnat: "Not only did he believe in the 
infallibility of the Pope - and this was long before the definition - but he wis- 
hed the Brothers to teach it to the children." Father Champagnat had a kind 
oí natural aversion for Gallicanism which was the "in thing" around the Dio
cese of Lyons. In his relationship with the Vicar-General, Father Bochard, 
there was much suffering as a result of his stance. Probably this could explain 
why Champagnat wrote to two Bishops and said: "All the dioceses of the 
world enter into our views." It certainly shows the foresight and magnanimity 
of the man, Champagnat.

I suggest that Marcellin Champagnat was well ahead of his time - cer
tainly forward thinking as far as the Church of his time. 1 mention just a few 
points:

a) His loyalty to the Papacy, well before the document on Infallibility 
was promulgated.

b) Encouraging and recommending the early Brothers to attend daily 
Eucharist.

c) Encouraging and recommending the early Brothers to receive Holy 
Communion regularly, even daily. Pope Pius X's statement on this subject 
carne much later.

d) Devotion to Our Blessed Lady and the Saints, was the basis oi his 
prayer life. The extraordinary relationship between Jesus, Mary and himself.

e) Devotion to the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary.
f) Wishing his Brothers should have first place at the Crib, the Cross 

and the Altar.
g) Devotion to the Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament.
h) Humility and Simplicity should be seen as characteristics of his 

Brothers.
All these are Sulpician in esscnce and Father Champagnat engendered 

these and many other ideas in his early Brothers, and they were later written 
into our first Constitutions.

Br Kostka Chute, f.m.s.
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APPENDIX

A NOTE ON THE SULPICIANS
The Sulpician is a diocesan priest dedicated to the spiritual direction of 

those called to Holy Orders. It is a support group for priests, NOT a reli
gious order or congregation.

St. Sulpice is a place. It is the original place of a dynamic reform mo- 
vement in religious formation of priests in France. Jean-Jacques Olier de 
Vcrneuil was of an aristocratic family, founder and prime mover in this mo- 
vement. I le was educated in the classics at the Jesuit College, Lyons and 
graduated in philosophy at Harcourt College, Paris. Fie subsequently com- 
pleted his theological studies at the Sorbonne. In 1631, Olier placed him- 
self under the spiritual direction of St. Vincent de Paul. At the age of 
twenty-five, he was ordained. In his work he carne under the influence of 
Oratorians founded by St. John Eudes. These priests were committed to 
the poor of the district. Having workcd on the evangelising of the poor 
people, he decided to live in community with several other diocesan priests. 
This was in 1640. The group embodied the spirituality of the Oratorians
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and their prayer form. This was the humble beginning of the Society of Saint 
Sulpice. After some difficulties a retrcat house was set up at Chartres, but 
this failed. Eventually in the spring of 1642, Olier was installed as pastor in 
the parish of Saint Súplice, a parish located in the district of Saint Germain. 
Saint Sulpice became synonymous with the reform of thc French clergy. It 
was from this place that a new Sulpician way of life developed - a Sulpician 
spirituality that affected thc lives of our early Marist founders and foundresses, 
especially Marcellin Champagnat. Constitutions and Statutes spell out for us 
how we are to live out this commitment in community life and in the aposto- 
lic ministry entrusted to us by the Church through our General Chap- 
ter. Our Marist Spirituality guides us and directs us towards God, for "un- 
less you become perfect, you will not enter thc kingdom of Heaven".

The Constitutions of the Marist Brothers were ratified by Rome beíore 
the Code of Canon Law, promulgated by Pope Benedict XV in 1917. Reli- 
gious Orders prayed the Breviary, did manual work and developed their scho- 
íarship. Lay Institutes such as the Marist Brothers, pray part of the Brevary, 
have adopted various devotions as part of their prayer style, do manual work 
and are involved in apostolic ministries that take them outside their commu- 
nities. The Sulpicians had developed and incorporated a spirituality that was 
collectic. Because Father Champagnat had been so influenced by the Sulpi
cians he incorporated much of their prayer style into our early Brothers. 
Father Champagnat was collectic! It is interesting to note that thc recent 
Code of Canon Law, 1983, brought in linc with the changes of Vatican 2, has 
included many of the religious practices common to most lay institutes and 
already included in our first drah of the Marist Constitutions. It shows that 
Father Champagnat was on safe ground, forward thinking and certainly 
supportive of Roman authority.

I include Cannon 662, 663 and 664 for your perusal.

THE OBLIGATIONS AND RIGHTS OF INSTITUTES AND OF THEIR 
MEMBERS

Can. 662 Religious are to find their supreme rule of life in the following 
of Christ as proposed in the Gospel and as expressed in the constitutions of 
their own institute.

Can. 663 §1 The first and principal duty of all religious is to be thc con- 
templation of things divine and constant union with God in prayer.

§2 Each day thc members are to make every effort to participatc in the 
Eucharistic sacrifico, receive the most holy Body of Christ and adore thc Lord 
himself present in the Sacrament.

§3 They are to devote thcmselves to reading the sacred Scriptures and to 
mental prayer. In accordance with thc provisions of their own law, thcy are to 
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celebrate the liturgy of the hours worthily, without prcjudice to the obligation 
of eleries mentioned in Can. 276, 2, n.3. They are also to perform other exer- 
cises of piety.

§4 They are to have a special devotion to the Virgin Mother of God, the 
example and protectress of all consecrated life, including by way of the rosary.

§5 . They are faithfully to observe the period of annual retreat.
Can. 664 Religious are earnestly to strive for the conversion of soul to 

God. They are to examine their consciences daily, and to approach the sa- 
crament of penance frequently.
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COURVEILLE, DISCIPLE OF RANCÉ 
AND OF JEAN CLIMAQUE

Complementing and clarifving a previous article entitled: 
«THE LETTER FROM AIGUEBELLE, 

or the Failure of the first Society of Mary»

In a previous issue of Marist Notebooks (N° 7) I developed the idea that 
the first Society of Mary, constituted at La Valia and the Hermitage before 
1826, was probably influenced by the Trappist model. I based this argument 
on the letter which Father Courveille wrote from the Trappist Monastery of 
Aiguebelle on 4th June 1826, in which he described at length this monastery 
where he had found refuge before offering to separate himself from the So
ciety of Mary.

Having pursued this research further, I am now in a position to providc 
proof of this Trappist influence. Courveille was unquestionably influenced by 
Abbot Rancé, the celebrated 17th century reformer of La Trappe. However, I 
have not been able to make further progress on verifying the influence of de 
Lestrange, its 18th century reformer. In my previous article I probably at- 
tached too much importance to this hero of the resistance to the Revolution 
and the Empire.
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Life and works of Rance

Born in 1626 into one of the great aristocratic families of France, Armand- 
Jean le Bouthillier de Rance was ordained priest in 1651. He led the life of a 
worldly ecclesiastic, ardently devoted to fencing and hunting while at the same 
time maintaining a rather suspect relationship with a young and dissolute wi- 
dow, Mme de Montbazon. The death of this lady and that of the Duke of Or- 
leans, to whom he was chaplain, set off a slow process of conversion. In 1663 
he entercd the novitiate of the strict obscrvance. Flaving completed his novi- 
tiatc he bccame Abbot Regular of the Abbcy of Notrc Dame de la Trappe in 
Normandy which he set about reforming. He died in 1700 having resigned his 
charge several years before.

Abbot Rance left about fifteen published works and thousands of letters. 
He was one of the great writers of the 17th century. Among his most important 
works are: «On the Holiness and the Duties of the Monastic Life» (1683); 
«Elucidation of Some Difficulties Raised Concerning the Book :‘On the Holi
ness and thc Duties of the Monastic Life’» (1685), in which he answcrs some 
objections raised to his first work, which many had found too rigid; «The 
Rule of Saint Benedict Newly Translated and Explained According to its True 
Spirit» (1689); «Accounts of the Life and Death of Some Religious of the Ab- 
bey of La Trappe» (1696).These works, particularly the last, went through se
veral editions in the 18th century, helping to give birth to a veritable Trappist 
myth. Supplanting the Carthusian, the Trappist carne to be regarded by seve
ral of the spiritual elite as the perfect Christian, while others persisted in main
taining that these penitent and farming monks were too lacking in humanity 
and, consequently, in spirituality.

Biographies of Rance were published very soon after his death in 1700. 
During the course of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century, they suc- 
ceeded in giving to this remarkable man an exceptional stature in French 
Catholicism. The first was the work of Father de Maupeou in 1702; the second 
was «The Life of Dom Armand Bouthiller de Rance» by Abbot Marsollicr, pu
blished in 1703; the third «Life of Reverend Father Dom Armand Jean Le 
Bouthillier de Rancé, abbot and reformer of the House of God, Notre Dame 
de la Trappe of the Strict Observance of the Order of Citeaux», is the work of 
Dom Pierre Le Nain, former assistant prior of the said abbey, published in 
1715'. To these biographies we must add the two volumes of «Letters of Picty 
written to various people by the Rev. Fr. Dom Armand Jean Bouthillier de 
Rancé»2, published in 1701 and 1702 , which Courveille had certainly read.

1 ln 1844, Ch,teaubriand, one of the great Ercnch writers of the century, published a life of Rancé largely 
inspired by those of the 18th century.

2 Paris, Muguet 1701 and 1702.
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Courveille and the letters of Rancé

It is in these letters that I found the most evident signs of Rancés in- 
fluence on the letter written by Courveille on 4th June 1826 at Aiguebelle, 
which is, in fact, largely a collage of quotations from Rancé. For example in 
Letter LXXI addressed to an anonymous brother, (Lettres de piété, Vol. 1 p 
330) Rancé expresses himself thus:

"Our separation has caused me more distress than I am able to convey to 
you, and there is scarcely anything in this world which would be less hard and 
more bearable (sic). However, we must acquiesce to the guiding hand of God, 
allow ourselves to be led to the upward path and place ourselves at the dispo- 
sition of his Providence. I assure you that wherever It sends you, you will be 
just as much present to us, and your well-being as dear to us as it has always 
been. Nothing will break the bonds of charity by which God has willcd that 
we be united. We will be praying incessantly for you as for the rest of our 
brothers, but among them you will always have a special place in my heart."

Father Courveille seems to borrow from this letter on two occasions:
"I believe that it would be more useful to the dear Society and to the au- 

gust Mary if I were not there; and though it would be for me a very painful 
thing to see myself excluded from it, nevertheless, for its greatcr good and for 
its greater service, I am ready to do everything that is within thc will of God. 
Whatever the outcome, I dare to assure you that I will nevcr losc sight of it, 
and that it will always be infinitely dear to me; that I will recommend it un- 
ceasingly to the Lord and pray continually and in a very particular way for all 
its present members and all those who may join it in the future [....]"

"I can assure you, and the august Mary is my witness, that I am sincercly 
attached to you, that you all have a special place in my heart and it will be one 
of my greatest trials to see myself separated from you; however, my bclief that 
the greater good and Service of the dear, the very dear Society of Mary is in- 
volved leads me accept everything." [...]

But the letters of Rancé also inspired the first paragraph of Courvcille’s :
"I am unable to tell you how happy I am with my pilgrimage to the holy 

house of Notre Dame de la Trappe. I have found here a holy peace of soul. I 
have fulfilled the promisc I made to God and I am now resolved."

Courvcille seems to have drawn inspiration from the XVIIIth of the Let
ters of Piety in which Rancé announces to one of his friends that hc has just 
made profession:

"I know well that I have knocked at the only door which was open to me. 
It was for me the only way of entering into the peace of Christ. [...] I will try 
to practise that constant fidelity which my heart promised him a thousand 
times before my mouth made any public protestations [...]
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In "the letter to Br.***" already quoted, Rance evoked the same themes:
"I have asked the Rev. Fr. Abbot N... to give you some place in which you 

can render to God, in peace and rcpose, what you have promised him."
In letter LX, to a nun in a lax monastery who intended to change 

observance and monastery, Rance recommcnds:
"My feeling is that you must search for some other place where you can ac- 

quit yourself of the duties of your profession and render to God what you have 
promised him."

Twice again in the same letter he refers to promises made to God.
It seems, then, that in the light of Rances letters wc can interpret the words 

of Courveille as expressing the feelings of a person consecrated to God who, up 
until that time, had not lived in a way bcfitting this consecration and who, in 
consequence, had not known peace. He had come to La Trappe to lead at last a 
life consistent with his consecrated State and to gain the peace that God gives to 
faithful souls.

Courveille clearly draws inspiration once more from letter LXXIV oí Rance:
"The union (at La Trappe) is so close bctwccn all the brothers and the one 

whom God has given them as superior, however unworthy he may be, that one 
can say that there is only Cor Unum et Anima Una" [...]

It finds its echo (§ 8) in these terms:
"I have not been any less struck by this perfect union which reigns between 

them, by this charity worthy of the early Church which united all the Christians 
in Cor Unum et Anima Una" [...]

Finally, another clear allusion to a letter of Rance is found in two passages of 
Courveille - §13 and §16:

"I will not conccal from you, my dearly loved brothers, that for some time I 
have been greatly distressed on seeing how little regularity there is among us, 
and how many different opinions we hold on the purpose, the form, the inten- 
tions and the spirit of the true Society of Mary. [...] I carry you all very dearly in 
my heart."

Now, in August 1665, Rancé, who was in Rome at the time, writes to his 
brothers at La Trappe who, in his absence, were in revolt against the prior, ac- 
cusing him of making them return to the mitigated rule:

"I will not speak to you at all about the distress I suffered in reading the let
ters which informed me that your house was not completely in that State of 
peace, union and concord which is so necessary, and which I had hoped it 
would preserve during my absence. You will easily imagine my distress ií 
you are con-vinced that I carry all of you deep in my heart’.

' Vic Rancé by Marsollier, Book 3, Chap. 1, p. 231.
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But Courveille seems to have been also influenced by the biographies of 
Rancé. In his life, Marsollier relates:

" His religious finally arrived at a perfect humility, and the love of humilia- 
tions was so deeply engraved on their hearts that they were, so to speak, insa- 
tiable for them. [...] The abbot for his part [...] was continually occupied in 
combating ipride] in himself and in his brothers. On every occasion, in every 
encounter, in every place, and in the smallest matters, he would humiliate them, 
reprove them and impose a penance."4

4 ibid. Book 3, Ch. 12, p 307.
See Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, article on: Jean Climaque.
Rancé, in a letter (Life by Dom Pierre Le Nain, p 96) make a similar statement: «I am a doctor, but 1 

do not know the alphabet of Christianity: the ignorant carry away the Kingdom of Heaven, while I perish with 
all my doctrine and knowledge.»

Courveille simply transposed this to paragraph 7 of his letter:
"The Superior seems to devote himself to mortifying and humiliating his 

subjects on every occasion, and his subjects appear to receive these humiliations 
with such respect, such humility, one would almost say, such holy avidity, that 
one is convinced that they love to be treated thus, and that they are quite con- 
tent to allow the Superior entire liberty over their conduct. [...]"

The influence of Jean Climaque

When Rancé reformed La Trappe his sole purpose was to restore the rule 
of Saint Bcnedict in its original purity. In his treatise, "On the Sanctity and the 
Duties of the Monastic Life", he claims that monasticism was instituted by Je
sus Christ, that the apostles were the first solitaries before being the first 
martyrs. So, monastic rules were not human inventions but "laws written by the 
finger of God" and "religious have the happiness of fulfilling in the Church of 
God the place of the martyrs, and of imitating the perfection of the apostles". 
Rancé refers then to primitive monasticism, that of Saint Paul and Saint 
Anthony. He attaches a particular importance to Saint Jean Climaque, an 
eastern monk who lived between 575 and 650 in the Sinai Desert, and who was 
the author of "The LIoly Ladder" whose thirty rungs were destined to lead the 
monk to perfection. Translated into Latin in the Middle Ages, this treatise went 
through several editions in French during the 17th and 18th centuries.’

In paragraph 2 of his letter from Aiguebelle, Father Courveille shows that 
he had read "The Holy Ladder":

"It is true that you do not find in these good religious that great know- 
ledge which, as the Ápostle says, puffs up the heart, but on the other hand I can 
assure you that you do find among them the true knowledge of the saints, which 
is the only thing necessary for salvation, and of which I have not acquired evcn 
the first clcmcnts, although I am very much of an idiot in everything,."'’
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He is merely lifting a sentence that occurs in the 26th rung of the Ladder:
"Ah! Lct us take care that after having studied long we are not still found 

at a rudimentary levei of spiritual and religious knowlcdge [...] For this is the 
real alphabet of those who want to acquire religious Science: A - obedience, B 
- fasting [„.]7

' This text comes from the translation (into French, Tr.) of Peyronnet in 1859. There is a difficulty in that 
«1’Echelle» (The Ladder) was translated from the italian in 1603, 1621, 1622, 1623. Arnaud d’Andilly made a 
new translation from the Greek in 1652 which was often republished up until 1711. The Ladder reappeared in 
«Les vies des saints Pères» in 1736. But these translations do not employ the term “rudimentary levei”; they re- 
place it with “grammar”. Courveille seems, then, to have drawn his inspiration from another translation. unless 
he was translating directly from a Latin edition.

But there is anothcr term that Rance and Courveille have borrowed from 
Jean Climaque, namely, the expression "peace of soul". The 29th rung ofJean 
Climaque is devoted to this and defines it as follows:

"This is really impassible and can be recogniscd as such; it renders his 
flesh incorruptible, raises his intellect above creatures and brings his senses 
under perfect control; it keeps his soul in the presence of the Lord, drawing 
it incessantly toward Him with a fervour that goes beyond its own powers."

The letter of Father Courveille betrays then, even in its form, the double 
influence of Rancé and Jean Climaque. But it is above all the spirit of his let
ter which bcars the influence of these two writers, and this is what I would 
like to demonstrate now.

How to discern the will of God according to Jean Climaque and Rancé

After having described with admiration La Trappe of Aiguebelle, Father 
Courveille then comes to the main purpose of his letter:

"Now, my very dear and respected Brothers, I am going to open up my 
heart to you and let you share my feelings, in order to consult you and beg 
you to address fervent prayers to the divine Jesus and the divine Mary, so that 
they may let you know what would be to their greater glory, and that I may 
not act on my own but according to their holy will."

This proposition is addressed not only to the Fathers at the Hermitage 
but also the "very dear and respected Brothers" and he is careful to add as 
PostScript: "I wish my letter to be read to the whole community", which 
seems to have been done. The inspiration of such a manner of proceeding 
seems to me to come from the 26th rung of "The Ladder" of Jean Climaque 
which treats "of discernment". Paragraph 96, in particular, recommends a 
line of conduct that Courveille seems to have followed.:

"Those who wish to know the will of God must first mortify themselves. 
Then, after having prayed to God with faith and a simplicity devoid of mal- 
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ice, they should consult the íathers, and even the Brothers, with humility of 
heart, without any trace of doubt, and receive their counsels as from the 
mouth of God, even if these opinions are contrary to their own aspirations 
and even if those they consult are not very spiritual. For God is not unjust; 
he would not lead into error souls who with faith and simplicity submit them- 
selvcs humbly to the counsel and judgement of their neighbour. Even if those 
they consulted were beasts without thc gift of reason, the one who speaks is 
the Immaterial, the Invisible. Those who consent to be guided by this rule, 
without admitting thc least doubt, arc filled with a great humility."

In a letter to an enclosed nun (Lettres de piété, Letter LXVI1I, vol. 1, pp 
303-321) who was wondering whether she must accept the position of ab- 
bess, Rance gives similar advice:

"It seems to me that the only means you have of resolving your problem 
is not to be guided by your own views but by the opinions and feelings of 
those you know to be pious and disintcrested and enlightened, among whosc 
number I would not claim to be. Thc peacc and security of a soul, who has 
once surrendercd her liberty by consecrating herself to the Service of Jesus 
Christ, depcnds on her never using again what is no longer hers, and by al- 
lowing herself to be guided by the will of others, since she no longer has any 
of her own; provided that what they desire of her is not evidently contrary to 
the law of God nor to the fidelity that she owes to her rule."

Another letter to a superior (Lettres de piété, vol. 2, letter LVII) who fccls 
an attraction toward solitude, and who is disturbed by the distracted life that 
she has been obliged to lead for some time, recommcnds:

"that after having askcd God for five or six months to make his will 
known to you, and having put before him your needs and the fear you have 
of being lost, whether you remain in government or abandon it by your own 
will, if the feeling that you ought to withdraw into solitude persists, and grows 
stronger rather than weaker, you could go to your superiors and .try to obtain 
some time to think about yourself, having spent a great deal of your life 
thinking about others. If God places another in your position and she aequits 
herself of her new charge with success and blessing, you could remain in 
peace and security while distancing yourself from exterior concerns. But if, on 
the contrary, you are recalled and considered useful or necessary for the main- 
tenance of the common good, you will take up the task once more and re
sume the concerns of which you had been relieved; and in this case you will 
necd to devote yourself to the task, and not set it aside again except by thc 
providence of God made very clear and evident to you".

But the conduct of Courveille was also dictated by letter LXIV of the sc- 
cond volume:

"When it is evident that the superior is neglecting the interior life of his 
religious, that is to say, their salvation, and that hc has ncithcr the enlighten- 
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ment nor the will necessary for his guidance to be of any use to them; if one 
cannot on ones own, by reading or by knowledge of one’s obligations, stand 
on one’s own feet with regard to the practice of good that one has embraced, 
it is certain that guidance must be sought elsewhere. And if it is thought that 
the superior would grant his permission in such a case, one can assume it; if 
not, one can dispense oneself from it."

Courveille found in "The Ladder" of Jean Climaque, in all these letters 
and the example of Rance a treasury of clear advice. But pcrhaps he had dif- 
ficulty knowing where he fitted into the picture because, like Rance , he felt 
himself a sinner and had come to the monastery to do penance". He also 
seemed to see himself as an abbot worn out by governing and wondering 
whether, for the sake of his salvation, he ought not leave somcone to govern 
in his place. At the same time, he seems to regard himself as a fervent monk 
who refuses to stay any longer in a house which is too lax, and who asks no 
ones authorisation to retire to a more regular place, finding his justification in 
the counsels of Rance.

However, such an approach poses one question: were those at the Her
mitage able to grasp the deeper meaning of it all? And if so, were they also in- 
fluenced by the same Trappist and Rancéen inspiration?

Trappist influence at La Valia and the Hermitage?

In a previous article I stressed at some length how, in the 19th century, La 
Trappe appeared as a champion of resistance to the empire of cvil, thanks to 
Dom de Lestrange its new reformer who claimed to be acting in the spirit of 
Rance. On the other hand, the works of Rancé, and, to an even greater extent, 
his biographies, formed part of the basis of Catholic culture at the dawn of 
the 19th century and the Marists would certainly have been aware of them'’ 
even if they had not read them.

The choice of the location and thc very name of the Hermitage secm to 
indicate such a Trappist influence. In the Life of Rancé by Dom Le Nain (p 
66) we are told that Rancé, before he entered La Trappe, sought to establish 
a "hermitage" in the Pyrenees. The bishop of Comminges dissuaded him 
from it: it is necessary, rather, to render Service to the Church. In fact Rancé 
was able to resolve this dilemma of a life withdrawn from the world yet apos- 
tolic because, from La Trappe, he continued to exercise an apostolic action by 
his correspondence; he relieved thousands of the poor, and he maintained

K Had Courveille read in the life of Rancé by Father De Maupeou, written in 1702 (VoL 1. p 245), the 
story of the second successor of Rancé whom he resemblcd in many ways?

For example, «La Règle de Saint Bcnoít» (1689), consulted in the municipal library of Lyons, bears on 
its first page the ex-libris: «Ex bibliotheca seminarii sancti Irenaei Lugdunenis».
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schools. The Marists had the same ambition. When they wanted to found 
their Mother House, they chose a place similar in every respect to that de- 
scribed by Rancé in a letter to the bishop ol Pamiers, who wanted to found 
a monastery:

"One of the main tasks will be choosing a site for the establishment. It 
must be in a deserted place. Our ancient statutes order us to build our mona- 
steries in places apart from all the dealings of men [...] Therc may be some pla
ce like this in the depth of your mountains: all that is needed is a valley th
rough which a little water passes, and where there are threc or four acres of flat 
land for the garden which will provide life and subsistence for the religious, to- 
gether with a little forest.""’

But the Hcrmitage secms to have had, besides, another characteristic of La 
Trappe: thc will to welcome everyone. The Lifc of Rancé by Marsollier (Book 
IV, Chap. V) insists on this:

"He (Rancé) had no regard [...] of the birth of those who presented them- 
selves, nor of their riches, nor of the donations they might be able to make to 
the house, if he should choose to accept them. He paid no attention to their 
learning, talents, power, health, pleasant voice, nor to any other qualities of 
mind or body that the world might deem advantageous, but 
which often prove a hindrancc when it is a question of making saints of 
them. [...] No levei of society was cxcluded (from La Trappe); it was for this 
reason that he established in the house, as it wcre, three different orders: thc 
choir religious, thc lay brothers and thc oblates. All kinds of people could be 
accommodated within one of these three States. [„.J The old and the infirm 
were still excluded from almost all other religious orders which were very 
careful not to accept subjects who were likely to become a burden. The charity 
of the Abbot of La Trappe did not allow him to takc these considcrations into 
account [...] so he receivcd the aged and thc infirm [...]."

Did not the Hcrmitage also practise the same policy of openness to 
everyone, wclcoming orphans, the cldcrly, the infirm, and Brothers of all leveis 
of instruetion and fortune?

A parallcl might also be drawn bctwcen the life of Father Champagnat in 
Paris, where he was trying to obtain authorisation for his Institute, and that of 
Rancé in Rome where he was fighting for the Benedictine reform.

"I can tell you nothing of the curiosities of Rome, I haven’t seen them and 
I fcel no desire to see them", said Rancé. And his biographer (Dom Le Nain, 
p. 171, 177) adds: "He made of his house in Rome a hcrmitage, often not lea- 
ving it for several days on end, except to go to the churchcs."

In the Life of Father Champagnat" Brother Jean Baptiste places thesc 
words on the lips of Father Champagnat:

Dom Le Nain, op. cit. p 248. 
Second Part, chap. 5. p 315.
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"While I was staying in the capital, I did my Business and then retired to 
my room. No one in Paris knew that I was in the city and I took as little not- 
ice of Paris and its curiosities, as if I had been five hundred kilometres away."12

The very frugal diet of the Brothers at La Valia was certainly due to their 
great poverty. But Brother Jean Baptiste adds: "All these dishes were servcd 
unseasoned. This was for two reasons: a spirit of mortification and poverty..." 
(Life Part 2, p 362). Then follows the episode of the parish priest passing 
through the refectory and noticing that each table had nothing but a salad for 
supper. Do not these practices put one in mind of La Trappe?

"They would be content with only two dishes for dinner during the 
whole year: a soup, and a serving of roots (carrots), of beans or something si
milar. And for supper a single dish cither cooked or raw, like salad, or some 
milk with a little cheese, or a few nuts."1’

I wonder. besides, if in the Introduction to the Life of Father Champagnat, BrJean Baptiste did not 
draw inspiration from Rancé who, in the foreword to «De Ia saintété et des devoirs de la vie monastique», de
clares: «I le (Rancé) said simply what he found in the writings of the holy monks and those of the Fathers of the 
Church: and if there were any of his own reflections, these were always so much in line with their spirit and 
their doctrine that they must be regarded more as their thoughts than his.»

Br Jean Baptiste says practically the same thing (Preface p XIX): «We lay no claim to a verbatim repro- 
duetion of his words when reporting his tcachings and exhortations [...] but wc have been able to capture faith- 
fully his views and attitudes... We are therefore thoroughly convinced, and our conscience supports this con- 
viction, that we have conveyed the spirit of Father Champagnat; we have managed to outline his teachings, to 
quote his important sayings, and to portray his attitude to virtue, to the Rules and the way of observing them. 
These things are all in our work, and only these.»

" Dom Le Nain, op. cit. p 265.

Brother Jean Baptiste (Life Chap., p 75) relates that when Father Cham
pagnat carne to live with the Brothers at La Valia he was considered by them 
as "pretty much an equal" and that Father Champagnat lived with them four 
years before any of them thought of offering to make his bed or look after his 
room. He did both, without complaining, despite his many commitments."

In his biography of Rancé, Marsollier (Book III, p 267) reminds us:
"The practice had been established for a long time that most of the super

iors had a few domesties, and often even some religious who servcd them. He 
considered it his duty to avoid both these options as something unworthy of a 
man who professed to imitate Jesus Christ, particularly in his saying that he 
carne not to be served but to serve others; so he swept his own cell and did for 
himself all the things that a valet would have done for him. [...] This same spi
rit of modesty, humility and simplicity caused him to deny himself the use of 
things that could be seen as creating any distinction."

So we find between Rancé and Champagnat a similarity of sensitivities and 
actions which may suggcst an influence.

However, I think it useful to draw a parallel between Rancé and Courveil
le as far as the organisation of their respective monasteries is concerncd. Mar- 
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sollier (Life, Book III, chap. 8, p274) reports: "the abbot of La Trappe began 
taking some measures designed to lead his brothers to that high perfection he 
had proposed to them". Lie began by example, hoping that his monks would 
follow him. "Thus he reintroduced some former usages and some primitive 
observances" but "he soon noticed that he was not supported. Most of the 
monks seemed to lack the strength or the courage". So Rancé chose

"to make allowances and await the time that God had determined for the 
complete re-establishment of a spirit of penitence in the monastery. He had 
been convinced for some time that it would be better to start with any novices 
who might arrive. He would form them to piety himself, and ir would be 
easier to inspire them with the original spirit of the order of Citeaux".

But those who expressed a desire to enter were being discouraged from 
doing so and diverted to other monasteries. So Rancé petitioned thc abbot of 
Prièrcs, a monastery of thc strict observance, to send him some monks to help, 
but he had no one to send. Thus it was that Rancé carried out his reform with 
religious of other ordcrs:

"Rcligious of all ordcrs could be seen arriving at La Trappe, all excellent 
subjects seeking nothing but penance. These became, as it were, the founders 
of this edifying reform which has ever since brought such honour to thc 
Church.."

It seems to me that Brother Jean Baptiste reports a similar strategy on the 
part of Courveille: "Before undertaking anything hc strove to gain thc confi- 
dencc of the Brothers, and to win them to himself; and for this he employed 
all kinds of expedients". But when he wantcd to have himself elcctcd, he 
noticed that the Brothers were not following him. So he awaited the favou rabie 
moment: the sickness of Father Champagnat.

"Convinced that most of the subjects lacked the qualities requisite for be- 
coming Religious, he wasn’t the least disturbed to see them abandon a voca- 
tion for which he believed them unsuited. Besides, taking an extreme view of 
the excellence and duties of the religious State, he expected of mere novices, a 
degree of perfection that one would be happy to see gracing men grown old in 
religious observance."

Thus he followed exactly the same strategy as Rancé who realised that it is 
practically impossible to reform lax monks and so hc allowed them to leave 
without regret. On the other hand, he formed the novices right from the start 
to the full austerity of thc rule, thus rcckoning on establishing a nucleus of 
reform.

Courveille possibly saw himself as a ncw Rancé called to establish the strict 
observance in a house he considered to be not sufficiently regular. But he does 
not have at his disposal an externai supply of volunteers or novices. And, 
above all, his conduct differs markedly from that of Rancé:'4

60

" Marsollier, op. cit. Book III, chap. XIV, p. 321.



COURVEILLE DISCIPLE OF DE RANCÉ

"The directing of his monastery required a discipline exact and severe; 
but hc kncw so well how to temper this with a swect charity that never was a 
superior more generally revered nor more tenderly loved by all his religious."

He invited his brothers to imitate the Fathers of the desert but "he want- 
ed them to make trial of it for a long time and test their strength before any 
rule that he proposed was finally adopted".

Courveille seems then to have been, at the least, a poor imitator of Rancé. 
The latters blend of firmness, patience and moderation seems to have been 
better practised by Father Champagnat. This State oi affairs was duc in part 
to the unbalanced temperament of Courveille but also to the influence of Jean 
Climaque.

Influence of the letter to the Pastor

All thc editions of "The Ladder" have as an appendix the "Letter to the 
Pastor", a compilation of 101 sentences describing the ideal abbot. Courveil
le, taken up with the idea of his revelation, was able to find in this collection 
sources of inspiration like the following:

"Thc truc master is thc one who carries within himself thc spirituai book 
of knowledge written by the finger of God, that is to say, by the illumination 
that comes to him, so that he no longer has need of any other book.."

Many of the counsels invite the abbot to be severe and Courveille seems 
to have adopted such a policy:

"The superior ought to observe and note those who contradict him and 
resist him and impose on them very heavy penances in the presence of a few 
clders. By making an example of them he will inspire fear in the others, even 
if they are soured by these humiliations. Because the advantage to the majo- 
rity outweighs the resentment felt by an individual." (N° 59)

"It is better to drive someone from the monastery than to allow him to do 
his own will. In fact, driving someone from thc monastery often renders him 
more humble and Icads him hcnccforth to rcnounce his own will. On the con
trary, if we display complacency with regard to brothers of this kind, under 
thc appearance of showing mercy or making allowances, they will curse us 
with lamentations at the hour of death, for having led them astray rather than 
aided them." (N°94)

Some sentences of excommunication must also have given Courveille 
food for thought:

"Let us listen to what Sacred Scripture has to say about certain indivi
duais: ‘Cut it down: why should it bc taking up the ground?’ (Lk 13,11); and 
‘You must drive out this evil-doer from among you.’ (iCor. 5,13); and ‘Do not 
pray for this people’ (Jer. 7,16); and what was said of Saul (cf IKings 16,1). It is 
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necessary that the pastor know how and when to apply all that; for no one is 
more truthful than God." (N°33)

"Certain individuais who, not giving a thought to the burden that having 
responsibility for others can be, have unwisely undertaken to guide souls; and 
even though previously they may have possessed great riches, they come out 
empty handed after having distributed everything to those of whom they had 
charge."

Courveille wanted to govern after the example of Rancé and Climaque

One of the indications that Courveille wanted to imitate Rancé is his con- 
ception of the role of abbot. His letter from Aiguebelle reminds us that "the 
only ones who speak are the Superior and the Father Guestmaster [...] the 
Superior seems to devote all his care to humiliating his inferiors on every oc
casion". The religious comply "with the will and judgement of the Superior, 
which is that of God"; they give proof "of blind and perfect obedience to the 
Superior, giving him entire liberty to order and command what he believes to 
be most useful to the community and for the spiritual good of each indivi
dual".

So Courveille wishes that at the Hermitage:
"everyone, without any exception will give him (the new superior) lull 

and entire liberty to guide them, that everyone holds him in great respect, 
looking on him as Our Lord and as holding the place of Our Lady, [...] that 
they give him entire submission and perfect obedience, not only of the will 
and exteriorly but also interiorly and of the judgement, leaving him full and 
entire liberty to order and command according to what he believes before 
God is best, most useful for the good of the community and most advanta- 
geous to each. Without this, no religious society can be truly regular nor con
tinue to exist for long."

So it is clear in the mind of Courveille that it is the abbot who is the key 
to the sanctity and the perpetuity of a religious order. We will see that he 
keeps to the same language as Rancé, who is adamant on this point of the 
rule of Saint Benedict, referring constantly to the Fathers of the Desert.

The role of the Abbot according to Rancé

"It is necessary [...] that, in a regulated community, everything is done on 
the orders of the superior and that everything is dependent on him; in order 
that he may dispose everything for the good of the community and in the 
best interests of the individual members; that he may keep his subjects occu- 
pied, arranging their tasks and exercises; that he may direct their consciences; 
that he may regulate their piety, and may there be nothing outside his view 
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and his direction. It is of this that Saint Benedict was thinking when he de- 
clared that the Superior must hold the place and carry out the role of Jesus 
Christ in the monastery."',

In this passage Courveille would have seen his own notions confirmed, 
but Rancé goes further, foreseeing risks in such a situation:

"This type of government, so entire and absolute, demands, on the part 
of the superior, a perfect knowledge of the persons under his charge; without 
this, the authority, which is given him for the sole purpose of preserving good 
order, would cause nothing but trouble and confusion."

A little further on Rancé explains that "if his incapacity, his negligence, 
his lack of feeling for his profession, and the disordered State of his morais 
give rise to just suspicions and legitimate cause to oppose his orders, it is ne- 
cessary to proceed with caution and reserve". (De la saintété... p 158)

Nevertheless Rancé considers with extreme reserve the appeal to another 
religious other than the superior:

"As he has established monastic superiors for the guidance of the 
Brothers, and as, in consequence, the Brothers must place all their confidence 
in them, this guidance and this confidence cannot be transferred to other per
sons without the congregation suffering and being weakened by it. And this 
other guidance, not being precisely what God has instituted will not be so 
clear, so charitable, so useful [...] We must still bear in mind that a commu
nity is a body which can survive only while the members are joined to one 
another and intimately connected to the head. Now it is practically impossi
ble that this union be preserved in its integrity if the Brothers abandon the 
guidance of the superior to take that of another; and it is difficult to see how 
hearts and minds will not be divided by this diversity of direction.."

So,
"Must we believe that those who give direction in religious communities 

in place of the Superiors may not be in the plan of God? [...] there are those 
who exercise these functions only because of the indocility of the Brothers, 
who, not having for him (the Superior) the esteem they ought to, are not able 
to submit to his direction; we cannot consider these directors being anything 
but second rank; they owe their existence to the allowances that are being made 
for the weak and the imperfect; they are granted them because of the hard- 
ness of their hearts. [...]

"What must a religious do when he desires to lead a life more exact and 
more perfect than the rest of his brothers and he is prevented from doing so 
by the superior? He may separate himself from his brethren and enter a more 
regular community for fear of putting his salvation at risk by leading a sin-

15 Rancé, «De la saintété et des devoirs». op. cit. chap. VIII. 
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guiar and unusual life, or perish like them by following their bad example; ano 
if this change is not in his power, he must be persuaded that singularity is prefe- 
rable to laxity."

I have permitted myself this long quotation because it seems to me to shed 
a particular light on these words of Courveille:

"I shall not conceal from you, my very dear Brothers, that for some time 1 
have been ill at ease observing the lack of regularity among us, the differing opin- 
ions on the aim, the form, the intentions and thc spirit of the true Society of 
Mary, our independence and lack of submission, our own private ideas... All that 
plunged me into deep anxieties and led me to believe that, since thc demon of 
pride, of independence, of insubordination and especially of division was finding 
a place among us, we could not continue to exist for long. I am accusing no one 
but myself and I look upon myself as the real cause of all that; I am very much 
convinced that it was I alone who prevented the blessings of hcaven falling on 
thc Society of Mary, and that my lack of regularity, my lukewarm conduct and re
ligious failings were a sourcc of scandal for all. I sincerely ask your pardon for 
this as wcll as for my othcr shorteomings in relation to certain people."

This paragraph stands as an real indictment against the brothers who chosc 
a superior othcr than the legitimate abbot, and against Father Champagnat who 
refused to accept the aim, the form and the spirit of thc "true Society of Mary". 
But Courveille, as a true disciple of Rancé, knows that if unity is threatcned it is 
due to the abbot s shirking of his responsibilities. So it is logical that he take 
upon himself responsibility for the set-back and withdraw to expiatc his infide- 
lity to his divine election, thus permitting a return to unity under a new superior 
to whom God will grant the charism he had failed to use, and, at thc same time, 
to withdraw his support from a situation he considered an infidelity. Hc had 
been a "stumbling block", may he be "anathema", unless a judgemcnt of God 
should manifest itself. Rancé and Climaque are at the same time his guides and 
his judges.

Courveille’s stay at Aiguebelle

Lct us now turn to Courveilles stay at Aiguebelle and the problcms that 
it poses.

The rulc of Valsainte"' provides for three types of visitors: "outsiders who 
come to spend a few days" (three or four), "those who come simply to see the 
housc", "the postulants". Courveille seems to have belonged to the first cate-

" «Règlements de la Maison-Dieu de N. 15. de la Trappe, by Father Rancé, its worthy refornter, arranged 
in a new order and augmcnted with the particular usages of the Maison-Dieu de la Valsainte de N. D. de la 
Trappe in thc Canton of Fribourg, in Switzerland» 1794, Vol. 1 chap. XVIII, p 228. 
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gory: "outsiders are given all sorts of consideration"; by which we may take 
it that he had not come with thc intention of entering.

Those who carne as postulants were placed in a room apart and invited 
to keep silence with regard to the other outsiders. The Father Guestmaster 
then instructed them in the customs of the house for four days. On the fifth 
day the postulant would makc his official request to enter. He would then 
be admitted to the interior of the monastery and, after three weeks, take the 
habit as a novice.17

” Archives ot Aiguebelle, catalogue of the postulants and choir novices.

Obviously, Courveille had not applied to enter, sincc hc did not have 
the authorisation of the Archbishop, (it seems that he didn’t even have per- 
mission to leave the diocese), but was merely contcmplating the possibility. 
Therefore, hc had not actually lived with thc monks in the monastery. At the 
very most, he had been allowed to participatc in thc office with them on one 
occasion before the meai and then to dinc with them, as the rule permitted. 
He would have also been able to visit the house and assist at Complinc once. 
In short, he was a visitor spending a few days at La Trappe and had only 
gained a superficial knowledge of the life of the monks.

That was enough to expericnce and atmosphere: thc silencc, the regula - 
rity. And it was not difficult for a visitor to noticc two monks "grecting onc 
anothcr with a deep inclination of the head". But when Courveille affirms 
that "thc Superior seemed to make it his chicf business to mortify and hu- 
miliate his inferiors on every occasion, and the inferiors seemed to accept 
this with a rcspect, a humility [...] which shows clearly that they love it", he 
gives us the impression that he had witnessed more intimate sccncs of mo
nastic lifc. Onc cannot help but wonder whether his whole description of 
Aiguebelle, rather conventional when all is said and done, did not owe more 
ol its inspiration to his reading (the rule allowed the Guestmaster to supply 
books of piety to those who asked for them) and his desire to draw parallels 
with the Flermitagc, than to any direct expcrience of Trappist lifc.

However, one is struck by the length of his stay since Father Courveille 
left thc Hcrmitage between 18th and 25th May. When he wrote, 4th Junc, 
hc evaluates thc gains of his retreat: he had found peace, reflectcd on the 
destiny of the Socicty of Mary, discussed with the abbot the possibility of 
his entering thc monastery, saw thc monastery functioning. That already im- 
plies a rather long stay. And he stayed another six days at least, since the re
sponse from the Hcrmitage could not have reached him before lOth Junc, 
and on 11 th Junc the abbot granted him a letter of spiritual association 
(OM 1, doc. 153) which would have marked his departure.
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Questions raised by these facts

The argument of the commentators of the Origines Maristes for the pre- 
sence of Courveille in the Lyons region, and hence his departure from Ai- 
guebelle on 1 Ith June, rests on two documents: the celehret issued on 17th 
June (doc. 154) and the account book of the Hermitage (OM 1, doc.144) which 
shows an entry on 12th June: "given to Father Courveille: 80 F". It is possi
ble. But is seems more believablc to me that the letter acccpting the rcsigna- 
tion of Courveille would have been either accompanied or followed by a re- 
mittance of money to allow him to deal with the new situation, without his 
having necessarily already left Aiguebellc.

As for the letter of association granted by the abbot of Aiguebellc, it po
ses a difficulty as far as its dating is concerncd because the date of the origi
nal was over-written making it impossible to decide whether it is 1825 or 1826 
(see note OM 1 p 396). The authors of the note in pointing out this problem 
opt for 1826 because this date coincides with the stay of Courveille at Aiguc- 
bcllc. But I don’t think we can exclude the possibility that this letter of asso
ciation was of the previous year. Several arguments urge this dating: the first 
is the installation of the La Valia community at the Hermitage in May 1825. 
In this place which conforms to the Trappist ideal, in a building which has the 
appearance of a monastery, Father Courveille can consider that he is going to 
model his foundation according to the Trappist ideal and hence, a spiritual as
sociation between himself and Aiguebellc would be very suitable. Besides, 
this would have the advantage of explaining why, when he goes on retreat, he 
chooses Aiguebellc rathcr than another place, such as Le Puy or the seminary 
of St Irenaeus. Furthermore, the length of his stay, and the mention of his 
title of "superior general of the venerable Marist Brothers" containcd in the 
letter of association, are thus more easily explained if wc assume that 
Courveille was already known to the Trappists at Aiguebellc. The word 
"pilgrimage" cmploycd by Courveille to describc his retreat at La Trappe is also 
clarificd. One goes on a pilgrimage to a place one already venerates.

Relations with the Archbishop

Moreover, it is probablc that Courveille would have left Aiguebellc in or- 
der to obtain from the dioccsan authorities permission to enter La Trappe, 
since the Hermitage had acceptcd his resignation. The granting of a cclcbret 
on 17th June proves that, a short time aftcr announcing his decision to enter 
La Trappe, Courveille had been in contact with the Archbishop, apparently 
without having taken steps to enter this monastery.

But wc must not jump to the conclusion that Courveille had changed his 
mind because relations between the Archbishop and La Trappe were not 
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good and the authorities could quite easily have refused Courvcille's request. 
Already in 1817 the Vicars General had reproached Lestrangc about “institu- 
tions [...] that you want to establish and that you have startcd without Con
sulting us in the diocese”11’ And again, in Rome in 1826 the trial of Dom Au- 
gustin Lestrange was taking place in which he was reproached, among other 
things, with wanting to free himself from Episcopal authority. But, above all, 
Archbishop De Pins was in conflict with thc Trappists concerning the jur- 
isdiction of the Trappist nuns of Vaise, cstablishcd in an outlying district of 
Lyons. On 19th Octobcr 1833, he wrote to a cardinal of the curia:

“For seven years I have been gravely concerned about the interior regime 
of the nuns of La Trappe of Lyons, about their relations with the chaplains, 
about their jurisdiction and about my rights, until now unrecognised by the 
said abbot.”

And, in fact, the letter of thc chaplain, Father Augustin Pignard, monk of 
Aiguebellc but residem of Vaise, dated 15th May 1826, (the time that Cour
veille left thc Hcrmitage ) mentions that Mgr Dc Pins had just written to him 
to clcar up thc matter of his powers regarding the Trappist nuns and on the 
statute of this monastery. Father Pignard replied in substance that thc nuns 
had made a vow of obedicncc to Abbot dc Lestrange and claimed that the 
monastery was directly dependem on the Holy See. This seems to have given 
rise to a long conflict betwecn the Archbishopric and La Trappe which was 
still continuing seven years later. So, if Courvcille made his request at this 
time, it was, to say the least, an unfavourablc moment.

It is casy to understand that Father Courvcille, finding himself without an 
assignmcnt in the diocese of Lyons and blockcd in his desire to enter La Trap
pe, would have been looking around for a new project to launch, first of all in 
the diocese of Chambcry1'1 and then in the diocese of Grenoblc where the 
bishop wclcomed him (doc. 164).

Courveille is not excluded from the Society of Mary

Father Tcrraillon, who succccded in persuading Fathers Champagnat 
and Colin to recommend to Courveille that he remain at Aiguebellc, points 
out one consequcnce of this situation within the Society of Mary : “From 
that moment on we recognised the younger Father Colin as the Superior.” 
(OM 2, doc. 750). He certainly does not say that Courveille had been cx- 
cluded from thc Society. In any case, no one had thc authority to do this. 
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Besides, Father Champagnat did not find the idea of his returning to the 
Hermitage repugnant: in a draft of a letter he made at the end of September 
1826 we find these words:

"I would be very happy for you to come and for you to name a place for 
our meeting." (Then follows a passage crossed out} "Since Father Terraillon is 
not at the Hermitage and if the Vicars General have not forbidden it, I do 
not...

In October Father Courveille ceded to Father Champagnat his rights on the 
Hermitage "apart from the right to live there, when he snould see fit, in a rent- 
free apartment dependem on the house, in recognition of the goods ceded".

On the other hand, Origines Maristes indicates that Father Courveille 
paid a visit or two to Belley in 1826 or 1829 but that he was politely got rid 
oF". This difference in attitude towards Courveille: indulgent at the Hermitage, 
intransigent at Belley, seems also to indicate two different conceptions of the 
Society of Mary. Showing Courveille the door is not only a rejection of him 
personally, but also of what he represents: a plan for the Society of Mary 
which is too utopian and too dependant on an privatc revelation to be solidly 
based.

The decisive and ambiguous role of Father Terraillon

It seems that it was not Father Colin but Father Terraillon who had first 
perceived the problem from this angle. His version of the origins (OM 2 doc. 
750) and his letter of 1824 (OM 1 doc. 115) show that he went to the Hermitage 
against his will:

"I asked permission of my superiors to go to Belley and rejoin Fathers 
Colin [...]. Instead of the permission requested, I received a letter in reply 
sending mc to the Hermitage to join Father Courveille and Father Champa
gnat."

He is, thcn, present at the Hermitage at the time of the crisis of 1825-26 
but seems curiously absent from the serious events which took place there, un- 
less he had sided with Courveille. He even refused to become Father Champa- 
gnats sole heir'. On the other hand, he is the one who succeedcd in effectively 
excluding Courveille, and not on moral grounds since Fathers Colin and Cham
pagnat were not aware at that time of Courveilles lapses of conduct22:

20 See OM 4. SH 349.31, p 586.
21 See the draft of a letter of Father Champagnat (OM 1, doc. 286) in which he writes: «Father Terrail

lon refused to he my heir saying that I have nothing, which he, along with Father Courveille, repeat continual- 
ly to the Brothers.»

22 the gravity of which had still to be established.

"Father Courveille has in this region the reputation of a saint. If we are 
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obliged to get rid of him later on, as could happen, all the odium will descend 
upon us. By taking advantage of this opportunity, he will be excluding him
self. [...] they were impressed by my words and decided to sign the letter ac- 
cepting his resignation, which I had been careful to prepare in advance."

It is, then, clear that thc decision to accept Courveilles resignation was 
made on one fundamental question: Courveilles ability to direct the Society 
of Mary of Lyons.

But it seems that thc opposition of Terraillon to thc Lyons project was 
more fundamental since, on All Saints Day 1826 he departed from the Her- 
mitage, leaving only Father Champagnat, who considered this departure a 
"descrtion" (OM 1, doc. 286/1). For tcn years he rcmained on the margin of 
the Society of Mary, not attaching himself to thc Society at thc time of its of- 
ficial foundation in 1836.21 He was supportcd before his confreres by Jean 
Claude Colin who seems to have had a particular esteem for him.

21 See his biographical notice in OM 4, p 355.
" See in «Annales de I’Institut» (1826, §57) the curious episode about Fr Terraillon’s lethargy- (which

passed for death) and his mania, in confession, for interrogating the Brothers on their appointments, their di-
rectors, the number of pupils they had, etc.

In this, the judgements of Father Champagnat are harsher than those of the Brothers.
2,1 Life of MJ.B. Champagnat, Part 1, Chap. 13, p. 145, 1989 edition.

From this it seems to me that the crisis at the Hermitagc was not a two- 
way affair (Courveille versus Champagnat) but three-way. Thus, the almost 
complete silence on the part of the Marist Brothers2-1 on the subject of Ter
raillon could be explained by a reluctancc to criticise too heavily a Marist 
Father of whom there was not much good to bc said.25 Besides, I would be 
tempted to think that Brother Jean Baptiste attributed to Courveille a sentence 
that is more likely to have come from Terraillon: "He announced that he was 
going to sever connections and ask thc Archbishop to appoint him to a par- 
ish." In the same way, a little further on, another utterance of Father Cour
veille sounds more like Father Terraillon: "I wasn’t thc one who ran up the 
debts; if things go wrong, too bad; I shall not answer for the future."26 This is 
exactly how Father Terraillon acted shortly afterwards, whereas Father Cour
veille agreed to be Champagnat’s heir (OM 1, doc. 148). Besides, Father 
Courveille, who had arrived earlier on the scene, had engaged himself finan- 
cially with Father Champagnat, whereas Father Terraillon arrived later, after 
the debts had been incurred and would have nothing to do with them. We 
might also remark that in his letter from Aiguebelle, Courveille makcs no al- 
lusion to the material problems and that, after the refusal of the Hermitagc to 
receive him back, he makes no difficulty about settling thc outstanding finan
cial problems between himself and Father Champagnat. It seems that rela
tions bctween Champagnat and Courveille rcmained fairly good while the 
same does not seem to have been the case with Terraillon. Moreover, thc later 
career of the latter seems to reveal a man who is anxious about his material 
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and administrative security since, though he made his vows with the Marists 
in 1836, he did not resign his position as parish priest until 1839. His bio- 
graphical notice adds:

"His plain speaking and his definite ideas, stemming from his being so 
long among the secular clergy, gave rise to difficulties between him and 
Fathcr Colin, who treated him rather severely. On 9th September 1845, hc is 
the only older member of the Society of Mary who does not beseech the Su
perior General to drop his intention of resigning his position." (OM 4, p 356)

We are, then, dealing with a strong and complex personality who seems 
to have had some very individual ideas on the Society of Mary and who 
perhaps wantcd to get rid not only of Courveille but of Champagnat as well. 
His departure from the Hermitage could also have been motivated by his 
complete failure to win the Brothers over, unless he had hoped bv leaving the 
Hermitage to ruin the Lyons branch of the Society of Mary; this would have 
permitted him to join the Belley group. Besides, he would be helping to eli- 
minate a branch of the Society (the Brothers) which may have seemed to him 
a deviation from the original plan. This is in substance what Brother Jean 
Baptistc says at the beginning of Chapter 19 ol the Life: "Father Terraillon, 
who was not happy at the Hermitage, and who doubted the viability of the 
Brothers’ work, asked to withdraw."’7 Brother Jean Baptiste, is using here the 
art of understatement, because he leaves us to understand that Fathcr Terrail
lon had other views than Father Champagnat on the strategy of the constitu- 
tion of the Society. His departure, then, was caused by a fundamental disa- 
greement and perhaps a personal rivalry which could only be resolved by the 
departure of one of the two. And as the Brothers wantcd only Fathcr Cham
pagnat ...

Such a hypothesis does not seem unbelievable when one observes with 
what inexorable mastery Terraillon organises the exclusion of Courveille: he 
first proceeds to convince Fathers Colin and Champagnat, then hc presents 
them with a letter to sign which he had prepared in advance, and which he of- 
fers to post the following day when hc goes to Lyons. While there, hc informs 
Father Barou, the Vicar General, of the bad conduct of Courveille. Note that 
in warning the authorities of the fauk of a confrcre, Terraillon did not sin by 
excess of charity since hc ruincd Courveille in the eyes of the authorities, 
without this being necessary, since Courveille had already left. By the same 
tokcn, by this denunciation he effectively prevented his rcturn to the diocese, 
and, with even greater reason, to the Hermitage; a more moderate strategy 
would have permitted Courveille to see if the Aigucbelle experience carne to 
anything first. But Terraillon had very fixed - and just - ideas on the instabi- 
lity of Courveille. "He will soon revert", he tells the Vicar General (OM 3, 
doc. 798/8). In two or three days Courveille is irrcversably climinated and the

See also OM 3 doc. 819/13. 821/13, and OM 4 SH 34/7, p 576. 
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position of Father Champagnat considerably wcakcned. Terraillons departurc 
on All Saints Day 1826 rcnders the situation desperate, as the letters of Father 
Champagnat about this time clearly indicate.

It seems necessary, then, to re-evaluate seriously thc causes of the crisis at 
the Hermitage, avoiding attributing to Courveille problems that did not stem 
from him (or from him alonc) and giving to Terraillon the role that is strongly 
suggested by the letters of Father Champagnat, but that his Life, for reasons I 
have already touched on, glosses over.

Banishment

The last contact between the Marists and Courveille seems to have taken 
place in 1832 (OM 2, doc. 746/17), at thc time of a priestly retreat which thc 
Marists attended.

"Father ***, who was also there, began once again to adopt his prophctic 
attitude and thrcatened them with thc judgements of God if they persisted in 
not listening to him. Whcrcupon, Father Foundcr, arming himself with holy 
zeal, wcnt to sec him in his room and told him frankly that they wcrc aware of 
his conduct. Father *** on hearing thesc words remained silent and Father 
Colin did not sec him again." (OM 3, doc. 840)

This means that the Marists took advantage of the occasion of thc ecclc- 
siastical retreats to come together, and that Courveille was perhaps still admit- 
ted to these gathering2*. The cause of Father Colin s intervention does not seem 
to have been Courveilles past conduct but his (Courveilles) desire to regain 
the position of superior which he had renounced in 1826, and which had been 
officially bcstowed on Father Colin in 1830. By his intervening directly, Father 
Colin was acting in his role as Superior. He pointed out to him that any credi- 
bility his claimed revelations may have had, had been forfeited by his actions. 
It is also possible that the older Marists feared Courveilles influence on the 
younger members, recalling how easily they themselves had been swayed by 
his words. Thus the process of Courveilles exclusion was accomplished when 
his peers were no longer able to give credence to his divine election, based on 
the revelation at Le Puy. The letter from Aiguebelle, by separating the revela
tion from the role of superior, and by suggesting the exclusion of thc man elected, 
had preparcd thc way to such a solution. But, moreover, the times had chan- 
ged and, by attempting to return to the strategy of inspiration, Courveille mi- 
stook the mood of the times; as far as the Society of Mary was concerned, it 
was then much more in need of sound strueturing than of inspiration; and as 
for the Church, it had just endured a revolution, that of 1830, which had out- 
dated many of thc political and religious hopes of the Restoration.

28 Unlcss hc only sought to influence the younger Marists in privatc conversations.
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Marist Brothers and Little Brothers of Mary

It remains for us to dwell for a moment on the initials with which Father 
Courveille ends his letter from Aiguebelle: f. d. and S. p. g. 1. m. If we ignore 
for the moment the meaning of the last five letters, we can be fairly certain 
that the first two mean f(ratum) d(irector). Father Courveille began using these 
two letters in January 1826 (doc.147). Now, the abbot of Aiguebelle gives him 
the titlc of "Superiori generali ordinis Sanctae Mariae" (doc. 156). So Cour
veille seems to have considcred himself to be the Superior of the order of thc 
Marist Brothers. Apparently this name must not be confused with that of 
"little brothers of Mary" which referred only to thc branch of the teaching 
brothers. But the failure of his project for an order of Marist brothers which 
would group togcther fathers and brothers led to the two terms being confu
sed. It is, nevertheless, important to note that Courveille was probably thc 
creator of the present name of thc congrcgation. In cnvisaging this titlc even 
for the priests, Courveille places himself firmly in the tradition of Rancé, who 
lived in equality with his monks:

"He never called his religious by any other name than his brothers; and 
his humility would not tolerate their being called either his religious or his 
children." (Book 6, Chap. 7)

Finally, Courveille follows these initials with the abbreviation "prètre 
Ind." (prètre indigne - unworthy priest). He imitates thus a religious usage 
(notably among the Ursulincs2") and particularly Trappist. Abbot de Lestran- 
ge uses the formula "abbot however unworthy"’'1. But this is not the place to 
dwell on this formula which shows that Courveille is already adopting certain 
usages of an order which he would likc to join.

CONCLUSION

I hopc my readers will understand why I have devoted two articles to a 
commentary on a single documcnt, thc letter of Father Courveille, which rc- 
vcals at Icngth not only his person but also his conception of the Society of 
Mary and thc situation at thc Hcrmitage in 1826.

In these few pages I have attempted to prove the influence of the writings 
of Rancé and Jean Climaque on Courveille. And this influence did not mani- 
fest itself accidentally in 1826 but seems to have been at the basis of the 
project of Courveille and Champagnat. To some extent, it would be necessary 
to analyse, at greater length than I have donc here, La Valia and the Hcrmitage

29 Sec le Coutumier des Ursulincs.
30 bor example in «Lettre du R.P.Abbc de la Trappe à un ecclésiastique d’Orléans» 1797, Bibliothèque 

Nationale, L 17/D220.
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as foundations in the spirit of Rancé. One might wonder whether the aim of 
Courveille and Champagnat was not based on a Utopia: to found brothers 
who were both teachers and farmers, capable thus of instructing the poorest 
section of the population and providing largely for their own needs by manual 
and agricultural labour. In short, manufacturing nails at La Valia and main- 
taining a large garden at the Hermitage and at the schools were not only eco- 
nomic necessities but also practices of asceticism.

The crisis between Courveille and Champagnat at the Hermitage was not 
over a question of aim but of strategy. l he one wanted the Marist aspirants 
to be formed immediately in the most austere life, while the other, more faith- 
ful to the actual spirit of Rancé, knew how to combine paticnce with firmness. 
From this project of the order, the name Marist Brothers, which Courveille 
had probably adapted from the term Trappist Brothers, would rcmain, along 
with a spirit of abnegation which seems to me to have been one of the secrcts 
of the astonishing success of the congregation during the 19th century.

The intransigence and the instability of Courveille provoked the crisis. 
But the principal artisan of the set-back was Father Terraillon who would not 
adhere to this original project. By working towards the definite exclusion of 
Courveille and by withdrawing himself from a scheme in which he did not be- 
lieve, Terraillon forced Father Champagnat to accept the role of founder, while 
at the same time being obliged to conform to the views of the Archbishop 
who wanted a standard congregation of brothers, and not an order. He also 
had to accept that the Society of Mary would be founded, not on a mixed 
ideal (monastic and missionary) but would be simply missionary, and that the 
Brothers would be only superficially attached to this Society. Thus, thanks to 
a keen sense of reality and a remarkable capacity íor decision without 
worrying too much about the consequences, Father Terraillon had brutally 
cleared the air in a situation which was in danger of reaching an impasse.

By refusing the yoke of Courveille and not being prepared to follow a 
Terraillon, who perhaps would also like to have played a role in their direc- 
tion, the Brothers chose their founder, who, like Rancé, was both strict and 
kind. And for the most part they would accept the consequences of this mu- 
tation of 1826: the spirituality of the "Nisi Dominus", the cloth stockings and 
the method of teaching reading. As for Courveille, he did not change: in 1832 
he was harking back to his ideas of the seminary.

For the whole Society of Mary the consequences were no less considerable. 
The three key characters in the 1826 crisis symbolisc three different visions 
of the Society, perceptible even from the Seminary of St Irenaeus. Cour
veille wanted an order submissive to his visionary charism; Champagnat 
was interested essential in teaching brothers; Terraillon remained faithful to 
"the tree with three branches". The solution to the crisis both announccs and 
prepares the future: the charismatic project, without a troop and with its lea- 
der in disgrace, is eliminated.; Marcellin Champagnat managed to save his 
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Brothers and to maintain the link with the Society of Mary at the price of an 
important change of direction for his project.; the "tree with three branches", 
which took the longest to implemcnt but, when all is said and done, was the 
most realistic, carricd the day. The Lyons Society of Mary was reborn on foun- 
dations which had been progressively cleared of a too heavily monastic struc- 
ture.

André Lanfrey, f.m.s. 18 March 1996
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DOCUMENTS

Introduction

In thc tcn previous issues of “Marist Notcbooks”, we have published, 
apart from the “Letters”, all the “Writings of the Founder” that we possess. 
But when we consult the “Carnets” (Notcbooks) of Brother François and of 
Brother Jean Baptiste, André Lanfrcy points out two texts of “Conferences” 
offcrcd as an “analysis of two talks of Rcv. Father Champagnat for thc opcn- 
ing of a retreat”. This specific dcscription confirms the conclusion already 
rcached that lots of passages in these “Carnets” arc found in works published 
by Brother Jean Baptiste on the Founder, cspecially his “Life of M.J.B. Cham
pagnat” and the “Avis, Leçons, Sentcnccs”. Among those passages there are 
some which are clearly pointed out as being the exact words or ideas of the 
Founder.

The logical conclusion suggested by these coincidences is that these two 
Brothers drew from the same source wbich certainly seems to be the instruc- 
tions of Father Champagnat judging by the notes they took on these occasions, 
cach onc on his own account.

This supposition reveals, as far as Brother François is concerned, thc fact 
that at least some of those writings arc directly related to the Founder. In fact, 
three of the notebooks he left us contain instruetions on very varied subjects. II 
we have come to believe that hc himself is the one who composcd them, wc 
would then have to change our opinion and admit that these instruetion note
books probably contained notes on the instruetions of thc Founder. In that 
case they would present us with a supplementary value if it turns out that they 
transmit to us the personality ol the latter as much as that of the author himself.

Of course, just now wc arc at thc stage of this hypothesis where we have 
to look closely at it to back it up with more proof. This work is going on at 
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present and Brother Lanfrey will give a fuller account of it in future articles.
Meanwhile, to whet the curiosity of future researchers, we are publishing 

some of these texts which very probably translate the thought of the Founder. 
Some of these texts are of Brother Jean Baptiste, others of Brother François, 
each dealing with the same subject under different forms, often using, howe- 
ver, the same words, the same expressions, as one can see without difficulty.

We have selected two topics treated in parallel by Brother Jean Baptiste 
and Brother François. the topics are THE RETREAT and GRACE. This 
choice is quite arbitrary, we could have chosen other topics. The two exam- 
ples appear to be sufficient to begin with to posit the hypothesis and submit 
it to the reflection of our readers. By continuing hereafter with the publica
tion of “The Writings of Brother François”, especially the three notebooks of 
“instructions”, we know that we are probably still within the ideas of Father 
Champagnat.
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RETREAT

THE RETREAT
Brother Jean Baptiste

Conferences

from a handwritten copy of writings 
attributed to Brother Jean-Baptiste 
Furet in AFM, Writings, pp. 238253.

Because, not of the subject dealt with, but of the source indicated be- 
low, in this case the very words of Father Champagnat, wc give these two 
texts first. Although we have only one copy of it which is certainly not in the 
hand of the author and that he is never mentioned, we can have no doubt that 
he is Brother Jean Baptiste according to the tradition confirmcd by cross- 
checking with works he has published elsewhere. As to the copyist, whose 
name we do not know, we have no reason to doubt his trustworthiness. Other 
notes of the same author transcribed by him, of which we have both the original 
and the transcription, show how careful he is to transcribe the texts as exactly 
as possible.

Consequently, we find here, even if it were only one aspect, the authentic 
thought of our Founder. Of course it can be judged rigoristic, but we must 
place it in the more or less Jansenistic ambience of that period in which, at 
least as much as Father Champagnat, Brother Jean Baptist was steeped, and 
he could not avoid leaving his personal imprint on the notes he copied down.

As regards the date, some indications that we shall make clear further on, 
incline us to think that it refers to the retreat ol 1828, but we are not absolu- 
tely certain about that.
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[1]

Who are those who profít from the retreat? 
Who are those who do not profít from it? 
Analysis of two introductory retreat talks 

of Rev. Father Champagnat

1o Who are those who profít from a retreat?

1 Those who have prepared themselves for it, or at Icast know what they 
are going to do there.

A general intention to become better is not enough, you must be specilic. 
To go into a retreat, to make a retreat without any particular or predetermined 
aim, is to lay yourself open to doing nothing good, nothing solid, it is to waste 
your time, to show a sad indifference for your salvation, for your perfection. In 
a real sense, it is an act of lolly.

Indccd, in temporal matters, what man is there who undertakes anything 
at all without an aim, without knowing beforehand what he wants? Have you 
ever seen a king raising an army or engaging an army in a campaign without 
knowing why, without having some conquest or some enemy in view? Have 
you ever seen a travellcr start on a journey without knowing where he wants to 
go? A trader going into business without knowing which industry he wants to 
go into? Go to a market without knowing what ne wants to sell or buy Irom 
the farmer? Any workman at all working without a fixed aim, without knowing 
what he wants to get out ol his work?

To profít from the retreat, therefore, you must know what you want to do 
there, to know the illness for which you are Corning to seek the cure, the defect 
you wish to correct, the brcach you want to fill, the virtue you wish to ask for, 
aequire and carry off by force.

This point is esscntial.
2 - Those who have time for nothing but the retreat and who put 

evcrything else aside.
The retreat is something big, difficult, important. It demands the complete 

man. To make it a success, then, we must attend to it seriously, continually, cx- 
clusively.
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3 - Those who arc docile to grace, to their confessor, to thc superior, and 
who arc determincd to make all the sacrifices that God asks oi them, whethcr 
for thc correction of their defects, or for adopting all the means towards per- 
fection which they recognise that they need in order to corrcspond with the 
designs that God has on them, or to aequire thc virtues that God asks of them.

This articlc, then, takcs intwo main points:
Io a childlike docility which allows one to be led without resistance, a 

hcart of wax which takcs all thc shapes one wishes to give it, a confidence, or 
better still, complete faith in God, in ones confessor, in the superior, putting 
oneself at their disposition in and for everything;

2o a strong, firm, frank and constant determination to belong to God 
complctcly, to attain ones salvation, to aequire that degrec of pcrfcction to 
which one is called and conscqucntly to take for that purposc all thc means 
we think necessary and to be resolute in accepting all the sacrifices requircd, 
even demanded.

4 - Those who kccp their hcarts pure.
This is why: purity is thc cyc of thc soul; “Blcsscd are the pure in hcart", 

says Jesus Christ, “for they shall see God”. Therefore, the more you kccp 
yoursclvcs pure, thc more you will see God, that is to say, the more you will 
know his will, thc more you will understand his plans, his designs on us, the 
better will you know thc pcrfcction of God, the reasons for loving God, his 
kindnesscs, the need for virtuc, the evil that sin does, and the more you will 
be fit for dealing with God, for being united with God, for receiving thc in- 
spirations of the Holy Spirit and following them, for knowing and discerning 
the movements, thc secret inspirations of gracc, and cooperating with them, 
following them, being faithful to them.

To have this purity wc must:
1. Unburden our conscience, go to confcssion as soon as possible;
2. Keep careful watch over ourselves in order to avoid the least faults 

throughout the retreat;
3. Keep our hearts in a constant State of contrition, of sorrow for our sins.
5 - Those who pray very, very, very much.
Goodwill is an outstanding gracc; God hardly ever grants it cxcept to 

those who keep on asking him for it.
The great means for being successful in the matter of our salvation, for 

correcting our faults and aequiring virtuc, is prayer; all others would even bc 
useless without it. We need powerful graccs of strength, great graces of light, 
for both knowing the will of God for us and doing it. Now these graces arc 
obtained only through prayer. We can do more through prayer than by our 
own efforts and all our hard work. Therefore:
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1. Great union with God, a great spirit of praycr during this week;
2. Strive to perform your spiritual exercises perfectly during this retreat;
3. Lift up your heart to God often during the day, frequently invokc the 

Blesscd Virgin, your guardian angel, your patron saints;
4. Make some short visits to thc Blesscd Sacrament;
5. Be exact in following the timctable, maintaining a modest dcmcanour, 

offering all your actions to God and doing so with the purcst of intentions in 
such a way that they will bc a continuous prayer.

2nd part Who are those who do not profít from the retreat?
1 Those who come on retreat with no purpose or with only human ones; 

such are:
Io those who come because the others are coming, because they cannot 

do otherwisc, because they are not at libcrty to dispense themsclves from it, 
those who make their retreat perfunctorily, as a chore, likc somcthing which 
has to be done every year;

2o those who come without any desire to, without any kcenness to gain 
anything from it, without any special aim, without knowing what they are 
going to do there, who have no particular purpose;

3o those who do not value thc retreat, who look upon it as a tiresome 
time, as days that are unhappy, difficult, painful, who impatiently long for the 
end and avoid anything that is painful to nature or could cause it to suffer, 
being less concerned with mastering it than with getting through these few 
days with as little suffering as possible.

2 - Those who becomc discouraged when they see the difficulties they 
imagine they will meet with; those who, instead of making efforts to over- 
come these difficulties, allow themselves to fali into despondcncy and think 
only about the end of the retreat or about distracting themselves in whatever 
way possible.

The retreat is a time of temptation, of fight, of trial, of sacrifice, of 
penance. Jesus was led into the desert, there he praycd, fasted, was with thc 
animais, was tempted by thc devil, was hungry. The retreat is therefore a time 
of trial and sacrificc, whcnce it follows:

Io that those who look upon this time as one of rest, peacc and content- 
ment, those who expect to experiencc there only consolations, a devotion 
they can fecl and greater fervour, become discouraged;

2o that those who are too fond of themselves, who are not mortified, who 
do not want to trouble themselves, become discouraged;

3 o that those who are not resolved to make all the sacrifices God is asking 
of them, become discouraged;
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4° that those who are discontented, of weak character, or who count too 
much on themselvcs, become discouraged.

The cure for all that is to have the right idea of a retreat and of what real 
virtue is.

3 - Those who do not observe the manner in which the day should be 
used and who do everything thc way they want to and in a perfunctory man
ner. To understand this you must know that each day of the retreat has a par
ticular aim, that all the meditations and exerciscs of thc day are so arranged 
as to attain this aim. Thus, in an ordinary retreat, thc first day is used to gct 
to know our goal, its importance, the need we all have to attain it and to save 
our souls. The second day is used to look for obstacles to that aim, to know 
what sin is, to detest it, to avoid it and to have a great horror of it.

Now, those do not get any profit from thc retreat:
Io who are not familiar with how the day should be used, who do not 

know what fruits they should draw from it and do not direct all their activity 
that day towards that aim;

2o who read or keep themselvcs busy with anything that comes into their 
mind, provided it is something good, but which has no rclation with the strict 
use of thc day and the fruit one should draw from it;

3 o who do things in a perfunctory manner, the way they want to, and with 
no aim.

4 - Those who cover themselvcs up and arc hidden to their director or to 
their superior , and are afraid to let them know the present State oi their in
terior life. A complete opening of the heart to the confessor or superior is so 
necessary for making a good retreat, that a person who has not made known 
to his confessor all his serious sins since his last confession, all that troubles 
him in his conscience and makes him uneasy, all the proximate occasions he 
may be in of offending God, his greatest temptations, his evil inclinations as 
well as his good dispositions, the attraction of the grace by which hc is led on, 
and what God is asking of him, such a person may be sure that hc has not made a 
good retreat. Whoevcr has not divulged to his superior his temptations, his 
evil inclinations, especially his dominating passion, thc difficulties hc is expe- 
ricncing in practising virtue, his dcfects, thc means he is taking to corrcct 
them, whoevcr has not given an account of thc way in which he performs his 
spiritual exercises, the way in which he does his duties, who is his own guide 
in doing all these things, in a word whoevcr hides some esscntial thing from 
his superior, who is secretive and does not play straight with him, will never 
profit pcrfectly from a retreat and will never have solid virtue.

5 - Those who count too much on thcmselves, on their cfforts, their rca- 
sonings, their hard work, and do not sufficiently understand that the work of 
salvation and of perfection is more thc work of God than our own.
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This fault is the cause of many others:
1. It is the mortal enemy of confidence in God;
2. It engenders and nurses presumption and independence of mind;
3. It is an invincible obstacle to self-knowledge which is the mother of 

those virtues that are absolutely necessary for making progress in the lifc of 
perfection and for interior reformation;

4. It inclines a pcrson to prefer his own judgment to that of his confessor 
and of his superior and to be led by his own mind;

5. It blinds the soul, prevents it from knowing the ways of God and thc 
movements of grace, it gocs against the dircction of the l íoly Spirit, hindcrs 
one from following his inspirations and makes the heart insensible to thc 
promptings of grace.

6 - Those who, after a good start, bccome bored, relax after their confes 
sion, thinking that everything is over when they have purified their conscience. 
l he aim of the retreat is not only to come back to God’s grace and to have 
one’s conscience at peace, but also:

Io to look for means of avoiding a relapsc;
2o to reform your interior life, your character, by correcting your defects;
3o to become established in thc practice of solid virtue;
4° to regulatc the manner in which you conduct yourself in your spiritual 

exercises, in the way you do your work;
5° to take the means necessary to do as much good as possible in your 

State and in your vocation.
7 - Finally, those who after thc retreat do not take the means of preserving 

its fruits: such arc those who becomc too dissipated, who do not rcad their re- 
solutions, who do not apply themselves wholeheartedly and resolutely to fol
lowing the rule of conduct they traced out for themselves, who do not avoid 
the dangerous occasions which have made them fali either into sin or into 
lukewarmness, who, in a word, once the retreat is over, live just as before.
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[2]

Starting a retreat - Defínition - Explanation

In the manuscript from which we are taking these texts, this second “CONFE- 
RENCE” directly follows the preceding one on the pages indicated above, without 
any other indication. Although one could consider them complementary, nothing 
proves that they were not given at the same retreat.

I lowever, we can notice that this second one is more structured than the first. It 
is not possible to determine to what extent it takes Father Champagnat’s method in
to account, for one would have to know how Jean Baptiste took his notes. What mat- 
ters to us is that the ideas expressed in the notes are certainly those of the speaker 
and at present we have no reason to doubt that. It is with this presupposition that we 
present this text.

What is the retreat?

1- It is a complete separation from the world.
Jesus was led into the desert (Matth. 4,1).
He went off to a solitary place to pray (Mark, 1,35).
I was living alone and separated from the world (Jeremiah, 1^,17).
Come apart (Matth.).
To be perfect and to produce fruit, this separation demands:
Io the cessation of all exchanges with men;
2o the cessation of all dealing with secular matters, even with affairs that 

are pious and religious but have no direct connection with the aim of the re
treat; the cessation of all study;

3 o exterior silence, silence, that is, of the tongue, of the eyes, of the ears, 
of any sound; interior silence, that is putting creatures entirely out of your 
mind, forgetting them all, keeping watch over your mind to banish every re- 
membrance, every representation, every affection for them, over your thoughts, 
over your heart in order not to allow any commerce with earthly things;

4o forgetfulness of self, of your health, of your comforts, of excessive care of 
your body, bearing with joy, or at least resignation everything that is painful to 
nature during a retreat.
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Silence is a necessary disposition to hear what God is saying, to let the 
truth sink in. Pythagoras, pagan though he was, was so convinced of this that, 
beiore admitting any disciples who applicd to enter his school, he dcmanded 
five years of rigorous silence.

2-The rctreat is a time for prayer and penance.
Jesus Christ was led by the Spirit into the desert; there he prayed and fasted 

(Matth., 4,2).
The success of the retreat dcpends in great part on prayer:
1. because prayer is the key to all graces; consequently it is through it that 

we receive the grace of making a good retreat (St Augustine). Prayer is the gate 
through which God sends his graces. If we leave this door shut what will 
become of us? We are lost, we shall not succeed, we shall not make a retreat 
(St Teresa).

Do you want to uncover the wiles of the devil and see clearly what is in- 
sidc you? Do you want to uproot vices from your soul and plant virtues there? 
Pray! Do you want to climb to the summit of perfection? Pray! Do you want 
to receive from God any grace at all? Pray! yes pray, for prayer is everything 
in the plan of salvation;

2. because it is the infalliblc remedy for every cvil;
3. because it is the easiest means for working at our salvation. Not everyone 

can fast, do penance, follow the community either at spiritual exerciscs or 
doing the work our State requires, but everyone can pray.

During this rctreat, then, wc must:
Io remain in a spirit of continuous prayer;
2° make a special effort to do the ordinary spiritual cxercises;
3o raise our hearts to God often during the day, invokc the Blesscd Vir

gin, our guardian angel, our patron saints;
4o make several short visits to the Blcssed Sacrament, short, but full of 

faith and fervour;
5o behave in everything you do in such a way that our actions may be a 

continuous prayer, taking carc, however, not to torture our minds but to 
maintain them in a State of joy, contentmcnt and holy liberty.

The retreat is a time of penance. Acts of penance during he retreat should 
consist:

Io in great modesty and vigilancc over your senses;
2o in some acts of mortification in what you eat and drink;
3o in strict, punctual observance of the timetable;
4o in accepting all the inconveniences of the retreat whatever they might be;
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5° in humble and respectful acceptance of all the advice, reprimands and 
corrcctions given by the confessor or the superior;

6o in some acts of expiation, of humility, or by speaking more clearly 
when performing public penances.

3 - The retreat is a time of struggle, of temptations.
Jesus Christ was led into the desert hy the Holy Spirit; there he ivas temp- 

ted hy the devil; there he lived among the wild animais.
We must not cxpect, then, that the devil or temptation will leave us in 

peace during these few days. It is usually during the retreat that one is most 
tormented. The most ordinary temptations are:

1. distractions, remembering worldly things, one’s work, etc... etc...;
2. dangerous thoughts, most shameful pictures. It is often enough to want 

to apply yourself to God and to the work of your salvation to stir up all the 
rage of hell and to have the devil inflame all our passions;

3. laziness, distaste for spiritual exercises; great sluggishness of mind and 
body which causes you to go reluctantly to the exercises where you suffer ter- 
ribly;

4. dissipation and, when you have purified your consciencc, excessive joy;
5. discouragemcnt at the sight of all the difficulties you experience in 

doing your retreat well, in correcting yourself, in cultivating virtue; at the si
ght of your failures, of the justice of God, etc... etc...;

6. scruples, exaggerated fears of being damned, of not persevering.
Jesus lived in the desert among wild animais. We too are on retreat 

among animais. These animais are: the demons against whom wc must fight 
and whose wiles and snares we must study in order not to be caught; our pas
sions which we must study and get to know in order to tame them and sub- 
mit them to rcason and grace; our dcfects which we must correct, our sins 
which we must confess, weep over, expiate. These are the beasts who are our 
companions during the retreat.

4 - It is a refuge against the persecution of men, against the dangers of the 
world, against the lury of demons, the violence of temptations and of the pas
sions. Elijah, when he learned that Jezebcl wanted to have him killed, was 
afraid, ran away, walked for a day, sat down, wished to die, fell asleep. An an- 
gel woke him up, made him eat and drink twice, saying to him: “You have still 
a long way to go”. That food so strengthened the prophet that he walked for 
forty days and forty nights, right up to the mountain of God. Elijah was 
walking without knowing where he was going; this is the picture of a religious 
who is too much concerned with externai thngs, who has given himself up to 
dissipation, who acts without purity of intention, to please men; who prays 
badly, who has become weak in practising virtue, who is not sufficiently 
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watchful over himself, who no longer looks at what is going on inside him. 
His passions are reawakened, become more active; the devil redoubles his 
attacks, the devil displays his charms. This poor religious is attacked on all 
sides; he does fight back, but feebly. Finally he perceives that things are 
going badly for him; he no longer knows where he is going, for whom he is 
working, for whom hc is acting. Oh! how he needs a retreat! When he has 
spent some days on retreat we shall hear him say: “If the retreat had not 
come along I would have been lost”. Another will say: I was at the end of 
my tether.

5 - It is a time of rcst.
When thc disciples carne hack from their mission, Jesus said to them: “Co

me apart into a desert place and rest a little”. (Matth., 6,31)
Prayer and the retreat are to the soul what sleep is to the body. Just as 

the body is relaxed in sleep, so the soul finds rest in the retreat and in 
prayer. Philosophers tell us that every agent suffers when acting. Thus, 
however holy our occupations may be, still, in the same way as a knife be- 
comes blunt when it is used every day and has to be sharpencd from time to 
time, so we become blunt and lax in attending to our own salvation while 
working for that of our neighbour. It is thcrefore necessary to withdraw in
to ourselves, to takc some days to see where we stand in the matter of our 
salvation in order to count our gains and our losses. Grace, like nature, must 
not always be in autumn, it must have a winter, that is a time of rest. Trees 
do not bear fruit every year. We sometimes let the fields lie fallow for a year 
so that they will producc more. The Jews were ordered to let them lie fallow 
every seven years. In the same way is it necessary to let our sou) takc a rest 
and give it time to regain thc strength it has lost. That is why thc Sabbath, 
Jewish feasts, Sunday and Christian feasts were established.

Prudence and thc knowledge of thc saints (Pro. 9,10). Now, this virtue 
requires of someone who is concerned with his neighbour s salvation that 
hc does not forget his own, but that hc should always put it before that 
of others. It would not bc wisc to save others and be lost onesclf, to do 
someone cises business and ruin your own, to drown while pulling someone 
out of thc water, to throw yourself into flames to save someone from being 
burned. What use is it to gain thc wholc world if you lose your soul? That 
is what Our Lord wanted to make the apostles understand when he callcd 
them into retreat. In fact, the apostles were coming back from their mission, 
telling the good they had done, how devils were subject to them, 
and... Jesus Christ, after having listened to them, replied: Do not rejoicc 
that devils arc subject to you, but that your names are written in hcaven. 
Come into thc wilderness to withdraw into yourselves, to busy yourselves 
earnestly and exclusively with thc matter of your own salvation and of your 
perfection, after having workcd for that of others, for of what use would it 
bc to convert the wholc world while being lost yourselves?
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6 - It is a time for conversation, for communication and intimate union 
with God.

“I will lead her into the wilderness, into a retreat, and there I will speak 
to her heart.”

God speaks to the heart only in solitudc. “I would very much like,” said 
Our Lord to Saint Teresa, “I would very much like to speak to men and tell 
them my secrcts, but the world makes so much noisc in their ears that they do 
not hear me. They are so busy that I have not a moment to talk with them.” 
Now, as the sun, daylight enters into a room as soon as thc shutters arc opc- 
ned, as fire hcats all those who draw ncar to it, in thc same way, as soon as 
Our Lord linds a soul on retreat, hc visits it, as soon as it is in silence he 
speaks to it, as soon as it opens its hcart hc enters into ir. But, what does that 
mcan, “speaking to the heart”? Speaking to thc heart is speaking to a friend, 
it is revealing all ones secrets, it is communicating all the goods one posses- 
scs.

Our Lord will speak to the hcart of a religious:
Io when he enlightcns him on the need to save his soul, on the nothing- 

ness of this worlds goods, on the excellcnce of his vocation and of his per- 
fection, on thc value of souls and thc happiness of working to save them;

2o when he uneovers his faults to him, when he makes him understand 
the evil his pride is causing him, his desire to please men, his attachment to 
his own will, his lukcwarmness in the Service of God, his excessive love for 
the study of secular things, and when he says to him gently, but firmly: “My 
son, you must correct that; I am asking you to break your will, that you purify 
your intentions and that hcnccforth you work only for me, that you be fer- 
vent, that you apply yoursclf wholly to piety, that you reform your character, 
that you makc such and such a sacrifice, and...”

3o when hc revcals his mysteries to him and makes meditation on them 
attractive to him, when hc moves his heart, when he gives him the tenderness 
of devotion, thc taste for spiritual things and a great desire to belong com- 
pletely to God;

4o finally, when he not only makes known his will, but when hc gives him 
a special grace to do it and to devote himself entirely to the practicc of virtue 
and reach pcrfcction.

Listen carefully to Our Lord, wc shall hear him say gently at thc bottom 
of our heart: “My son, what is spoiling you, what is hindering you from 
making any progress in virtue, is your pride; in your class you are looking for 
only human success, you are studying through vanity, you want to lord it over 
your Brothers, you cannot suffer contempt or humiliation. If you do not con- 
quer your pride, if you do not get down to aequiring humility, you will be lost. 
My son, what is ruining you is your own will: you arc not allowing yoursclf to 
be led by your superiors, ctc...” To anothcr: “What is ruining you is excessive 
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love for yourself, for your hcalth, your comforts, your wellbeing.” To another: 
“It is your relations with people outside, with such and such a pcrson, etc... 
My son, if you were more open with your superior, more regular, more faith- 
ful to performing your spiritual exerciscs wcll, you would make great strides 
on thc way to perfection; without that you will do nothing.” To another: “You 
must avoid that occasion, kecp away from that company, hreak that conncc- 
tion, correct that private affection, that bad habit, if you wish to save your 
soul.” To another: “I am asking you for such and such a sacrifice, giving up 
that object, your parents, your possessions, that study, that job; you will never 
be acceptable to my heart and will even be lost if you do not do so.” Lct us 
then listen to that voice and be docile.

7 - It is a time ol preparation for divine graces, for the cnlightenment and 
gifts of the Holy Spirit.

Stay in the retreat until you have been clothed with strength from on 
high, do not leave it until you have received the promise of the Father.

They therefore retired to an upper room and persevered in prayer (Lukc, 
24,45; id 1, Acts).

It was in a retreat that the apostles prepared for thc conversion ol the 
world. It was in a retreat that Jesus Christ had prepared for his preaching, 
Saint John thc Baptist for his sublime mission, etc... It is also in a retreat that 
we should prepare to work for thc salvation of souls and prepare ourselves to 
receive God’s graces.

The principal graces we should ask of God during this retreat are:
Io the spirit of prayer;
2o thc spirit of our statc, attachment and devotedness to our vocation;
3o knowledge of our predominant fault, of our dominating passion;
4o thc spirit of fervour;
5° love for Our Lord;
6o love of the cross, of humiliations;
7o zeal for thc salvation of souls;
8o grace to overcome in such and such (manner) circumstances, to makc 

such and such a sacrifice; etc...
Let us pray with confidence, with assiduity, with fervour. Lct us spcak to 

God like Jacob did: “I shall not leave you, I shall not go away from you until 
you have blessed me”. Like Saint Vincent de Paul: “I shall not leave this re
treat until you have given me such and such a grace.” Say to Our Lord: “I 
shall stay there as long as the strength and the gift from on high have not 
come down on me, as long as you have not heard my request, as long as you 
have not changed my heart, etc... etc...
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8 - It is a time for renewing our zeal.
"Elijah, what are you doing there?” "I am burning with jealous zeal for 

Yahweh Sahaoth, because the sons of Israel have deserted you, broken down 
your altars and put your prophets to the sword" (Kings, 19,910)

Fcar, wcakncss, discouragement and the flight of Elijah carne;
Io from the persecution of Jezebel;
2o from the Israclites becoming hardened in their sins and their bad 

li ves;
3o from the little success the prophet thought he had had and from the 

poor result he expected from his efforts;
4o from his own weakness.
Now a few days of retreat were enough to cure the prophet, to remove 

his fear of men and of persecution, to revive his courage, to reanimate his 
charity for his brothers and to make him understand that he could still be 
useful to them and rckindle their zeal for the worship and the glory of God.

“I am burning,” he said.
Perhaps that was a bit strong, but at least that is what leads us to un

derstand what God said to him. The Lord said to him: “Go out.” There 
carne a mighty wind, but the Lord was not there; then an earthquake, but 
there. Finally, after the fire carne the sound of a gentle breeze. The Lord was 
there.

Here God teaches us;
Io that zeal must be tempered by gentleness;
2o that it is not by severity, threats, impaticnce, spite and rigour figured 

by the fire, the earthquake and the wind that we shall win our neighbour 
over to God but by charity and kindly ways.

3o that bitter zeal overstates the faults of our neighbour and prevents us 
from seeing the good he is doing. In this State one exaggerates cverything, 
both the fault and the cure. That is what God gave the prophet to under
stand when he said: “Seven thousand men have not bent the knee beforc 
Baal; you are mistaken then if you think that all is lost.

• In this retreat let us see:
Io what we have done in the past for the glory of God and the salvation 

of our neighbour. Let us bewail the fact if we have not worked hard enough;
2o what we wish to do in the future and the means we must take to suc- 

ceed;
3o what we have to correct in our conduct, our character, our proced- 

ures to make our zeal more profitablc.

89



[3]

RETREAT

Taken from a copy of the manuscripts
oj Brother JeanBaptiste, in AFM, Writings 3, pp. 37 V)

We transcribe again thc following notes of the same author on the same topic. 
They are taken from another collcction of copies and have apparently no connection 
with the above instruetions, but are quite like a text of Brother François which pro- 
bably comes from the same source. It is like it too in the stress it places on thc per- 
sonal effort to bc made during the retreat, which is the main concern of Brother 
François. Therefore, if we give this text. it is in the supposition that it is thc ccho ol 
the words of the Foundcr, it is also in order to discover the diflercncc in the perso- 
nalities of those who have preserved for us the synthesis of thesc words.

What is the retreat?

Of all thc means that God offers men for reforming their lifc, it is the one 
which produces thc most amazing, thc most far-reaching, the most marvellous 
effccts (St Vinccnt dc Paul).

It is a grace of the first order, a shower, a deluge of graccs.
It is a siege, an assault that God makes on our soul.
To follow thc excrcises of a mission or of a retreat without being conver- 

ted is a miracle of reprobation, which made this great saint say that it is only 
miraeles that can convcrt those who have not returned to thc paths of virtue 
by the hclp of the retreat excrcises.

Aim of thc retreat
1 To withdraw into yourself, take a lamp and go down into your con- 

science to see:
Io if there is no mortal sin or bad habits often leading to mortal sin;
2o if your conscience is good, sound, enlightcncd, if it fears sin;
3o if there is anything in your conscience which causes you trouble, any 

fcar, any wcll-founded doubt; if we might have some esscntial things to put 
right if wc wcrc to appear before God.
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2- To convince ourselves of, to be more and more permeated with, the 
importance of salvation, of the indispensable necessity for us to work at it 
without respite, of the infinito misfortune of failing to save ourselves.

3- To understand the obligation we have to work at our perfection and 
the dangers our salvation runs if we neglect our perfection.

4- To go deep into ourselves and learn how to get to know:
Io our passions, our evil inclinations, our ill-controllcd propensities, our 

temptations and their source, that part of our soul which is weak, what is 
most painful to us in our spiritual life;

2o our good inclinations, our character, how grace attracts us either to 
the practice of virtue or to a love of prayer, and by which giíts of the Holy 
Spirit we are drawn towards God.

5 - To become acquainted with the obligations of our State, the faults we 
commit there, some means for fulfilling these obligations.

6 - To draw up our plans for the good we are called to do in order to 
save souls and spread the knowledge of the reign ofJesus Christ.

Dispositions for the retreat

1 - Go into it with fervour, with courage, with a great desire to benefit 
from it; shakc up any cowardice, any distaste, any constraint, any languor, 
any laziness.

2 - Look upon the retreat as an infinitcly precious time; do not waste a 
moment of it, avoid any action, any task, any occupation, even any thought 
which may be alien to it.

3 - Maintain great purity, avoid the least sins, the least faults; that is the 
great means for seeing God, for understanding him, for enjoying him, for 
purity is the eye of the soul.

4 - Follow the daily timetable exactly as it is laid down and be com- 
pletely intent on reaping the fruit of what is prescribcd for each day.

5 - Pray, pray a great deal, for without God s help all our efforts are use- 
less.
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Brother François
[4]

RETREAT

From the notebook written in the hand of 
Brother François, in AFM, 5101.308, pp. 686687

I What is the retreat?

Io It is a time of prayer, of penance, of separation from the world.
Jesus, in the desert, prayed and íastcd (Matth. 4).
2o It is a time of strugglc, of temptations.
There he was tempted by the devil, he lived among the animais, l he devils, 

our sins, our defects, are these beasts we have to fight against, to wecp over, to 
correct (ibid).

3o It is a time to prepare for the graccs of God.
Remain there till you have been clothed with strength from above (Luke 

24). The apostles in the upper room persevered in prayer (Acts 1).
4° It is a time of prayerful silence, of reflection, oí conversing, oí com- 

munication, of union with God.
I will lead her into the wilderness and there I will speak to her heart (Ho- 

sca 2).
5o It is a time for rcncwal, of restoration, of nourishment.
You have given your pcoplc the food of angcls. You have given them 

bread from heaven containing every delight, satisfying every taste. And the 
substancc you gave demonstrated your sweetness towards your children ... it 
transformed itself into what each one who ate wishcd (Wisdom 16).

6o these are days of graces and of salvation which God arranges for us in 
his infinite mcrcy and for which he will ask us a rigorous account (2 Cor. 6). 
Yahweh Sabaoth will prepare for all peoples a banquet of rich food, a ban- 
quet of fine wines. On this mountain he will remove the mourning veil covc- 
ring all peoples, and the shroud cnwrapping all nations (Isaiah 25, 67).
II Do we need the retreat?

Yes, in no matter what State wc are:
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Io As sinners, to get to know, to detest, to expiate, to make up for our 
sins and regain the grace of God, peace of mind, our merits, our rights. The 
Prodigal Son (Luke 16).

2o As being in a State of tepidity, in order to get out of that unfortunate 
State of weakness, of detestable languor which leads imperceptibly to death, 
leaves one opcn to be rejected by God (Apoc. 3).

A sick person, goes on a diet, stays in his room, goes to bed, takcs the rc- 
medies prescribed by the doctor (Isaiah 38).

3° The just man, regains his strength, finds out how to know and fulfil his 
duties more perfectly, how to achieve that perfection which God asks of us.

It is in a retreat that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are especially favoured by 
God, that Moses and the Jewish people have the happiness of hearing his voice, 
of being fed with heavenly bread and a mysterious drink, that the apostles, 
hermits and all the saints have gained the strength, the virtues and the treasures 
of knowledge and merits that we admire in them.

Every day we need food, rest, relaxation, etc... We wash our hands, our 
face, we brush our clothes, we clean up, we distemper the walls, we wash the 
rooms, we scour the dishes, the utensils, etc... at certain times.
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[5]

AIM OF THE RETREAT

From a nolcbook written in thc hand of Brother
François, in AFM, 5101.307, pp. 255260

The text which follows comes from the first of thc three “Carnets dTnstruc- 
tions” of Brother François. Its present position can in no way serve to indicate its 
date in relation to the preceding one since it has not yet been possible to know exact- 
ly if the order of the notcbooks corresponds to the chronological order. Howevcr, it 
is probablc that these two texts are not contemporary, for if they are both notes from 
Father Champagnats instruetions, which is not impossible, it is hard to see how he 
could have used thc same theme twice in the same retreat, or why Brother François 
should write down the same confcrence twice in different places. We are therefore 
obliged for the moment to confront two questions to which there are no answers. 
However that may be, it does not yet constitutc a proof that the two texts did not 
come from a single source.

I What is the retreat?

These are days of grace and of salvation which God grants us in his infi 
nite mcrcy and of which hc will ask f rom us a rigorous account.

This is a time oí prayer, of reflcction, of self examination.
This is a separation, a withdrawal, a distancing of ourselves from the 

world, a place of security, of refuge from our enemies, from all that can make 
us lose grace and innocence. A flight into Egypt to escape Herods cruclty.

It is a time of rest, a ccssation from all work, from anything which has not 
salvation for its object, for its immcdiate aim.

It is a time for penance, privation, mortification, abnegation.
The retreat and fast of Jesus Christ in the desert.
II The aim, the end of the retreat is not to enjoy a rest, a period of calm 

and solitude, to do penances, to practice austerities or extraordinary priva- 
tions, to use more time for prayer, for reading, for reflection: these are means 
for the retreat but not its aim.
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The aim of my retreat is to reform my life, to get to know mvself better, 
to find out God’s plans for me, to discover oncc for all what my dispositions, 
my imperfections, my bad habits really are; to regulatc my whole conduct, all 
my actions, all my desires; to be renewed in the spirit of my vocation; in a 
word, to change myself into another man, to make myself into a perfect man 
(Ephes. 4,13), a new creature in Jesus Christ (2 cor. 6,5). For if this retreat 
does not end like that and if I come out of it without having corrected my or- 
dinary faults, it is nothing but a pure illusion. It will be useless.

The aim of this retreat, then, is to reform myself, to see where I stand in 
the matter of my salvation, what is the State of my conscience, if I am ready to 
render my account to the Sovereign Judge. Is there nothing in my conscien
ce which troublcs me? Am I in a State of grace? What would I fear, for what 
would I have to make reparation if I had to appear just now before God?

I am going, then, during this retreat, to put my conscience in that State in 
which I would like it to be at the hour of my death.

III The aim of the retreat is to learn to know oneself:

Io What is the thing that prevents me from belonging completely to 
God? from being fcrvent? from being a good religious?

Is it because I listen to myself too much? because I am too fond of 
looking after number one? because I do not want to use strong tactics on my
self? because I like my comforts? my convenience? and that I do not practice 
poverty, deprivation, etc...?

Is it not because I have some attachment, that I foster some uncontrol- 
led affection?

Is it not because I give too much time to study, perhaps to studies for- 
bidden by my rule, to dangerous studies?

Is it not because I try too hard to please men and am too fond of praise, 
flattery, etc...?

Is it not because I do not spend enough time at prayer, that I do not 
perform my spiritual exercises well, that I insist on doing what I want and 
that I do not know how to obey?

2o What are the temptations which torment me most? What do they 
spring from? Did I not expose myself to them? Have I done anything to add 
to them, to make them more insistent?

How do I fight against them? Have I told my confessor about them, my 
superior? Do I make a point of following their advice?

I must find out all about myself during this retreat; I must make out a 
line of conduct to fight them. If I did not my salvation would be in danger; if 
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I did not I would never be contcnt, life for mc would be slavery.
3o What is my dominating passion? That passion which is the source, 

the cause, the thing that most usually triggcrs off my faults, which gives mc 
most matter for my confessions, which most troubles the peace of my soul, 
which causes me most remorse.

My dominating passion, that is to say the one I have to fight most, the 
one which gives me most troublc and most rcpugnance to fight, the onc 
which usually comes into everything I do, into all my projects, the onc 
which is most importunate, most intractablc, most deeply rooted, the most 
imperious, the one which is dearest to my hcart.

I shall get to know my dominating passion by sounding my disposi- 
tions, by examining the motives for my actions, what in me comes most na- 
turally.

If I am dominated by the strong desire to please men, to be praiscd, 
esteemed; if I look íor praise, for the approbation of men; if 1 always want 
to dominatc, to be the first everywhcre; if I often surprise mysclf having 
thoughts of self-esteem; if I boast; if I try to appear more virtuous, more lear- 
ned, more clever than I am; if I hold fast to my opinion, if I like disputing, 
if I have difficulty obeying, in receiving a reprimand from my superiors, the- 
rc is no doubt that pride is my dominating passion.

4o If 1 am afraid of work, of pain, if I am cowardly, negligent in my 
work, if I do it badly, if I put off everything that is confided to me, if my 
person and everything I am given to use is in disorder and untidy, if I can- 
not force mysclf to react, then laziness, hideous laziness is my dominating 
passion.

I recognised that dominating passion last year, I had even resolvcd to 
fight against it, have I donc so, and how did I do it?

IV What is the aim of this retreat?

It is to know what my duties are, the obligations of my State as religious:
Io Duties towards God: I must be a man of prayer and meditation;
2o Towards myself: I must be humble, modest, chaste;
3o Towards my Brothers: I must bc for them a modcl of virtue and not 

a scandal. I must love them, bc charitable towards them, make myself and 
regard myself as the servant of all;

4o Towards the community: Regularity, fidelity to all the points of the 
rule;
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5° Duties as a teacher: Zeal, devotedness for the class; form thc class to 
religious virtues, supervise them in order to preserve their innocence, etc,..;

6o Duties as director: Give example to everyone, see that thc rule is ob- 
served, direct the Brothers, administer thc temporal affairs of the establish- 
ment as a good father of a family would; maintain a religious spirit in thc 
house, that is to say humility, modesty, charity, peace, union, silencc, 
praycrful atmosphcre, love of work, ctc...

V What is the aim of my retreat?

It is to review my daily, weekly, monthly actions to see how I perform 
them and what thc motives are which prompt mc. if I am careful to offer 
them to God, if I do them for his glory and not to please men and attract 
their esteem, if I do them in a composed manner, in the prcsencc of God, or 
if a spirit of dissipation, of light-headedness or laziness does not take away 
from mc all its fruit.

What is the thing I do worst? Might it be my spiritual exercises, my 
studies, my teaching, thc dircction of my Brothers, the administration of thc 
temporal goods of the house, the supervision of thc children, ctc... ctc...

I must examine myself on this and take thc means to correct myself; 
that is why I have come to thc retreat.

VI What is thc aim of thc retreat?
It is to renew myself in the spirit of my State, that is, to reawakcn, to in- 

crcasc as much as I am ablc the desire for my salvation and for my perfec- 
tion; that means avoiding, running away from, not only mortal sin but also 
every kind of deliberatc venial sin, not to insist on what I want, to practisc 
poverty, detachment from the things of earth, ctc...

How do I stand at present with regard to all that? Is the way 1 behave 
in harmony with the intention 1 had in entering religion and with thc pro- 
mises I made to God?

VII As I begin this retreat, then, I must plan ahead what I must do, the 
fruit I want to draw from it:

What is the vice which is doing most damage to my soul, so that I can 
fight against it and take means to correct myself?

What virtue is most nccessary for mc so that I can strive to aequire it?
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Which one of my actions do I perform worst, so that I can take means 
to perform it well henceforth?

I must examine what plan I have to draw up, what means I have to take 
to do good among the children confided to me to win them for God, to lead 
them wisely.

That is the aim of my retreat.

When I have found out for sure what my weak points are, what I am 
lacking or what I must correct, I shall direct all my efforts, all my prayers, all 
the spiritual exercises of my retreat towards that.

(Bourdaloue, Retreat, Exhortation, Meditation on the eve)

98



GRACE

GRACE

Brother JeanBaptiste
[6]

ABUSE o£ GRACE

From a copy of the notes of Brother ]ean Baptiste 
in AFM, Writings 4, p. 62

This short text takes up hardly a page in the volume “Writings 4” of the notes of 
Brother Jean Baptiste.

We know that we are dealing here with a burning question which was at the cen
tre of the Jansenist quarrel whose echo was propagated well into the nineteenth cen- 
tury. In fact, these texts were written in an ambience that was more or less tainted 
with Jansenism and consequently they reveal to which camp our first superiors be- 
longed, even our Founder. Therefore we must not be surprised by the rigorism that 
is evident in these texts.

1 - The abuse of grace is one of the greatest dangers in the religious life.
2 - It is a crime that is extremely displeasing to God, because it is a sin of 

ingratitude, of contempt for the gifts of God. Light-headed people and those 
whose hearts are wicked easily become guilty of this fault.

3 - It is a crime that God punishes severely:
Io by withdrawing his grace, a terrible and frightening chastisement;
2o by blindness, that is the loss of natural light, the light of grace and, later, 

the light of glory;
3° by hardening our attitude: the heart no longer feels anything, the will is 

paralysed and is unable to function;
4° by substitution: The kingdom of God will be taken away from you. 

Another man who is more pleasing to me will be put in your place. I shall give 
to your brother, who is better than you, the graces you have despised;

5o In such a State, this soul is no more than a discarded stone. Salvation is 
one hundred times more difficult for him than for people who live in the world.

6o Principies concerning graces

99



[7]

INSTRUCTIONS ON GRACE

From the copy of a text of Brother ]eanBaptiste, 
in AFM, Writings 4, pp. 228236

In the same volume, “Writings 4”, of Brother Jean Baptiste, this text comes im- 
mediately before the instructions on the retreat given above, a fact which presumes 
nothing with regard to its date, since the copyist could have copied the original in 
any order at all.

One could question, in the same collection, these texts where part of one repcats 
almost the whole of the other. One’s first thought might be that the preccding text is 
a confcrence hcard, from Father Champagnat, for example, and that the one which 
follows here is a conferencc prepared by Brother Jean Baptiste. The only way wc can 
support such a hypothesis is by admitting that the text of Brother François which wc 
shall see further on reproduccs an instruetion of Father Champagnat. The one which 
is nearest to it is the preceding text of Brother Jean Baptiste rather than the one whi
ch follows. That would not prevent our thinking that the latter can be considered as 
coming from the same inspiration, whence its presence here.

[Grace] 1 Its necessity 2 Its measure 3 Abuse of grace and its sad result.

1 - Grace is necessary:

Io To escape from sin To withdraw a soul from sin is something so great, 
so difficult, that only God can do it. The creation of the world, the resurrec- 
tion of the dead are nothing in comparison with the miracle of the sanctifica- 
tion of a soul, of its passage from a State of sin to the State of grace. It is im
possible for a man, not only to give that grace, but even to merit it: it is a gift 
that is quite free. Sin is like a deep ditch which a man cannot come out of un- 
less you send a rope down or give him some other help.

2° To avoid sin, to run away from it, “No man can tame his tongue,” says 
Saint James, no man can avoid sin without the help of God. Our enemies, the 
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devils, are stronger, more cunning, more hardened than we are; moreover, the 
world and our flesh are on their side and fight against our mind. Now the 
weakest cannot resist the strongest if he is not helped, so God can say to man 
whencvcr hc is tempted what he said to king Abimelech: “I have preventcd 
you from sinning against me”. “If God had not come to my help,” said Da- 
vid, “my soul would have gone to hell (Psalm 93). Lead us not into tempta- 
tion!

Comparisons: The ship founders if the pilot leaves it. Thc chariot capsi- 
zes if there is no driver. The city falis if thc magistrates do not scc to its pro
tection. The stone falis into the abyss if thc thing holding it back is takcn 
away. The body is lost if it has no soul, thc soul if it has no reason, reason il it 
has no virtuc (Plato); to that let us add, virtuc if there is no gracc of God.

3o To do good, to practisc virtue It is impossible for us to perform any 
virtuous action, to aequire any merit without grace. “Without me,” says Jesus 
Ghrist, “you can do nothing.” “Jesus Christ,” says Saint Augustinc, “does not 
say ‘without me you cannot finish anything,’ hc says, ‘without mc you can do 
nothing at all’, neither begin, nor continue, nor end.” Thc Apostle had al- 
ready taught us that earlier with these words: “Of ourselves we cannot have 
even a good thought, a good desire, if God does not make us able to do so. It 
is God who gives us thc possibility of wishing or doing, according to what is 
pleasing to him (2Cor. 3,5). When wc arc deprived of gracc we can ncithcr 
pray to obtain it nor bc disposed to reccive it, so great and absolute is our 
need for God’s hclp (Saint Augustinc). Human naturc, no doubt, has thc 
power to lovc God, but it is a powcr that is hindered by original corruption 
and by a million obstaeles. It is no use having eyes to see with if there is no 
sun or othcr light shining; no use having wings to fly with if you cannot 
spread them or if there is no air to support them; no use having feet to walk 
with if they arc tied together, etc...

2 - The measure of graces.

Holy Scripture tells us that God does everything with wcight, number 
and measure. He knows how many stars there are, he counts the drops of wa- 
ter hc makes fali on the earth. But if he does everything in natural and ter- 
restrial matters with good order, with greater reason does he act like this in 
what concerns the salvation of man. For cach one he has fixed the number of 
his days, of the hours hc will spend on earth, the degree of health, of know- 
ledge, the talents he will be granted, the amount of grace he will give him to 
work out his salvation. If man cooperates with these graces, God predestines 
him for his glory; if man refuses and resists, he damns him for ever. “Jeru
salém, Jerusalem, how often have I wanted...” How many times, there is the 
number, there are the graces which have been given you to save yourself, 
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you did not want to, there is man’s refusal; you will be abandoned, that is 
reprobation.

God ordered Josuah to tell the priests to go around the town of Jericho 
seven times blowing trumpets, carrying the Ark which contained the Law, the 
manna, Aarons rod, which means that God turns around the heart of man a 
certain number of times, makes his voicc ring out, remorse, places the Law 
before his eyes, the consolations of which the manna is the figure, thc rod fi
gure of chastiscment. If man does not surrcnder he is abandoned to justice.

This measure is not the same for everyone. As there are many dwellings 
in the home of the hcavenly Father and since all men are not called to thc 
same degree of perfection and holiness, all do not receive thc same measure 
of grace. To one is given five talents, to another ten, to another one only. 
There is, therefore, a certain relation between the State of sanctity and glory 
to which one is called and the degree of grace which one is granted. Grace 
is given by Our Lord as he pleases (Eph. 4,7), because, since it is a grace and 
not something deserved, hc grants it to whom he pleases and how he pleases. 
This measure of grace, smaller for some, bigger for others, is, however, 
sufficient for everyone, if we correspond to it, and any man who is lost, is 
damned not because he lacked grace but because hc resisted and abused it.

2 Graces are of two kinds: ordinary and outstanding or extraordinary.
Ordinary ones are those which are usually granted to all Christians. Extraor
dinary ones are: a vocation to the religious life, some special protection, 
some powerful inspirations, some insight or dazzling enlightenment, power- 
ful movements, intense moments of grace, a retreat, an illness.

3 - Abuse of grade; its sad effects.

We exhort you not to receive the grace of God in vain (iCor. 6).
If God calls you today, harden not your hearts (Ps.)

Abuse of grace is the greatest evil that can happcn to a soul. It has foreed 
tears out of the Son of God: Seeing the town, he wept over it although it was 
a day of triumph and glory.

1 - The first chastiscment arising from the abuse of grace is thc removal 
of that grace, at least of those that are abundant and efficacious. Now, since 
all kinds of graces are necessary to bring about our salvation and without 
them we cannot be saved, or avoid sin and hell, the removal of these graces is 
the most terrifying, the most frightening thing that God inflicts in this world.
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When God abandons us to the desires of our heart, to our passions, says Saint 
Augustine, then fury is unchained against us; he strikes us with an incurable 
wound, a hostile blow, a cruel chastisement, terrible, but just. God knocks at 
the door of our heart, we refuse to opcn to him, he goes away. Grace is a bril- 
liant light, we close our eyes so as not to see it, it withdraws. Grace is a pre- 
cious pearl, an outstanding gift which God offers us to purchase heaven, we 
spurn it, we refuse it, this gift is given to others.

2 - The second chastisement is blindness. Those who rebel against the 
light no longer rccognise the way of the Lord nor follow his paths (Job, 24,13) 
and the greatest evil is that they think they are on the right road. They are 
walking in darkness as if they were in the light (Job, id, 17). The Lord, says 
Moses, strikes them with frenzy, with blindness, with fury, so that they walk 
feeling their way like blind men, in full daylight. He blinds their eyes and har- 
dens their hearts so that seeing they do not see and hearing they do not hear 
(John 12,40). Such is the State of blindness into which a man falis who has 
abused grace. St Augustine says that in punishmcnt for his sin he deserves to 
lose what he did not wish to use to do good. He will have little fear of sin, will 
look upon as venial sins those that are mortal, will excuse his faults, will wal- 
low in his bad habits and will not see the sad State he is in. He will no longer 
understand the word of God, the clearest things will be hidden from him. 
God punishes the way he has abused grace by a humiliating blindness (Saint 
Augustine).

3 - The third chastisement is the hardening of the heart. The soul 
becomes deaf, insensitive and as it were stupid; nothing touches it, neither a 
reading, nor a sermon, neither remonstrances nor prayers; much more than 
that, it is not moved by the gifts of God nor by his chastisements, nor by his 
special signs of affection; illness, afflictions, nothing makes an impression on 
him, he is like a dead man, a blind man. Stick a dagger into the heart of a 
dead man, piercc him with a sword, cut his limbs off, he feels nothing because 
he is dead and insensitive to everything. Put a lit candle in front of the eyes of 
a blind man, a torch, a sun, even ten thousand suns, he will see nothing, be
cause he is blind. This is the picture of the soul who has abused grace. It ends 
up being aware of nothing. When the wicked man, says Solomon, has gone 
down into the depths of evil, he scorns, laughs at everything, he becomes 
shameless, does evil without a blush, with no remorse; he even rejoices in his 
iniquity, says Jeremiah, and drinks this iniquity like water.

This deplorable State comes from God and from the soul itself.
From God, who is offering it the necessary graces of which it has made it

self unworthy. It is in this sense that Scripture says that God hardens the soul, 
not by instilling wickedness into it, but by refusing it the grace which could 
touch it (Saint Augustine). In the same way wax becomes hard again when 
you remove it from the flame, iron becomes cold when you take it out of the 
furnace. The fire is not the cause of this hardness nor of this cold, it simply 
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does not of itself cause its heat to be felt, for this soul, by its many faults, by 
its resistance to grace, has put its mind and will into such a State that these fa- 
culties arc no longer able to feel the impression that grace makes. And so it 
happens that a man cannot read today what he was reading yesterday, not that 
the letters have changed, but because his sight has become wcak; because he 
cannot hcar what he used to hear, not because people are speaking in a lower 
voice but because his ears have become swollen; because today he cannot 
carry the load which yesterday did not tire him at all, not that this load is hca- 
vier but because this man has lost his strength. Thus, grace is given to him, it 
acts as it did before, but it has no effect because of the bad dispositions of 
that soul.

But if the abuse of ordinary graces is such a great evil, contempt for and 
abuse of extraordinary graces produce sadder and more disastrous results. 
Thus, to abuse the grace of a retreat is to expose yourself to thc most awful 
punishments. Not to take advantage of a retreat is to draw down on yourself 
the curse which Our Lord put on Chorazin and Bethsaida. “Alas for you, 
Chorazin! Alas for you, Bethsaida! For if thc miracles done in you had been 
done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and 
ashes.” A “vac” in thc mouth of God is a frightful thing: how can one not fear 
it? An infinite number of souls would become holy if they had the grace on a 
retreat, and this religious is still the same, or rather he is worse. Woe to him, 
then, for several souls would have profited from this grace which he allows to 
pass uselessly. Hc is more guilty than the idolatcrs of Tyre and Sidon, more 
hardencd in evil than the inhabitants of Ninivc. Yes, his State is worse than 
theirs, it is Jesus Christ who tells us that.

For three years I have come to look for fruit on this tree and I do not find 
any; cut it down, why should it be taking up thc ground? That religious who 
has been in a State of sin or of lukewarmness for several years, who has not 
made use of all the advantages, all the cares of his vocation, will be cut down, 
that is hc will losc his vocation, another will take his place both in religion 
and in hcaven.

Jesus, having come to look for fruit on a fig tree and having found none, 
curses it and says: “Let no one ever eat fruit that comes from you.” During 
this retreat Jesus comes to that religious, he gives him abundant graces. If that 
religious abuses them he will be cursed and shall become hardencd, perhaps 
forever. If the grace of the retreat produccs no fruit in him, no other grace 
will produce any and no more fruit will come from him. That is a frightful 
punishment, but it is not all, listem

Earth that is watercd by thc rain from the sky which often falis on it and 
which produces grass and vegetables for the use of those who cultivate it, is 
blesscd by the Lord. But earth which produces thorns and thistles is useless 
ground, it is cursed and its lot is to be burned. That is the figure of the bad 
religious, of the tepid religious who has had God’s graces heaped on him, has 
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been cultivated watered and has made no progress in virtue, who produces 
only thorns that is to say ^ho commits only faults and whosc actions are for 
the world only, whose lifc is full of sin, etc. Alas! says thc Apostle, it is not 
oossible that those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted thc gift 
of heaven who have understood the excellence of virtue and of heavcnly 
things and have allowed themselves to fali, it is not possible, I say, that those 
persons should ever be rcncwed by penance (Heb. 6,48) Terrifying words! 
Words capable of turning tepid souls into icc if they still have any fcclings. 
Saint Paul says that it is not possible for them to renew their fervour, that is 
to say it is very difficult What shall become of them then? Wc have told you. 
They arc useless ground. They will be rejccted. The kingdom of heaven will 
be taken from you and given to anothcr who will producc fruits from it (Matt. 
21 45) Vocation grace retreat, all will be taken away and given to anothcr 
who will take advantage of them. You have rejected my word, I, in my turn, 
rcjcct you (I Kings 15 23). 1 have found a man after my own heart (id. 13,14), 
he will take your place. I have given to your neighbour who is better than you 
thc graces you have spurned (id. 13,28). But that is not all: what will become 
of that rejccted soul? The land which produces only thorns, says Saint Paul, 
is cursed. That religious wiH he cursed. Unhappy and cursed in this world 
wherever hc goes hc will never have success anywhere in all hc does. He is a 
being who is debàsed a fugidvc like Cain, like thc Jcws. His unhappiness and 
the curse of heaven fòllow him everywhere. His cnemies, the world, the dcvil, 
his passions will use pressure on him, will torment him everywhere and will 
not Icave him a moments rest. But that is only the beginning of his puni- 
shment, or rather only its shadow. The land, Saint Paul continues, which in 
spite ofbeing cultivated produces only thorns, is destined for thc flames. The 
destiny of the religious who has abused God’s graces is eternal damnation. 
Everv tree that does not producc fruit will bc cut down and thrown on the 
fire Gathcr up thc cockle, bind it into bundles to burn. Pick up that scanda- 
lous religious who does not observe his rule, who does not keep his vows, 
who abuses thc gifts of God, who profanes the sacraments, does not fulfil the 
aim of his vocation and is only good for burning. Oh! how right Saint Paul 
was when he said- It is only a miraele of the first order which can convert a 
person who abuses the grace of a retreat. There is no more fearsome a crime 
or one more to bc feared than the abuse of grace; to let us understand how 
enormous it is it made Jesus Christ weep. Thc divine ... often spcaks about it 
and always in thc most frightening terms: Woe, he says, to anyone who is 
guilty of that, he will be harassed by every spiritual and temporal calamity; hc 
will be cursed, cut down, cast on thc rubbish heap, thrown out ...
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Brother François

Abuse of grace

From the second notebook of instructions of Brother François in AFM, 
5101.308, pp. 607-615

The following text is presented in such a carefully arrangcd manner that we can
not consider it as simply notes taken down during a conference: the sentences are 
correct and there is a well structured plan. But that is not a valid argument for rejec- 
ting all possibility that it translates the thought of Father Champagnat, for the simi- 
larity with the texts of Brother Jean Baptiste is evident as to the ideas, even as to the 
expressions. This, it seems to us, is suffícient reason for transcribing this text here.

I - Excellence of grace and our need for it.

Io Grace is much to be preferred to all the treasures in the world, it is 
something which, after the beatific vision, beats anything which is not God. 
Grace is the price of the work, the sufferings and the death of Jesus Christ. It 
starts, increases, crowns our merits, indeed it is the seed of eternal glory since 
the just man, by cooperating with docile heart in these holy inspirations, by 
accomplishing with its hclp those acts of supernatural virtue, aequires each 
time a new degree of sanctifying grace and at the same time the right to a hap- 
piness which cannot be lost. Each ray of that hcavenly light, when it penetra- 
tes into our hearts, leaves there the seed and the plcdge of a happiness we 
cannot understand. Let us compare it with all the grandeurs here bclow: the 
crown of kings, the majesty of the greatest monarchs, add to that the price of 
all the rich metais and of all the treasures which the earth and the sea hold in 
their bosom, let us also bring together all the wonders of nature, the beauty 
of the dawn, the brilliance of the sun and the splendour of the stars, and we 
shall find that one single illumination of grace, one single movement of the 
Eloly Spirit is a thousand times more excellent, more worthy of our admira- 
tion and our desire. Oh! what a deplorable misfortune it is, then, to reject 
rashly this perfect gift, this fruit of the love of God, this precious seed of 
glory; to fecl more hurt at losing some trifle than for losing that pearl which 
is grace; in a word, to sacrifice this help which divine goodness gives, without 
any reason, without remorse, as if you scorned it.
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2o We who need grace so much. Indeed, it is a truth of faith that without 
the help of grace it is impossible for us to gain any merit towards our salva
tion. Without me, says Jesus Christ, you can do nothing (John 15). We are not 
able of ourselves of forming a single good thought, it is God who makes us 
capable of it (2Cor. 3). It is he who governs our will and our action as it plea- 
ses him (Phil.). Saint Augustine adds that, if we are deprived of grace we can- 
not of ourselves either pray to obtain it or have the dispositions for receiving 
it, so great and so absolute is the need we have of God’s help. To refuse it 
when he offers it is, therefore, to reject with deplorable rashness a means which 
is indispensable for making us act in a way that is useful for our salvation. It 
is therefore true that when we resist the promptings of grace we are refusing 
the key to heaven which is being offered to us, we are frittering away a talent 
which by itself is precious enough to be worth an immortal crown, we are lo- 
sing the only diamond, the incomparable treasure which can procure for us 
the possession of God himself. Grace is the food of the soul as bread is the 
food of the body, and just as we expose ourselves to certain death when we 
obstinately refuse to take any food, so do we expose our virtue to inevitable 
shipwreck when we neglect the only support for our weakness, when we 
scorn the help by which God deigns to warn us, and we dare to withstand the 
pressing and loving attempts of his goodness. Ah! woe to us if we begin to see 
the value of grace only when we no longer have it.

II The abundance and the effectiveness of the graces we receive.

God gives us great and numerous graces, such as the call to faith and to 
the religious life, long retreats, frequentation of the sacraments and the fruits 
they are able to produce in our souls. That is one part of the graces that divi- 
ne goodness lavishes on us, and how many other means does he not lavish on 
us in his love! Every morning the Holy Sacrifice is offered for us and we are 
able to be present; pious exhortations, good example, meditation, examina- 
tion of conscience, spiritual reading, lifting up our hearts to God every hour 
and almost every moment, interior prompting to goodness, etc... all these are 
so many daily and continuous graces. These graces are effective in themselves 
and in the way they meet our needs. If they were given with the same genero- 
sity to others who would have been more faithful than we were, they would 
have made them become great saints; they would even have been sufficient to 
lead back hardened sinners to the path of goodness. But alas! they are often 
unfruitful in us because, in our ingratitude, we reject them freely, negligently. 
Yet, when we resist these graces that are so great, so effective, so continuous, 
for no reason, through a whim, for a trifle, when we value as less than glass 
this precious stone, this treasure from heaven, are we not adding to our abuse of 
it a most culpable malice? Woe, then, to you.tChorazin, woe to you Bethsaida! 
woe to you, religious! for if the miracles which have been done for you had 
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been done for others they would have attained a high degree of perfection. At 
the day of judgment, infidels, hereties, Christians even, those who were your 
compatriots, your fellow disciples, your pupils, those whom you have urged 
on to goodness, to the right use of graces, etc... will also arise and will accusc 
you of yourself rejecting them so scornfully. Even the blood of Jesus Christ 
will cry vengeance on you, because you have wasted so much interior light 
and so many good inspirations that he merited for you. Dweller in the hca- 
venly Jerusalém, the sovereign judge will say, in front of the wholc universe: 
judge now between me and my vine, between me and this soul. Tell me, what 
ought I to have done to my vine which I have not done? After so much at- 
tention that I have lavishcd on it, had I not the right to expect exccllcnt fruits 
from it, and it has produced nothing but sour grapes (Isaiah 5). This ungrate- 
ful vine produces for me brambles and thorns in exchange for so much work, 
so much labour and trouble I have endured for it. What reply is there to such 
reproachcs? What a terrible reflection! What overpowcring remorse! What 
bitter regrets! I could so casily have become a saint! I ought to have done as 
my Rule obliged me to, as my vocation required, and yet ... Ah! horror, de- 
spair, frightening future ... Let us throw ourselves at thc fect of thc Lord like 
the servant in the Gospel who could not pay and ask him to grant us some rc- 
spite (Matt. 16). O Lord, enter not into judgment with your servant. 1 admit 
it, my soul is a piece of useless ground, bad, arid, covered with brambles and 
thorns, full of stones and weeds. You have sown the holy seed of your grace 
but some has been tramplcd undcrfoot and has been lost, some sprang up but 
withered or was chokcd by thorns (Luke 8). I am thc barren fig tree, cultiva- 
ted with such care, watered with heavcnly dew, always exposcd to thc rays of 
thc sun of justice and neverthelcss always found to have no fruit (Matt. 21; 
Luke 13)). But there’s an end to my straying; at last, my God, I shall ceasc to 
resist you ... You, O Lord, do not start again to punish mc ... Give me a heart 
that is docile so that I may no longer receive your grace in vain (Cor. 6). May 
my soul be so disposed that thc divine secd may bcar fruit onc hundredfold, 
so that thc praise and glory for that may bc given to your grace (Eph. 1).

III Withdrawal of grace, usual punishment for those who abuse it.

God often punishes us for abusing the graces we need by withdrawing 
those graces and this punishment is thc most terrible, the most just and the 
most usual vengeance that he may inflict on us.

Io The most terrible. There is nothing more to be feared for our soul than 
whatever distances it from God, the sovereign good, and enslaves it to the 
sovereign evil, sin and hell. Now, such is thc deplorable consequence of the 
withdrawal of the graces we need. Indeed, by the absolute disposition of the 
divine decree, those graces are the necessary means for working out our sal
vation, so that without them we shall never possess God, never avoid hell. It 
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is true that, with graces that are barcly sufficient we could be savcd, but we 
certainly shall not be. It still remains true, then, that nothing distances us 
from the sovereign good, God and heaven, as much as the withdrawal of the 
graces we need, and also that nothing enslaves us and dedicates us more to 
the sovereign evil, sin and hell. The withdrawal of the grace we need is, then, 
the most rigorous vengeance for our abuse of it for, in the judgment of most 
wise men, there is no greater punishment in this world than that which tends 
to harden the sinner in his evil ways; which blinds his intelligence to such a 
degree that he no longer sees what State his soul is in; which shackles his will 
so strongly that he no longer even has the will to brcak his bonds; which takes 
from him the best means for doing salutary penancc and makes smoother and 
shorter for him the path to all vices. When the Lord permits that we have to 
suffer disgrace, humiliations, persecutions, illnesses, that is a punishment, it is 
true, but then he is acting, not like a judge or an avenger, but as a father and 
a friend who is seeking, by these trials, to turn us away from evil and draw us 
to him and who has in mind to correct the sinner by punishing the sin. But 
when he blinds our intelligence, when he sets our will in its own malice and 
when he withdraws those lights which cnlighten us as to the ugliness of vice 
and the good inclinations which would lead us to detest it, it is then that the 
fury of an all powerful God strikes the sinner with an incurable wound, a 
hostile blow, a harsh punishment (Jcr. 30), one so great and terrible that it 
exhausts the rigours that divine justice can inflict in this world.

2o Thc most just. Grace is an inestimable giít, a pearl from the crown of 
Jesus Christ, the pledge of eternal glory. God offers it to us with love, he begs, 
he presses us to accept it. He still presents it to us after repeated refusals. We 
scorn this gift, we refuse this pearl, we show disdain for this pledge of im- 
mortality. God, so often repelled, finally tires of offcring it to us and stops in- 
sisting. What could be more just? Grace is a burning, shining light; God 
wants to cnlighten our mind with this torch and sets our hearts aglow with 
the ardour of that flame, we close the eyes of our soul, we flee from the light 
and the heat; the sun of justice, finding us still rebellious to his saving in
fluence, finally withdraws his rays and shines no more for us. What could be 
fairer? Grace is the voice of God knocking at the door of our hearts and beg- 
ging entry, kindly, tenderly and lovingly; we do not listen, we shut our ears to 
his voice, we refuse to welcome him; weary of knocking, the Lord stops insi- 
sting and, seeing himself scorned, he withdraws; who will dare complain? It is 
true, then, that thc withdrawal of grace after we have so often scorned and 
lost it, which is so terrible, so disastrous, is a most just punishment.

3o Thc most usual. We are often astonished that a God to whom nothing 
is hidden puts up so patiently with so many tepid religious who, surrounded 
as they are with such powerful means of salvation, yet perform thc duties of 
their State so imperfectly and negligently, especially that obligation imposed 
on them of tending to perfcction. Ah! says Saint Augustine, God punishes 
them with a secret punishment, all the more rigorous in that it is more con- 
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cealed, by withdrawing his grace and allowing them to go calmly to sleep in 
their lukewarmness. As a consequence of this abandonment, those who for- 
merly feared even the appearancc of sin, now treat as trifles those dangerous 
thoughts, looks and other liberties; they count as trivial faults those aversions, 
familiarities, hatreds, calumnics, grumbling, anger, although there are grounds 
to fear that these are so many grievous sins: they labei as empty scruplcs the 
remorse caused by the violation of their vows or guilty acts of negligence in 
their work; they adopt liberal principies by the help of which they try to de- 
ceive themselves, to fali asleep and to stifle the cries of their conscicnce. Their 
hearts, which were docile before to the attraction of truth and sensitive to the 
impressions of piety and are now dried up and have becomc harder than 
stone, are touched neither by the remembrance of their last end and of God’s 
judgment nor by the holy practices of religion. Would to God that sad expe- 
rience did not teach us every day that such a punishment is quite usual, even 
in religious societies. Let us cast a glance at what is around us and we shall see 
a hundred frightening examples of that truth. Those great falis, those fright- 
ful shipwrecks in virtue, the unfaithful abandonment of a vocation, of a holy 
vocation, followed often by an absolute loss of faith and morais, are they not 
so many monuments witnessing to the truth of the withdrawal of grace and 
which God lets us see to fill us with salutary fear? Let us take a sounding in 
our heart and see if, on different occasions we have not ourselves experienced 
this withdrawal of divine grace. Let us recall the time of our holy retreat exer- 
cises, the time of our novitiate and of other salutary days we have been given; 
are we not obliged to admit that many graces of cnlightenment and many 
good inspirations have been withdrawn from us because we have neglectcd to 
take advantage of those we had received, for God is not mocked with impu- 
nity (Gal. 6), and he abandons those who abandoned him first. Let us be on 
our guard that it should not happen to us, as it did to others; perhaps the mo- 
ment is not far away when the continuing flow of graces God destincd for us 
will be interrupted and when they will be given to others who will prove 
more worthy than us (Matth. 21). Let us be afraid, because the judgments of 
God are a deep abyss (Ps. 95), and although the withdrawal of grace is the 
most terrible of all, yet it is usual and most just at the same time (Bellecius, 
“Solide Vertu”; Bourdaloue, “Retraite, IIIo jour”; Judde, “Grande Rctraite, 
T. 1, Châtimcnts, p. 277; “Retraite religieuse , 3o jour, ler méditation, T. 3)
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