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We thought it would be of interest to the readers of the 
English translation of Volume 1, Book 1 of Canon Blain's life 
of our Founder to see a few of the original pages from the 
work. So, we are presenting here: (1) the title page; (2) 
the picture of our Founder that appears opposite page 117 
of Blain's work; (3) another of the pages from the original 
text. 

As was the custom apparently in those days, the table 
of contents appears at the end of the book. This translation 
follows that procedure, too. 
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LA VIE 
DE MONSIEUR 

JEAN- BAPTISTE 

DE LA SAL l"'E 
INSTITUTE UR 

DES FRERES DES ECOLES 

C H R E' T I E N N E S-

LIVRE PREMIER. 

Ole Monfieur DE LA SALLE efl reprefente mitt E11fa11s & a11x je1111es 
Gens, comme un Jrlodele des fl' ertus de leur ,�e; aux C/ercs, com mt· u,1 
Miroir de f Efprit Ecc/efiajlique ; au:.: Pretres , comme 1we Image de 
la Saintete S,JCerdotnle. 

L'innocence & la p11retl Jes nzce11rs de fan premier age e,:, de fii jeuneffe : Enfant 
Chritien, Ecolier pieux , Clerc fervent, Pretre zili; il ejl un lYloJile de J"ertu 
Jans tous ce, ages & Jans tous ces itats Jij]frens. 

CHAfITRE P R E l\,f I E R· 

Sa Naiffance ,fo11 Enfa11ce & fo11 Education., 

■ EIMS en Champagne, Vill
.
e autrefois fi f�conde ert Saints & en grand

. s s�nafaanff� Hommes , a cu la gloire de donner dans ccs derniers terns naHiance a Monfieur DE LA SALL·E. Son pere , d'une famille des plu.s difi:in• guees , y remplHfoit avec lumiere & avec probite la Chargi de Confciller au Prefidial ; Madame fa mere iffue de la famille de Brouillet , encore plus recom • mandable par fa piete �ue par fa Noble1f e, avoit {oin de cultiver dan, une edifianto 
PJ 



1 1 8 La TTic Jc llfr .'1. B. De La Sftl!e , 
Retraite , des vertus qui craigncn t J c  grand mondc , & qui n'y fon t jamnis fans 
clanger . Cdu i dont nous ecri vons la vie fut l'a in:� de fcpt er�f:ms , dont l cur ma• 
riage fu t he!1i. Dieu en eut la meilleure part ; car de c 1 11i1 gar�ons & dl:ux fi l lcs , 
dont cctte pi:::ufc famiile etoi t compofec , lfUatrc fc confacrcr...:nt au ferdct! de Dieu. 
Une des filJes fe renforma clans le Monail:crc de Saint Eticnnc-lc�-Damcs ; un des 
gnr�ons prit parti p:irmi Ics Chanoines Regulicrs de fainte G�nc\· icve , & de .. 
vint Prieur ; Jes dcux autrcs fo dc!rnih:rent a l'Egl i fo , & pri rcnt rao� parmi 
les Pretres du Seigneur , & parm1 lcs Chanoines de l'i l luflrc Eg' ife Iv�ctropo!i  ... 
taine dc Reims. Un de ceux-Ia fut l\Ionfieur De La Salle. II nac1uit le 3c; .  Avril 1 6 5 1 .  & 
ii fut le memc jour regenere clans lcs £aux du Batemc ; tenu fur ies Fonds  fucrez 
par Mon iieur Jean Moet de Brouillet fon A"ieul matcrnel , & par Madame Perrette 
J_eft'>3gnol fon Epoufe , qui 1ui donncrent le nom de J.EAN-BAr-r1su ,  par un hcu­
rcux prcfage qui femhloit promettre que cet cnfant feroit dans le dix-fepticme fi� •. 
de un grand mojcle d'innoccnce & de penitence. 

� 1. . Des le berceau il parut que la grace le dininguoi t , &, qu'ellc en "·ouloit ses ,nclma- r. · d r h f. d' R' d , ·1 I · E r. r. · I · . tions. son nure un. e ,es c c - cruvres. 1cn e puer1 e en u1. · nrant , , ans a\'0 1r  cs I ll •  
cniar.ce. dinations des enfans ; i l  aimoit les �xercices fcrieux , & ii  ne faifoit ricn paroi­
l"�bic •• 4• tre dans toutcs Ces adions , qui tint de ce premier £1ge. Scs amu (emens , s 'i J en 

eut , furent des dfais de vertu ; & la pietc , qu i efi en nou! le fruit lent & tardif 
de la grace , prcvint en lui la raifon. Dc\·ot fans �rimacc , il fc pl,1i fo it ?i la 
priere & a Ia lccl:urc des hons Livrcs ; & fon pench:tnt puur l'etat Ecclc ti -1fi ique 
fe rcmarquoit deja dans fos divertiifcmens mcme : cnr fon plaifir etoit d'dcn:r des 
Chapellcs , de parer des Autels , de chanter les CantH1ucs de PEgl i tl! & d'imi tcr­
les Ceremonies de la RcligioH. Les autres paif..:-tems n'c.:toicnt poi nt de fon gout ; 
& quoiqu'i l Hi t ne guai & de belle.: humcur , fan incl ination ne le portoit point 
aux divert i ffemcns de ceux de fon age. Pour lui  fournir des plai f i rs , i l  fal loit 
Jui prcfenter des objcts de piete qui euffcnt rnport a Dicu & a fun Eglifc. II 
le fit hien paroitre un jour , que clans la maifon de fon Pere tout etoit en joye 
& en divertiifcmens , car bien loin d'y prendre part , fon creur s'_v t rouva fi fer• 
lllC , quc pour  fortir de l'ennui qui l'accab loit , il alla fe jetter entre Jes bras 
d'une perfonne <le la Compagnie , & Ja  pria de lui l ire la Vie des Saints , en 
lu i temojgnant le dcgout qu'i l reffentoit des pbifirs dont i l  ctoit fpedntcur. 

L'Egli ic ctoit d�s-lors comme fon centre uni Liue ; il falloit l'y mi.:ner , pour 
lui faire p!a: fir ; fos jo'ies ctoient la , & n ul le  par t  � i llcurs. Ceux-l a t:to icn t  fes 
amis , qt!i l u i  prctoicnt une main bicn -foi fontc pour l'y conduire. Qy�md il en f�ut 
le chemm , & c1ue l 'age lui permit de le faire , fa pcrmiilion d'y allcr ctoit Ia 
r,�and� gra.:c qu'i l  demandoit , & l 'uni l1ue conforme a fes inclinat i ons , qu'on 
put  lu� '!ccorcler: Pour le faire p lus fouvrnt , i l  fo dcroboit  a fes camaradcs , fo 
refufo: t a !curs Jeux & a lcurs amufcmrns ; & fu"ian t fr:1 1 Ia compagnie de  tous 

1•bic J ,  l ·  les au.�res , il a!loit au Temple d11 ::Seigneur , ,,1.{o;w le Seigneur Di..?te l' lji·.ifel. 
Pl�m de refped & de revc!rence pour Jc lieu Sain t  , ii y portoi t deja cet air des 

rcciiedlemcnt & de Religion , qui l e  rcndircnt l u i- mt·mc dans Ia foitc fi auguftc 
� fi :cfpcct�hl� au _pied �es ,Autcls. Com me cc n'ctoit ni la l cgcrctc ni Ia curiofitc qui 
I att!ro1c�t � 1 �ghf� , d n y etoit occupc <Jue de Uicu &•de la Pricrc : fa mo• 
delhe q_u1 �mmo1t fa Jeuncffe , & qui donnoit un  nouvcl cclat a fa heaute nature�• 
le , a!t1ro1cnt fur lu1 tous les yeux. II paroiffoit  un pc_tit Saint a ccux qui l'cnv1• 
faget>1_ent clans ce� :nomcn.s ; & ii inf piroit de Ia devotion a ccux qui en :woient 
le moms. Le$ Ai.illans 11 agteablement far11ria � edifiez. de roir tant de piet6 



FOREWORD 

Not long after the death of St . John Baptist de La Salle in 1 71 9 , three bio­
graphies of our Founder were written . Brother Bernard was the author of the 
first. Only a part of his work remains in manuscript form . The second bio­
graphy was written by Dom Elie Maillefer , a nephew of St . La Salle . 

The first biography of our Founder to be printed was written by Canon John 
Baptist Blain , at one time ecclesiastical superior of the Brothers in the 
diocese of Rouen . Brother Timothy , superior general of the Brothers , commis­
sioned this biography . It appeared in 1 733 in two volumes . Despite the 
anonymity the author wanted , Blain is certainly the writer .  

A close friend of De La Salle , Blain was named spiritual director of the Brothers 
when St . La Salle left St . Yon to visit the schools in the south of France and 
to establish a novitiate at Marseilles . Blain spent some 1 3  years in writing 
the life of St . La Salle , from 1 71 9  to 1 732 . Blain ' s  death came in 1 75 1 . 

The first volume of Blain 1 s work on St . La Salle contains the life story of our 
Founder .  Actually this first volume is divided into three parts . The first 
part gives an account of the Brothers and Sisters of the Christian and gratuitous 
schools . As Blain says , this opening section shows the importance of and the 
need for these schools as well as the objections raised by their opponents . 
Blain devotes over 1 00 pages in this first part before he gets to the life of 
De La Salle . 

It is only on page 1 1 7 of the original work that Blain finally starts his work 
on the life of the Founder of the Brothers of the Christian Schools . This 
section is called Book One . It is approximately 1 00 pages in length and covers 
the events in De La Salle ' s  life from his birth to the distribution of his 
wealth to the poor . 

Only Book One of Volume One appears here in our English translation . It will soon 
be followed by the translation of Volume One , Book Two--a rather lengthy treat­
ment of St . La Salle ' s  work in establishing a new religious family of teachers 
in the Church . 

Volume Two portrays St . La Salle as very zealous for the Christian education of 
the poor . It also dwells on our Founder ' s  spirit and virtues . In  addition it 
contains a short life of Brother Bartholomew , our first superior general after 
De La Salle ; some brief accounts of a few of the first Brothers , and a listing 
of events not covered in Volume One . 

Blain 1 s work is important .  For some 1 50 years ,  it was the only source for bio­
graphies of our Founder .  The modern reader will undoubtedly find Blain to be 
an author who rambles , whose style is often wearisome . However , it should be 
remembered that Blain was a contemporary of our Founder ,  that he was able to 
speak with many of the first Brothers , that Brother Timothy made available to 
him many of the early documents of our Institute . In spite of any shortcomings 
the book may have , Blain is rich in detail . His work is a veritable gold mine 
for. students of De La Salle , his times , and his work .  



Volume One , Book One , which is presented here , was translated by Brother Richard 
Arnandez , FSC, of De La Salle , Lafayette , LA . Brother Richard is a former 
provincial of our New Orleans-Santa Fe district and , for many years , was 
stationed at our motherhouse in Rome . We are grateful to him for his excellent 
and painstaking work . Brother Richard has already completed the translation of 
Volume One , Book Two as well as the entire Volume Two. In due time we hope to 
be able to present these translations - to the Brothers . 

A word of thanks , too , to Brother Edward MacDougald , FSC , of Christian Brothers 
Center , Narragansett , RI, who translated the dedication letter which Blain 
piously addressed to the Most Holy Infant Jesus , asking His blessing upon his 
work ; to Brother Richard Rush , FSC , of Mantini High School , Lombard , IL , for 
his careful reading of the English translation and valuable suggestions ; to 
Brother Patrick Walsh , FSC , of De La Salle Hall , Romeoville , IL , for his help 
in proofreading ; to Bill Brown and Jack Laak of St . Mary ' s  Press , Winona , MN, 
for their professional advice ; to Mrs . Carol Hamm for typing the manuscript . 
Above all , a special expression of gratitude to our former superior general , 
Brother Charles Henry ,  FSC , of our Long Island-New England district , who 
initiated the entire Lasallian publication project before becoming seriously 
i 1 1 .  

Brother Hilary C .  Gilmartin , FSC 
Editor , Lasallian Publications 
Christian Brothers National Office 
Romeoville , IL , 60441 

February 27 , 1 982--Feast of St . Gabriel of the Sorrowful Mother , 
former student of our Brothers in Italy 
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V E V 1 C A T 1 0 N 

Be.6M.e. Yowr. 6e.e.t, 1n6ant ]UUJ., , we. bung t.fw.:, wo1tk, a6 a tlri.bcLte. whlc.h 
belong.6 by e.ve.Jty Jtlght to YoUll. V.i..v.i..ne. Majut.y. The. duht.e. to p1toc.wr.e. Yowr. 
glo1ty and to e.nli.ghte.n the. c.hii..dli.e.n 06  You.Jt holy Chwr.c.h ha6 .i..YL6pi.Jt.e.d me. to 
undVtta.ke. U, and the. duht.e. th.at: You honoJt U wl:th Yowr. pMt.e.c;tlon and 6avoJt 
U wl:th the. abunda.nc.e. 0 6  Yowr. blu.6-i..ng.6 ha-6 .i..Yl-6:tii..le.d .i..n me. the. c.0WU1ge. to 
de.d.lc.ate. U to You. 

S.i..nc.e. none. at.he.It but You ha6 :take.n .i..n hand the. .i..nte.JtUt-6 06 the. woJtk. 
wh.lc.h l6 the. .6ubje.c.t 0 6  t.hU book, You all.e. the. only one. to Whom l;t6 de.d.l­
c.a:Uon pltopVli.y belong'-> . A woJtk. wh.lc.h ha6 had only You 601t pJtot.e.c.toJt J.>hould 
look 6oJt no at.he.It p!l.ot.e.c.Uon.  You alone. have. .6Uo6.i..c.e.d oOJt U; You alone. w-iU 
tfwi_y know how to de.6e.nd U aga.bv.,:t aU. :the. powe.JL6 06 e.all.:th a.nd 0 6  hel.,l, a.-6 
You have. done. u.p :to the. p1tu e.nt, when the. c.hii..dJt.e.n, like. t.hebt Fa:the.Jt, w-iU 
le.Mn to have. c.omple.te. c.ono.f..de.nc.e. .i..n Yowr. .i..n6.i..nlte. goodnu.6 . 

Why .6 hou1.d t.he.y c.owit. the. 6avoJt 06  .6ome. gJte.a:t pe1L6 on, .i..n pu:lti.ng hl6 
name. a:t the. he.a.d 06  thi.-6 wo1tk? Vo t.he.y not. know, t.hltough the. Ught 06  6a1..:th, 
t.ha:t the. all.m o 6 the. mo.6t. Jte.nowne.d and m0.6t. powe1t6ul man i.-6 a nl.y a. 61ta.glle. 
Jte.e.d whlc.h c.a.nnot. .6U.6ta..i..n t.he.m, a.nd wh.lc.h aU.oW6 :tho.6e. to 6al.l who :ta.k.e. U 
6oJt t.hwr. .6uppoJt:t? Vo t.he.y not. know, t.hMugh the. hl6t.01ty 0 6  t.hwr. TYl-6.tltu.te. 
and 0 6  t.hwr. FoundVL, t.ha:t t.he. woJtk. wh.lc.h l6 0 6  God c.anno:t be. du:tltoye.d by men, 
a.nd t.ha:t .i..n vain do the. na.tloYl-6 :tlte.mble. wi;th Jta.ge. agaiYL6t. U and plot. ,i;t6 
dutJw.c;tlo n ?  Vo t.he.y not know t.ha:t c.UIL6 e.d l6 the. one. who :tak.u :the. all.m o 0 
man 601t hl6 .6uppo1Lt and who ptLt6 hl6 c.on6.i..de.nc.e. .i..n c.Jte.a.t.wc.u ? 

0 Chi.id o0 Be.:thle.he.m, .6 0  humble. and .60  maju:ti.c.! So powe/Llu.6 .in the. 
.6:ta.ble. and .60  pOWeJl.oul. .i..n he.ave.n ! Be.6oJte. Yowr. adoJta.ble. majuty, who Me. :the. 
g1te.a:tut. 0 6  the. e.a.JLth? Who c.oui.d ha.Jun :tho.6e. whom You p1tote.c.t, 01t de.6e.nd 
t.ho.6e. whom You a.ba.ndon? 

In YoUll. p1tu e.nc.e., 0 PJU.nc.e. 06 EtVl.Yli..ty, who .6U.6ta..i..YL6 :the. e.a.JLth and who 
gove.ll.n-6 :the. uni.ve.JL6 e. whi.le. You aJte. c.aMi,e.d .in the. aJun.6 0 6  the. Vht.g.i..n, Yowr. 
Mot.hell.; .i..n You.Jt pJtu e.nc.e., what aJte. the. powe/l.6 0 6  the. woltld? The.y Me. but 
nothing, a dtwp 0 6  dew, a dunghill, M You YoUIL6el6 have. :taught UJ., .in 
Sc.Jtlptwr.e.. 

S.inc.e. all gJte.a:tnu.6 l6 e.c.Up.6 e.d by YoWL6 ,  .6-i..nc.e. e.ve.Jty powe.Jt l0.6U .it-6 
name. and .i..-6 bed we.akne..6.6 ,i,'n Yowr. e.yu , .6.inc.e. e.ve.Jtlj c.Jte.a:twr.e. l6 Yowr. woJtk., 
owr. whole. .i..nte.Jtu:t .i-6 to 601tge.:t what i.-6 not. You, a.nd :to JtUe.Jtve. 601t You owr. 
e.YLWte. homage.. S.lnc.e. e.ve.Jty c.Jtea.t.e.d being boW6 be.601te. Yowr. .6ove.1tdgnty, 
c.on6U.6.i..ng 1-:t6 no:thingnU.6 and 1-:t6 de.pe.nde.nc.e., a6 U w-iU be. oblige.d to do 
on the. la..6t da.y, whe.n You w-iU c.ome. aga..i..n .ln the. gloJty 0 6  Yowr. Majuty to 
judge. all me.n, W-i..6dom .iYL6pht.U U.6 to think only 06  ple.M.i..ng You, and :to 
.6 e.e.k to a..6.6UJte. oWL6elvu a p.la.c.e. .i..n Yowr. k..lngdom . 
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MM.e.ove1t, man ha6 had -6 0  U:t:tte. pa.Jtt in .the. b-ULth, .the. development and 
.the. 60Jtma:Uon 0 6  .the. Iru,ti:tu..te. whMe. k-i.h.to.Jr.y we. give. .tha:t U would be. an 
injUl>tlc.e. c.a.pable. 0 6  dJuiwi.ng You.It .lncLlgna.:ti..on .to give. h,lm CJte.dlt 6oJt u. 
In 6ac..t, how many ti.mu have. we. Il e.en li:.-6 e.ne.mlu , aruma..te.d wli.h .the. llphvi.;t 
0 6  HeJWd, who .took lluc.h me.MWl.U .to b,u,ng about YoUJt de.a.th in .the. alUn.6 06 
.the. Vbtgin, YoWl. Mo.the.11., 0 Viv.lne. Mu-6.la.h, .the. Vubte.d 06  Na.tlon6 , ll e.e.k .to 
.6ma.the1t .ln La CJta.dle. .thi..6 wo1tk whlc.h, M a .6oWl.c.e. 0 6  gJta.c.e., had be.gun .to 
develop 601t .the. good 0 6  .the. Chwr.c.h ! How many ti.mu ha.d liLl holy Founde.Jt 
be.en obUge.d, a6.te.Jt YoWl. e.xa.mple., Vivine. Chlld, Klng 0 6  .the. Wolli.d .to Come., 
.to 6le.e. in:to an al-i.e.n l.a.nd in 01tde1t .to u c.ape. .the. 6u.1ty o 6 w pell1> e.c.u..toM ! 
How many ti.mu dld he. .6 e.e. hl6 waltk., M a 6Jla.gil.e. boat, e.xpM e.d .to .the. 6WLY 
0 6  .the. wlnd6 0 6  pe.M e.c.utlon, c.lo-6e. .to bung .6Wa.mpe.d Oft .to .6 h.lpw1te.c.k, wli.h­
ou..t any pilot .to c.onduc..t U o.the.Jt .than. .the. one. You.It Vivine. P1tovide.nc.e. had 
pita vide.d ! 

How many ti.mu have. we. -6 e.e.n .tha:t e.cLl6ic.e., llco.Jtc.ely be.gun, Mia.ken .to 
w 0ounda:ti..on-6 and .tlvte.a..te.ne.d wli.h JUU.n, .6uppOll..te.d and 1te.a.6n,i.June.d by 
ano.theJL aJun .than .tha..t a 6 Hl.m Who -6 haku .the. pi.11.aJu, a 6 he.a.ve.n ! 

0 Chlf..d Whom I ado1te. M my God, in what c.01tne1t 0 6  FJr.a.nc.e. c.ould .the. 
Alr.c.hl.te.c..t whom You had e.n:tJu.u,.te.d wl.th .the. bull.dlng 0 6  .tk-i.h e.dlft[c.e. h.lde. 
h-iJn6 e.l6 whe1te. he. had not 0ound .the. Cll.0-6-6 ? 

I.t L6 M.toru.6 hlng .tha:t whl.i..e. e.ve.Jtyone. ac.knowle.dge.d .the. e.xc.e!le.nc.e. and 
.the. ne.c.ullliy 0 6  .thi..6 In6.ti..tut.e., and .the. inutlmable. good .tha:t U c.ould 
p1tovide. 6011. .the. ChWtc.h, e.ve1tyone. .6 ought La du.tltu.c.uon . Whlle. .the. 
IM.ti..tut.e. WM pJr.lU.6e.d on all .6idu , .the. FoundeJL WM 11.e.je.c..te.d, J.> nubbe.d, 
c.alumn.la:te.d, pell1>e.c.u.te.d, pUIL6ue.d and, above. all, bwc.aye.d 011.om wli.hln and 
wlthout., by hl6 own c.hlldlte.n M well M by ou.uide.M ; J.> o  uru.ve.M ai.ly .tha:t, 
Uke. You YoUIL6e.l6, hl6 Vivine. Ma.-6.teJt, no one. da1te.d .to .6.tand wlth hlm, no 
one. dalte.d .to ope.n hl6 mout.h .to .take. hl6 de.ne.M e.. 

Whe.11.e. L6 .the. pia.c.e. wheJr.e. .the. .6.tone. hM not be.en .thlwwn a..t hlm, M 
we.le. M a..t k-i.h fuelplu ? Whe.11.e. L6 .the. ci..ty whe1te. he. and hl6 0oUowe.M 
have. not e.ndWl.e.d .ln.6 ui.:t6 , hwni.U.a.:t,wn.6 , in:te1t6e1te.nc.e. and inju.6ilc.e.? 
Above. all, .ln .the. woltd6 On .the. Apolltte., whe1te. Welte. .the.y not "vc.e.a..te.d M 
.the. o 6 6al 06  .the. wolli.d, .6.ti.ft .to .thl...6 day, .the. Ile.um 0 6  .the. e.aJLth" 
( 1 Colt. 4 :  1 3 )  ? Re.gall.de.d M .the. le.Mt o 6 me.n, vc.e.a..te.d M e.vildoe.lL6 ,  .the.y 

!law .thwr. J.> e.Jtvic.u 1te.6U1> e.d, 011. .the.y Welte. p<Ud only wUh ocwuige. and wlth 
.the. 1te.6U6al 06 .th.lng.6 ne.c.u-6a1ty 6011. Ufle.; .ln lluc.h a way .that .the.y 11.e.mai.ne.d 
obj e.c.:t.6 o 6 c.halrUy, a p1te.y .to woltk., .to c.ai.amli.y, .to e.ndlu.6 l.a.boJt, .to 
hunge.Jt and .thlM.t, .to 6Mtlng , .to c.old and n.ake.dnu.6 . " I  have. waltk.e.d and 
labo1te.d, 0 6.te.n wlthou:t. .6le.e.p; I have. be.en hungJty and .thlM.ty and o 0.te.n 
.6:taltvb1.g; I have. be.en £n .the c.old W.Uhou..t c.lo.thu " ( 2 Colt. 1 1 :  2 7 ) . Above. 
ail., moc.keJr.y and public. bu,ul..t we1te. .thwr. lot. BloW6 0 6.te.n 0oUowe.d in­
.6ult6 , and .the. plte.judlc.ed popul.a.c.e. .took ma.U.elou.6 ple.Mwr.e bt c.Mtlng mud 
at .the.m and .6.tlulu.ng .the.m . "They e.xpe/Lle.nc.e.d moc.keJr.y and bloW6 " ( He.b 1 1 :  36 6 )  • 
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Sc.aJt.c.ei..y c.oui.d .t.he.y a.ppe.<Vt on .t.he. l:d:Jtee:t6 but ma.Li.c.iou.6 ha.nd.6 .t.ook. up 
.6.t.o nu .t.o c.a..6.t. ax. .t.hem. "They we1e.e .6.t.o ned. " Wlih wha.-t. .6 olt.t. o 6 o pp!to blvi..u.m 
WM .t.heht. vhtt.ue not .t.u.t.ed in .t.he. ve1e.y pla.c.u whe1e.e .t.hey ha.d gone .t.o plte­
.6 en.t. gJta.tu.ltoU6 and c.ha.JtU.a.ble .6 e1tvic.e..6 .t.o .t.he mo.6.t. ml6 e1t.a.ble and abandoned 
youth? "They Welte .t.emp.t.ed. " PooJt, la.c.lu.ng eve1e.y.t.hlng , 6JU.endle..6.6 ,  they 
went out 61tom eve1e.y .6ide, 0 SavioJt o 6 .the WOJtl.d, .to en/U.c.h w-U:.h the tlteMWLU 
o 6 ChJri..6ti.a.n doc.tlt-lne c.hil..dlt.en who bo1te the name 06 ChlLl!:,Ua.n. wLth .6c.o.JLc.ei..y 
any c.omp1tehe.n6Mn 06 .t.h-i.6 gloJU.oU6 name. "Howevell., they entti.c.hed many. " 

Neve.IL in plen.t.y, alwa.y.6 in want, in :tJubu.l.a:ti.on, in a66Uc.:ti..on, they 
Welte .6e.en, a6teJt YoWL example and tha..t On YOWL Ap0.6.tlU , to .60W thwc. in­
.6bw.c.:tlon wLth ,t.ea.JL,6 in .6oil whe1te they c.oui.d expec..t .t.o Jteap only .tho1tn6 . 
NeaJtl.y a hundlt.ed oo  .t.hem, bo.t.h be601te and a6te1t .t.heht. Pa.tlvi..aJc.c.h, ha.ve al-
1teady died on .t.he Cll.0.6.6 . They Jtec.ei.ved in .t.hl-6 woJcl.d no o.t.hell. 1tec.ompen6e, 
0 Vivine Child, than .t.he. honoJt 0 6  1tuembUng You, and 06 bung a..6.6oci.a:ted 
with You in .6u66eJLi.ng .  

I o  the woJcl.d 1tejec..ted .t.hem, we mU6t no.t. be. M.t.oni..6hed. It had 1tejec..ted 
You when You we1e.e hldden in .t.he womb o0 YoWL Mo.t.heJt, and obliged You to begin 
YoWL ent.Jr.y in.to tfu.6 woll.ld on .t.he .6tlta.w o0 a mange.It. "And hl6 own 1tec.uved 
him not" (Jn.  1 :  1 1 ) .  Though 1tenowned 601t muta.c.lu in .t.he c.oU/L6e o0 YoWL U6e, 
U 6a,,il.ed to Jtec.ognize You. "The wolli.d cUd not know him" (Jn. 1 :  1 0 ) . 
F ina11.y, when Yo WL bi6hu:te love p1tepo.1Led to pay .t.he plt,i.c.e. o 6 -i:t6 .6alva.ilo n, 
U ha.d c.ondemned You to dea..t.h. "They all. .6houted, . ' Cltu.c.i6y hl..m ! Cltu.ci.6y 
hi.m ! ' " ( Mk • 1 5 : 1 3 ) • 

Ac.c.01tcUngly, U L6 in ac.knowl.edgmen.t., U i.-6 in ju.6:Uc.e., U i.-6 06 nec.u­
.61..ty, mo.6.t. holy I n6an.t J UU6, tha..t a wo1tk whlc.h mani6 uu only You a..6 the 
au.thoJt, the de0ende.Jt and the p1to.t.ec..to1t 06  .t.he In.6:U:tu.t.e o0 .t.he Chlvi..6.t1..a.n 
Sc.hooi.6 .6houi.d be decUc.a.-t.ed to You. Tho.6e who Welte 1-:t.6 0i.JL6t membe.M , o0 
whom .6 evell.al .6.t.lf.1.. live ( 7 733 ) , p1toclct.i.m wlth unan.imoU6 voic.e tha..t, .t.he ha.nd 
06  man having c.ontlu.bu.t.ed no.thlng totAXVt.d thwc. uta.bfuhmen.t., decUc.a:ting 
.t.hwr. hl6.t.01ty to .6 ome eo.JL:thl..y powe1e. woui.d 1tende.1t .t.hem gcul..ty 06 ingJta..:U:tu.de 
and inoidei..Uy .t.owaJr.d YoWL Vivine P1tovidenc.e . 

Mo1teove1t, eveJty.t.hlng lead.6 U6 to 1te0U6e to all o.t.he.M but You .t.hl6 decU­
c.a.ilon, .6inc.e U i.-6 undeJt YoWL pll.otec.:Uon, Holy Child, .t.ha..t the Founde.Jt ha.6 
p.f.a.c.ed hl6 In.6:U:tute, .t.he. Ch<VU:ta.ble Sc.hool-6, the c.hil.dlt.en who c.ome to them, · 
and .t.he mM.t.e.M who .t.eac.h them. 

Tw holy man, in6p.,iJted by YoWt. .6p,ilu:t, who expeltienc.ed oppo.6U:-lon 61tom 
neaJtl.y eve.Jtyone., Wa..6 .60  ab.6olutei..y abandoned to .t.he c.o.JLe On YOWL lu.nd 
PJWvidenc.e tha..t he ne.ve.Jt du.br.ed oil. .6ough.t the p1totec.:Uon 06  a .6ingle man 06 
in0luenc.e. Knowing well, th/tough the Ugh:t 06 6alth, tha..t in vain dou man 
wo1tk .t.o buil.d the. ecU0ic.e 06  whlc.h You Me not the c.01tne.M.t.one, tha..t in vain. 
dou man .6 eek. .6ec.Wti..:t.y oOIL .t.he pla.c.e You do not pJtotec..t; .t.ha..t, on the c.on.t.Juvr.y, 
eo.JL:th and hell .t.Jtemble. powelll.u.6 wlth Jtage, and c.on6p.,iJte. in. vain again&.t. tha..t 
wo1tk. whlc.h YoWL .6p-ilt.1..t. iYll.>p.,iJtU, he. .6 ou.gh.t to have. only You a..6 p1to.t.e.c..to1t. 
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So Lt woui.d be. c.on;br.aAy to hh.:. .6pi.Ju;t, a bWUlyaf.. 0 6  the. nobil..Uy 0 6  hl6 .6e.n­
.6i:UvUy, to de.cllc.a.te. to anyone. but You, 0 Chil.d JMU-6 ,  a woJtk. wlu.c.h pll.oci..a1.m6 
on e.vell.y page. that You Me. the. autholl., the. pll.ote.c.toll. and the. de.6e.ndell.. 

In the. .6ame. .6pi.Ju;t 0 6  jMUc.e. and 0 6  61-dei.Lty, 0 lovi..ng CkU.d, oWt K-lng, 
the. BJwthelL6 de.di.c.a;te.d th<Ull. 6i.Mt c.hwr.c.h to You wLth .that i.,nt, CJvi.pUon wlu.c.h 
i..ndi.c.atM that You alone. have. 0ounde.d Lt: FUNVAVIT EAM ALTISSIMUS . 

In tJr.uth, i..6 Lt 1A a.6to ni.6 lu.ng that .6 o muc.h laboll., ac.c.omplli he.d at .6 uc.h 
gll.eat c.o.6t and e.xpen1,e., be.g,i.rv., to ll.e.ndeJL ill.U-6.tlilou& the. hoM e.  0 6  Sa.,ln:t- Yon, 
0oJunvli.y pooll. and humble., i..n ac.c.oll.d wLth the. pll.e.di.c.Uon made. by Ve. La Sa.U.e. 
on hiA de.athbe.d, wlt.hout a .6,lngle. pa.titan, without e.ve.n a c.hallUable. hand 
havi..ng c.ont/U..bute.d to U, U would be. e.ve.n moll.e. a.6tonl61u.ng i6 You, V,lv,lne. 
Chil.d JuM ,  Who alone. had 0ounde.d, u.ta.blli he.d and VLe.c.te.d U, had not be.en 
give.n the. honoll. 6oll. w 6ouncla.Uon. 

I know that .6 e.vellal in6lue.nti.al pe.ople. have. a,Mi..6te.d the. Jnt,U;tu.,te., whe.theJL 
to de.livell. li nil.Om oppll.e..Mion Oil. nil.om .60me. unjMt ve.xa.ti.on, Oil. to ob.tai.n the. 
payment 0 6  pe.n1,ion1, due. to them; aga..i.n, to .6 e.e.k. Le.ttelth Patent 6Mm oUJt. mo.6t 
Chlti..6t-la.n K,lng , oil., i..n the. CoUJLt 0 6  Rome., a Bu.le 0 6  AppMbailon. But how hM 
U be.en ac.c.omplli he.d? I would .6ay p1ta.c.Uc.ali.y th/tough the. ,i.nt,p-i.Jult,lon 06 
heaven. It 1..6 c.eJLta.,ln that the.y have. ac.te.d M bl.6.tJw.me.n:a 0 6  YoUJt. Pll.ovide.nc.e., 
oil. thll.ough the. movement 0 6  th.cu: ple.ty wlu.c.h You had give.n them. TheJLe. WM not 
one. who .6ought. to be. de.chvte.d La pll.ote.c.toll.. That honoll. 1..6 YoWL6 al.one., 0 K-lng 
o0 Natl.ant, , m0.6t holy Chil.d 0 6  Bethlehem, Who holcl6 in YoUJt. ha.ncl6 the. he.Mt6 0 6  
the. gll.e.at and Who , when u ple.a.6 U You, k.noW6 how to ma.k.e. M e  Oo  th<Ull. hancl6 Oil. 
the.ilt tonguM , Oo  thwr. p,le.ty Oil. 0 6  th<Ull. a.tdhoJLlty, to bM.ng about the. e.xec.u­
Uon 0 6  You.IL. dMigrv., . 

It 1..6 to pay You homage., 0 holy Chil.d oUll. God, that, pll.o.6tlta:te at YoUJt. 
0ee.t, we. ac.k.nowledge You a.6 the .6ole. autholl. 06 the. woJtk. who.6e hl6toll.y we. give. 
wLth the. li6e 06  w F6unde.ll., who ha6 be.en only YoWt i..n6.tJw.ment. In a.c.c.oll.d 
w-i;th thl& avowal, a.nd :to tuU6y that the. woll.k. 0 6  wlu.c.h U .6pe.ak.6 i.-6 YoUJt. woll.k., 
we plac.e at the he.ad 0 6  thl6 hl6t;oll.y the. in6.CJvi.pUon wlu.c.h the. BMthe/L.6 plac.e.d 
at the entMnc.e 0 6  th<Ull. c.hWtc.h: 

FUNVAVIT EAM A LTTSSTMUS . 

In a.dcU;t,ion, 0 Ma.juty lu.dde.n i..n the 60Jrm 0 6  a. c.hil.d, 1 c.a.n only ple.a.d 
· w,Lth te.aJU, a.nd a. c.on:t.Jvlte. he.Mt, that You do not c.on6i..de.ll. the. unwoll.tlu.nu.6 0 6  
the. hand whic.h ha.6 WIUfte.n thl6 lu.6toll.y; and, not he.e.di.ng the. .6bu, 0 6  the. 
autholl., that You but.ow the. abuncla.nc.e 0 6  YoWt blu.61..ng.6 on a woJtk. whic.h .u, 
YoUM by e.ve.ll.y Mght., a.nd wlu.c.h hM bee.n ll.e.ai.i..zed by the. toil, the. te.aJU, a.nd 
the. blood 0 6  hhn whom You have. c.ho.6e.n to be. the. FoundeJL. 

We. bu e.e.c.h You, th/tough the povell.ty 0 6  YoUJt. .6:ta.ble., thltough the. 0lJL6t 
blood .6 he.d 6oll. oUJt. .6al..va.Uon i..n the. hu.mlli.a:Ung a.nd c.ll.Ue.l opeM..ti..on 06 the. 
Ci.Jr.c.wnwi..on, thll.ough the. ;te.a.Jv., a.nd in-0a.nt CJvi.u o 6 YoUJt. bi.Jr..t.h, th!tough the. 
.6 a.CJvi.61..c.e. o 6 Yo Wt. U.6 e. o 6 6 eJLe.d i..n the. T e.mple. on the. cla.y o 6 Yo Wt Pll.U e.nta.:ti.o n, 
th/tough You.IL. 6light i..n.to Egypt a.nd ll.e.tUJt.n to NazaJLe.th, th!tough the. .6u66e.Jung, 
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:the. -i.nnoc.e.nc.e., :the. .6a.nctUy, :the. viNtuu and :the. me.Jl.Lt6 o 6 Yowi. holy I nf,a.nc.y, 
and 6-lnally :thlwugh the. womb wh,Lc.h bo1te. You and :the. vht.g-i.nal. bJr.e.aA:t.6 whlc.h 
noWlMhe.d You, :to plr.U eJr.ve. :the. I n&ti.:tu:te -i.n :the .6p.bri..t of, m Founde.Jr., and :thMe. 
who ha.ve. e.mbJt.a.c.e.d U -i.n :the f,e.1r.vo1t, :the. 1r.e.gui..a.Jci.;ty, the. humi.U.:ty, the. obe.dlenc.e., 
the. molli:1..f,-lc.ati..on, -i.n a woltd, -i.n the. pJt.a.c.ti.c.e. o 0 all the. vbtut.u o 0 wh,Lc.h t.hebt 
Fa:the.Jr. ha6 g-i.ve.n t.he.m .6uc.h heJLo-i.c. e.xamplu . We. bu e.ec.h You :to pla.c.e. unde.Jr. YoWl. 
pMt.e.c.tl.on all the. Chlu..6.t.i..a.n Sc.hool.t, , aU. :the. c.hii.dlte.n who f,il.l t.he.m, and ail. 
:the. Ma.6te.lL6 who gove.Jr.n them. 

0 I nf,ant God, ge.nfte. f,lvle.nd o 6 c.W.dlten, Who dwtlng Yowi. moltt.al .Uf,e. hon-
01te.d :them wlth YoUJr. .6a.c.Jr.e.d e.mbJtac.e., Who gave. t.he.m c.omplet.e. 01r.e.e.dom :to c.ome. :to 
You, Who .6howed :them malr.lu of, :the. mo.6t. plr.of,ound and .6e.M-lble. love., de.ign to 
gJtant. them now an a.ptUude. 001r. :the.ht -i.n.6:tlw.c.Uon, a pe1r.0e.c.t. doci.lU:.y f,01t bung 
le.d, an a.1tde.nt. dubc.e. to le.Mn :the. Chlt,UUa.n doc.:tJri.ne, and a happy dl6p0.6Ltion 
to_ 1r.e.c.uve. .t.he. .6 eed6 o 6 v1.Jit.ue. 

Vug n :to -i.Yrl> p,i.Jte. -i.n the.be. pa.1r.en-t6 a g1tea.:t z e.al. 0 01r. the. e.duc.a.t.lo n o 6 :theJ..Jr. 
c.W.dll.e.n, a holy e.a.geJr.ne..6.6 to .6e.nd t.he.m :to the. Chlu..6.t.i..a.n Sc.hooi.L> , and a p,i..out> 
v-i.gila.nc.e ave.Jr. :thwi. c.onduc.t., -i.n air.de.Jr. :tha:t the.be. domuilc. e.xa.mple. m-i.gh;t not. 
.6.Uf,le. the. .6 hoo.t6 of,  v1Ntu.e. and the .6 eed6 on  the. gJt.a.c.U the.y 1te.c.e.ive. a:t .6uc.h 
a t.e.ndeJr. age. :thltough the. wo1r.k of, :the. BJWt.heJl.6 . 

To the. Blr.athe.lL6 , -i.n tUJr.n, dug n to c.ommunlc.a:te. a de.e.p .6 p,iJut o 6 pie.t.y, o 6 
c.ha.Ju;ty, a 6 ze.al., a 6 v-i.gila.nc.e., o 6 g e.ntte.nu.6 , o 6 pa.t.-i.e.nc.e., wh,Lc.h they ne.e.d -i.n 
a wo1r.k whlc.h i.1:, .60 ne.c.UMVty, but wh,Lc.h be.c.omu .60 pa-i.nf,u.l, .60  t.e.dloUI.> and .60  
fuc.owc.a.g-i.ng whe.n the. gJtac.e. of,  :thwi. .6t.a.;t,e c.e.aAu to a.ruma:te. the.m . 

Vugn to -i.n&p,i.Jte. an a.Jr.de.nt. ze.a.l -i.n all. pa..6:tolll> to muLUply and to .6M:ta.i..n 
:the. Cha.lvita.ble. Sc.hooi.t, ; -i.n the. -i.nflu.e.nua.l to pM:te.c.t. them; -i.n :the. ILlc.h to 
e.ndow them on e.veJr.y .6-i.de., .6-i.nc.e. theJLe. i.1:, no moJr.e. e.66-lc.a.ci.out> me.an& of,  c.a.ut>-lng 
God YoUJr. Fat.he.Jr. to be. known, ado1te.d, love.d and .6 eJr.ve.d, noJt 001t dlta.wlng 01tom the. 
ga:tu o0 hell a youth :that 1...6 poo1t, long abandoned to -i.gnoJr.a.nc.e. and to the. e.vil 
educ.a.:tlon of,  a dl6.6olut.e. .Uf,e.. 

F.lnally, 0 Inf,a.nt. Juut>, 6-i-nal judge. 06 my et.eJr.na.l duUny, -i.n de.dlc.a;tlng 
t.hi.1:, woll.k. to You, WJri..tte.n by .6 0  uYUAJOJvthy a hand, peJUn-i;t me. to lt6 k  o f,  You a 
happy death. Re.me.mbeJL, Chil..d of,  a Vhtg-i.n Mathe.Jr., tota.i.ly pwi.e. and -i.mma.c.ul.a.te., 
.that. the. name. of, JESUS, alt of,  SAVIOR, whic.h You 1te.c.uve.d ught. day-6 a6te.Jr. Yowi. 
bbc.t.h, and the. 1tole. wh,Lc.h You pla.ye.d -i.n g-i.v-i.ng the. f,,LJt6t dJWp.6 of,  YoUJr. blood -i.n 
the. Ci.Jtc.umw-i.on, g-i.ve. me. the. 01te.edom to -i.mplo1te. You to 001r.get. my -i.n-i.qui..ti.u , 
and to c.le.a.n& e. them -i.n that .6o.1.ui:.o.Jty ba:th wlu..c.h f,lowe.d f,Jr.om YoUJr. ve-i.n& . 

That i.J:, the. one. gJt.a.c.e. I dubc.e. -i.n tfvU wolli.d. He. Who 1...6 c.ali.e.d the. ouen.d 
06  .6-i.nn.e.lL6 , Who, to .6 e.e.k them out, c.ame. down 6Jr..om hea.ve.n to the. womb _0 6 a Vbc.­
g-i.n, and f,Jr..om the. womb o 6 a Vht.g-i.n to a .6:table.; Who, to 1te.dee.m the.m, 61tom the 
mange.Jr. lt6c.e.nde.d a c.Jr.0.6.6 , g-i.vu me. .the. ILlgh:t to .6 e.e.k -60 p1te.ci.0M a gJtac.e.. GJtant. 
U thJWugh YoUJr. me.Jr.c.y, thlc.ough YoUJr. g1te.a.t meJLc.y, thMugh the. f,uU.nu.o o 0 YoUJr. 
me.Jr.cy, Chlld of, MaJc.y and Son o f,  the et.eJr.na.l Fat.he.Jr., to :the one. whom You kn.ow 
lt6_ yoUJr. woJr.thi.u.6 , ungJr.a.te.f,u.l, -i.mpuJte. and gui.Uy c.Jr.e.a.t.wi.e., who a.do1tu You lt6 
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h1..6 .6ove.Jr.ei.gn LoJtd, hono/L6 You. a.6 hl6 Cit.eat.Oil .. , lovu You. a.6 hl6 God, du.hc..u 
You. Gt6 h.i...6 .6 o ve.Jr.ei.gn Good, 0eaJt6 You. a.6 fu.6 Judge.., and a.6k.6 pa.Jr..don and me.Jr.c.y 
a.6 the g1teatut of  .6.lnneM . 
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PERM I SS I ON OF  THE K I NG 

LOU I S ,  BY THE GRAC E OF  GOD , K I NG OF  FRANCE AND OF  NAVARRE : to ou r be l oved and 
l oya l counse l ors , to t he members  of Pa r l i ament , to the mag i s t ra tes of ou r Cou r t , 
to the Genera l Counc i l ,  to t he P rovost  of Pa r i s ,  J udges , Senescha l s ,  the i r 
L i eu tenants , and to a l l of t he Off i cers  of J u s t i ce ,  GREET I NGS : 

Our  be l oved . . . . . . . . .  ha s i nd i ca ted to us  that he w i shes to pub l i sh and make 
ava i l ab l e  to the pub l i c  t he L i fe of John Bapt i s t De La Sa l l e ,  P r i es t , Doc tor , 
and Canon of the Ca thed ra l  of Rhe i ms ,  Founde r of t he B rothers  of the Chr i s t i an 
Schoo l s .  He a sks us , i f  we f i nd i t  ag reeab l e ,  to g rant  h i m the necessa ry per­
m i s s i on to do so .  He p rom i ses to have i t  pr i n ted on good paper and w i th  good 
type and has subm i tted a samp l e  wh i ch i s  a ttached to t h i s  document .  

For t hese reasons and w i sh i ng to dea l favo rab l y  w i th the above men t i oned author , 
we have perm i t ted h i m  to have the sa i d  book pub l i s hed i n  one or  i n  severa l 
vo l umes , togethe r  or  separa te l y ,  and a s  often as he deems p roper  on paper and 
i n  type exact l y  the same as  the samp l e  p rov i ded and he reto a t tached , and to 
se l l ,  have so l d ,  and d i s t r i buted sa i d  book throug hou t ou r en t i re K i ngdom for a 
per i od of s i x  consecut i ve yea rs , beg i n n i ng w i th  the da te a ff i xed be l ow.  

We forb i d  anyone to tamper w i th  th i s  author i za t i on :  we forb i d  l i kew i se a l l 
pr i n ters of books and others to pr i n t ,  se l l ,  have so l d ,  or  d i s t r i bute  or  re­
produce th i s  book i n  who l e  or i n  pa rt  or to ma ke any ext ract  under any pretext 
whatsoever nor to ma ke any changes w i thout the exp ress pe rm i s s i on of the author 
or  of those who act l ega l l y  for h i m ,  under pa i n  of hav i ng the i r work conf i sca ted 
and a 1 , 500- l i v res f i ne for each b reaker of the l aw :  One- th i rd of the f i ne w i l l  
come to Us , one- th i rd to the Hote l -D i eu i n  Pa r i s ,  and the rema i n i ng . th i rd to the 
autho r .  And a l l other expenses w i l l  be pa i d  by the l awbreaker . 

I t  i s  to be unders tood t ha t  th i s  author i za t i on w i l l  be reg i s te red i n  deta i l i n  
the Reg i ster of the Soc i ety of P r i nters and Book Pub l i shers  of Pa r i s  w i th i n  three 
mon ths  f rom th i s  da te ; t ha t  the pr i n t i ng of th i s  book w i l l  be done i n  Our  K i ngdom 
and not e l sewhere ; t ha t  the author w i l l  conform to a l l the ru l es of pr i n t i ng ,  
nota b l y  to t ha t  regu l a t i on of Apr i l 1 0 ,  1 725 , and tha t  before offer i ng the book 
for sa l e , t he handwr i t ten or p r i nted copy used for the p r i n t i ng of the book w i l l  
be subm i tted , i n  the same cond i t i on upon wh i ch th i s  app rova l has been g i ven , 
i n to the hands of ou r very dea r  and l oya l Keeper of the Sea l s  of France , S i r 
Chauve l i n ,  and t ha t  two cop i es w i l l  be subm i t ted to the Pub l i c  L i b ra ry ,  one copy 
to the l i b ra ry of the Louvre , and one more to the l i bra ry of ou r dea r and l oya l 
Gua rd i a n of t he Sea l s  of France , S i r  C hauve l i n .  A l l of th i s  mus t  be done under 
pena l ty of n u l l i fy i ng th i s  author i za t i on .  

W i th  rega rds to the content of t hese documents , we order and enJ O 1 n  tha t  the 
author may enj oy fu l l y  a nd peaceab l y  the f ru i ts of h i s work  w i thou t hav i ng to 
endu re a ny t roub l e  or  obs tac l es .  We w i sh tha t a copy of th i s  author i za t i on ,  
wh i ch w i l l  be p r i n ted e i t her a t  the beg i nn i ng or  end of the sa i d  book be con-
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s i dered p roper l y  l ega l ; that  cop i es ga thered by one of ou r counse l ors or 
secreta r i es be cons i dered as authen t i c  as the or i g i na l . We order ou r 
Ba i l i ff or  Sergean t to do everyth i ng necessa ry for t he execut i on of th i s  
author i za t ion  w i thout seek i ng any other perm i ss i on , notw i ths tand i ng obj ect i ons  
tha t  may be  ra i s ed by  Ha ro , Norman Cha r ter , or any other  Let ters . FOR SUCH I S  
OUR PLEASURE . G i ven a t  Versa i l l es ,  the 27th day of November ,  i n  t he yea r of 
G race 1 732 , and of ou r Re i gn t he 1 8t h .  

B Y  T H E  K I NG I N  COUNC I L  

S i gned , SA I NSON , 

Reg i s tered i n  the e i ghth  Reg i s ter  of the Roya l and Synd i ca l  Chamber of the 
Counc i l  of Pub l i shers and P r i n ters  of Pa r i s ,  number 452 , fo l i o  435 ,  conformab l e  
to t he Laws of 1 723 wh i ch forb i d  i n  Art i c l e  4 a l l persons no mat ter  who they a re ,  
other  bookse l l ers  and p r i n ters , to se l l ,  d i s tr i bute o r  advert i se any books for 
sa l e ,  even i f  t hey c l a i m to be the author s ,  un l ess they fu rn i sh t he Cop i es p re­
scr i bed by Ar t i c l e  8 of the same l aw .  G i ven a t  Pa r i s ,  December 1 0 , 1 732 . 

S i gned , G .  MART I N ,  Synd i c .  

The . . . . . . . . .  has g ranted th i s  p resent perm i s s i on to S i r  John Bapt i s t Machue l ,  
accord i ng to a r rangements  ag reed upon muta l l y .  

Reg i s tered i n  t he Book of the Soc i ety of Book Pub l i s hers  and P r i n ters  of Rouen 
on Janua ry 1 7 , 1 73 3 .  

S i gned , B .  L E  BRUN , Synd i c .  
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BOOK ONE 

Chapter I 

Hi s Bi rth , Ch i l dhood , and Educati on 

The ci ty of Rheims i n  Champagne , the bi rthpl ace i n  the past of so many 
sa i nts and other great men , was honored i n  more recent years by the bi rth 
there of John Bapti s t  de La Sal l e .  Hi s father , who bel onged to a di sti ngu i shed 
fami l y ,  occup ied the pos i tion of mag i strate of the presi d i a l court of the c i ty 
and fu l fi l l ed hi s dut ies wi th probi ty and prudence . Hi s mother was of the 
Brou i l l et fami ly ,  noted even more for p iety than for i ts nobl e extraction . · She 
took care to cu l ti vate i n  a reti red and edi fyi ng l i fe those v i rtues whi ch shri nk 
from exposure to the worl d and run the r isk  of bei ng compromi sed i n  i t .  

The su bject of thi s  bi ography was the el dest of the seven chi l dren wi th 
wh ich  thi s marri age was bl essed . God took Hi s fu l l  share because of the five 
boys and two g i rl s , four consecrated themselves to His servi ce .  One daughter 
entered the convent of Sai nt Eti enne-l es-Dames ; one of the sons joi ned the 
Canons Regul ar of Sai nt Genev i eve and eventual l y  became pri or of that monastery; 
two other sons  devoted the ir  l i ves to the Church as di ocesan pri ests and both 
eventual ly  served as members of the Chapter of Canons of the i l l u stri ou s Metro­
pol i tan Church of Rheims . 

One of these l atter was John Bapti s t  de La Sal l e ,  born on Apri l 30 , 1 651 . 
He received Bapti sm that same day ,  h i s godparents bei ng Jean Moet de Brou i l l et 
and Perrette Lespagnol , h i s maternal grandfather and grandmother . They gave  
h im  the name of John Bapti st , a propheti c one whi ch seemed to foretel l that 
thi s  chi l d  wou l d  g i ve the seventeenth century a stri ki ng exampl e of an i nnocent 
and peni tenti al l i fe . 

From the cradl e ,  grace seemed to have sig•nal ed him ou t and appeared de­
termined to make of him one of i ts masterpi eces . In  him nothi ng chi l di sh 
cou l d  be observed . Young as he was , he showed no i ncl i nati on to what u sual ly  
appeal s to chi l dren ; he  preferred ser ious  occupati ons , and i n  al l he  d id  he 
showed few of the preferences so marked i n  chi l dhood . Hi s amusements , i f  such 
they can be cal l ed ,  were di rected toward v i rtue ; and pi ety ,  whi ch in  most of us 
is a l ate-maturi ng fru i t  of grace , appeared in h im even before the u se of rea­
son . He was devout wi thou t manneri sms ; he took pl easure i n  prayer and i n  
readi ng good books . 
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His inclination for the ecclesiastical state appeared early, even in • his 
pastimes . He enjoyed arranging chapels , decorating little altars , singing hymns , 
and imitating religious ceremonies . Other amusements meant little to him ; and 
although he was born with a cheerful and good-natured disposition , he felt little 
inclination for the diversions usually preferred by children of his age . To 
please him one had to present him some· pious object or things which had some 
connection with God and His Church . He showed this attitude very clearly one 
day when his father ' s  house rang with mirth and festive rejoicing .  Instead of 
taking part in all this , John Baptist experienced nothing but ennui ;  and to ease 
the boredom he felt , he approached one of the adults present and asked her to 
read to him from the lives of the saints , declaring at the same time how little 
he was interested in the festivities that were going on . 

From his earliest years the parish church was , so to speak ,  his only in­
terest. He enjoyed going there ; his delight was there and nowhere else . His 
dearest friends were those who took him by the hand to lead him thither .  Once 
he knew the way and was old enough to go out by himself , he used to request 
pennission to pay visits to the church as a great favor , the only one that cor­
responded with his inclinations . To visit the church more often he would steal 
away from his companions , turning aside from their games and sports ; abandoning 
their company , he would go , all alone , to " visit the Lord ' s  temple and adore the 
Lord God of Israel" (Tobias 1 ,  5 ) . 

Filled with respect and reverence for this holy place , he already showed 
that recollected air , that religious attitude which l ater on made him so dis­
tinguished-looking and so venerable when he approached the altar . Since it was 
neither curiosity nor light-mindedness that drew him to church , he occupied him­
self there with prayer and the thought of God . His modest appearance , which con­
trasted with his youthfulness and lent added beauty to his features , drew all 
eyes to him . All those who observed him at such times thought he looked like a 
little saint . The sight inspired devotion in those who usually experie�ced 
little of it . The other worshipers , so agreeably surprised and edified to see 
so much piety in such a tender youth , might have said with admiration , "What 
think you shall this child be , for the hand of the Lord is with him " (Luke 1 ,  66 ) ?  

Everything he saw in church charmed him . He liked all ·of it . Everything 
there impressed his mind and heart . He was never tired of seeing what went on ; 
he wanted to learn about everything . His questions concerning all he beheld 
were pertinent , and he wanted sensible answers . If certain older people brushed 
his queries aside or delayed their replies , his gentle and gracious manners 
seemed to insist in such a pleasant way that his elders could scarcely resist 
than . 

Although everything he witnessed in church charmed his heart , it was the 
celebration of holy Mass that attracted him most strongly and delightfully .  
This led him to want to learn how to serve Mass . Eager to acquire this pro­
ficiency , he was in a hu rry to receive the lessons he needed ; and once he had 
learned , he could not wait to put his knowledge into practice , for he was not 
satisfied with being a mere spectator at Mass . He longed to take part in the 
sacred ministry . He delighted in serving holy Mass , and it was a painful sac­
rifice for him to have to miss doing so even for a single day . 
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To secure what he desired on this score , he applied for admission among the 
altar boys and fulfilled his duties with such extraordinary grace and fervor that 
those pres�nt were ashamed to see a child show a devotion which surpassed their 
own . The sentiment of religious awe required of those who approached the sacred 
mysteries, the grace which is part of the true clerical spirit , was given to him 
even at this early age to prepare him to acquit himself later on of the tremen­
dous ministry to which he was called with that depth of religious feeling and of 
piety which faith in God 's  presence inspires . This respect and reverence always 
accompanied him when he entered the sacred precincts , and he inspired others with 
1 i ke sentiments .  

I t  was especially i n  the sanctuary that he seemed filled with this reveren­
tial awe . His attitude was so deferential and devout that when he was exercising 
his priestly functions one might  have thought him a seraph in human fonn. Never 
did he grow familiar with the altar , even though ,  once he was ordained , he ap­
proached i t  daily , in order to celebrate the sacred rites . Each day saw his prep­
aration grow more thorough, his faith and his reverence , the sentiment of his own 
unworthiness , his fervor and love grow more profound . 

In him such desirable dispositions were not the slow and gradual result of 
reading the works of the Fathers , nor of deep reflections on the sanctity of the 
priesthood , nor of the sublimity of the mysteries accomplished on the altar . 
They were rather the advance effects of prevenient grace which filled him with 
respect , reverence , and desire for everything pertaining to the priestly ministry 
as soon as the maturing of his mind allowed him to acquire a sufficient under­
standing of these things . When he served at the altar , he already appeared what 
he would himself be later on when celebrating Mass : an angel , a true cherub . 
His visage shone with a chaste beauty .  �ecause he shared the purity of the heav ­
enly spirits , he seemed to have been given a reflection of their radiance and 
beauty as well . 

Parents seem to live again in their children .  Along with their blood they 
usually share their own inclinations wi th those they bring into this world . 
Since it is natural for children to show the same likes and dislikes as their 
parents ,  when the opposite happens everyone finds it rather strange . It was , 
therefore , surprising that young De La Salle did not in the least inherit his 
father ' s  fondness for music . He might have been so inclined had grace not in­
spired him with other likes . Perhaps grace suppressed this tendency in him from 
birth and turned his taste in a different  direction , inspiring him with aversion 
for and even fear of a pleasure which , while innocent enough in appearance , can 
offer dangers and sometimes wounds the soul while flattering the ear . 

Young De La Salle did not care to store up in his memory songs which it is 
better to be ignorant of than to know and which it is more appropriate and more 
difficult to forget than to learn . His was not the kind of character which would 
allow his sensitive soul to be exposed to the harmful impressions produced by 
those worldly airs which can only enervate the hearts of those who sing them or 
listen to them . His preference was for the chants of the Church . Since praising , 
blessing , and loving God , was to be his eternal and unique occupation in heaven , 
he desired to have no other on this earth ; and insofar as it depended on him , he 
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i ndeed had no other . From an early age he became very ass iduous i n  attend i ng 
the Div i ne Offi ce ;  and even before he became a canon (which happened early i n  
hi s li fe ) , he had begun , when still hardly more than - a child , to follow a canon 1 s 

· schedule . 

Hi s father , who was bas i cally a s i ncere Chri sti an ,  was pleased to observe 
these natural di spos i tions for v i rtue i n  hi s son . Far from tryi ng to oppose 
them , as worldly fathers sometimes do , he sought to cultivate them wi th care . 
Hopi ng to nouri sh them and cause them to develop , he often took the boy wi th 
him to church . Delighted to be able to sati sfy hi s own relig iou s  duti es and at 
the same time to favor hi s son ' s  relig iou s  i ncli nations , he took pleasu re i n  as­
si sti ng at the Div i ne Office wi th him . 

Hi s mother , endowed wi th an even more tender pi ety ,  sought to sow the seeds 
of v i rtue i n  hi s youthful soul and had the sati sfaction of seei ng them germi nate 
and grow beyond her fondest expectations . Thus hi s father and hi s mother , taki ng 
pai ns  to trai n thi s young Samuel beneath thei r very eyes , had the joy of seei ng 
him grow 11 i n  grace and i n  wi sdom before God and men , 1 1  i f  I may be penni tted to 
apply to him the words that the Gospel uses when speaki ng of the Child Jesus .  

When the time came to start hi s formal education , he was placed i n  the 
hands of tu tors capable of i ns tructi ng him i n  human learni ng .  After thi s he was 
sent to the preparatory school attached to the Uni vers i ty of Rheims where he 
spent the fi rs t years of hi s s tud ies . There he showed himself a model for the 
other s tudents and a subject of sati sfaction for hi s teachers . Hi s progress i n  
knowledge kept pace wi th hi s advancement i n  v i rtue , for he always cons idered i t  
an essential du ty to combi ne the two thi ngs  and never to separate s tudy from hi s 
efforts to acqu i re piety .  

In hi s case , application to s tudy ( as so often happens ) d i d  not lead to a 
dimi nu tion i n  hi s spi ri t of devotion , and thi s latter never i nterfered wi th hi s 
i ntellectual efforts . Thu s both God and hi s teachers were pleased wi th him be­
cause he always remai ned true to himself . Devout wi thou t bei ng affected , cheer­
ful wi thout bei ng fri volous or g iddy ,  he made himself agreeable to all and won 
their  affection . Wi sdom , docili ty ,  and pi ety were the three guardians of hi s 
i nnoc·ence and the three characteri stic  trai ts of hi s youth . These precious  
vi rtues , coupled wi th hi s gentle and gracious ai r ,  won for him the hearts of hi s 
teachers and the esteem and respect of hi s companions who considered him as thei r 
model . He was i ndeed the paragon of s tudents ; we shall see him also as the pat­
tern of youthful clerics .  

Chapter II 

De La Salle ' s  Entry i nto the Clerical State ; 
Hi s Reception i nto the Illustrious  

Chapter of Canons of the Metropoli tan Church of Rheims 

Young De La Salle , li ke a new Samuel , seemed to have been born for the 
sacred mi n i s try . He was made for the Church . Indeed hi s greates t ambi tion was 

4 



to consecrate himself to her service . His vocation appeared evident in al l his 
actions, incl inations, pastimes and interests. Everything about him procl aimed 
that he was destined for the service of the al tar . Even his chi ldish amusements 
pointed the same way . As he grew older, this cal l became more and more imperi­
ous . With time it sounded so strong and cl ear that he fel t  he would have been 
resisting God ' s  voice had he del ayed any l onger in asking for the tonsure . He 
counted on his parents ' piety not to raise any objections to this, and in fact 
they did not . His vocation was written on his brow, so to speak, and had been 
from the cradl e .  It had become so obvious in al l his behavior that to oppose 
it would have been to defy the wil l of heaven . 

If God had al l owed his parents to choose the holocaust which they were 
cal l ed upon to offer Him., they would no doubt h_ave sel ected another of their 
children and would have kept the el dest, who is usual ly the most dearly bel oved 
child, as being the first fruit of their conjugal love . But they did not heed 
the voice of nature . Grace cl aimed her ful l  rights and decreed that the most 
wor thy one would be dedicated to God . Nothing could have been more right and 
proper . 

What joy fil l ed John Baptist ' s  heart when he saw himself free to fol l ow his 
desires which, ever since he cou ld remember, had urged him to devote himsel f 
entirely to God ! What happiness was his when he real ized that he could enter a 
state which would enrol l him official ly in the service of the Church and make of 
him a man of God! Only souls  l ike his whom God l eads by the hand, as it were, 
from their earl iest years on the path of greater perfection, can understand and 
expl ain what he fel t .  

His tonsure was no empty ceremony, no merely apparent renunciation of the 
world, no mere fonnal ity of consecration to God, as it is for so many others . 
His mouth uttered what his heart dictated when he said that he took God for his 
por tion forever and that he desired no other inheritance . 11God became the God 
of his heart, 11 as the Prophet says, the center of his affections, the sol e ob­
ject of his desires. Before l ong we shal l see him fulfil l this promise to the 
l etter by separating himself entirely and sol emnly from the world, by giving 
away al l his possessions and becoming poor himsel f, by resigning his canonry .  
But l et us not anticipate ; l et us rather fol low the story of his years which 
corresponds with the history of grace . 

Having become a c l eric, John Baptist seemed to be an entirely different 
person . His piety, modesty and innocence of l ife seemed to acquire new l uster 
once he donned the surpl ice and was enrol l ed in the service of the al tar . 
Among the other young cl erics, as among his schoolmates, he stood out as an 
inspiring model . He was a bright torch which the bishop had l ighted and pl aced 
on a l ampstand to give l ight to the church of Rheims and eventual l y  to the 
whol e of France . 

The young cl eric, seeing himself now as a man of God, or at l east under 
the obl igation of becoming such, was resol ved not to bear this titl e in vain . 
He exerted himself  to deserve it . His renewed zeal for his cl erical functions, 
his stronger attraction to the service of the al tar, his more constant love for 
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prayer , his edifying assiduity to the Divine Office , all these proved that he 
had indeed "laid aside the old man and put on the new , clothed in justice and 
holiness , '' and that these sacred words , which the ordaining prelate had ad­
dressed to him while giving him the tonsure and clothing him with the surplice , 
had proved truly effective and had found fulfillment in him through the working 
of the Holy Spirit . His delight in singing God ' s  praises grew daily ; and God 
provided him with an opportunity of satisfying this inclination as fully as 
possible and of performing as a duty what he had previously carried out through 
the inspiration of grace . 

On July 9 ,  1 666 , when he was fifteen years old , he received a canonry in 
the Metropolitan Church of Rheims through the resignation of Pierre Dozet , arch­
deacon of Champagne and chancellor of the university . He took possession of his 
canonry the following year on January 1 7 .  His own grandfather , a man of rare 
piety who had taken upon himself the obligation of reciting the Divine Office 
daily , insisted on being his instructor and took great pleasure in teaching him 
how to recite the Office . 

Thus John Baptist was now in an important position , on his own , so to speak, 
at an age when young people only too frequently begin to use their liberty to the 
detriment of their souls . Born with an inexhaustible fund of pride in himself , 
man craves independence with all his might. Unceasingly , the young strive to 
throw off the yoke of their teachers , for they cannot endure either constraint or 
restrictions . To be their own masters , to be able to do what they want, to fol­
low their own ideas , to act as they see fit, to give in to their inclinations and 
lend themselves to those of others--such are the natural desires of their hearts . 

Even those who profess a certain piety are more than willing to make it con­
form to their own lights and often combine it with their natural likings , inno­
cent as these may be . We like to discover for ourselves the path we hope to 
follow on the road to heaven . We take pleasure in going only where we choose and 
i n  the manner we choose . This temptation is a subtle one ; it is easy for a young 
man who is just beginning to breathe the intoxicating air of liberty to fall a 
victim to it . When young people throw off the yoke of parental authority , they 
not infrequently reject at the same time the restraints of virtue and duty . 
Piety is often shipwrecked on this reef because it has not had time to grow ro­
bust. 

Seeing himself a canon , John �aptist might have thought himself emancipated , 
independent , master of himself and subject to no other rules than those which he 
might impose on himself . This is a false notion that many a young cleric might 
entertain regarding a canon ' s  prebend , a dangerous privilege that many think 
accompanies the canon ' s  robes and which they feel they have a right to enjoy 
when they don the insignia . They feel no obligation of any kind ;  if they do 
assume some obligations , it is in an arbitrary manner . They tailor them accord­
ing to their own whims or according to the example of their fellow canons . In 
this state of life , if a man does labor for the Church he looks upon this as 
something optional for which he takes full credit and claims high merit . If he 
does some service to his neighbor or labors for the salvation of souls , he de­
votes himself to such work in proportion to his zeal but without making it in 
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any sense obligatory and without appl ying to himself what Saint Paul said : 
"Woe is me if I preach not the Gospel ! "  If such a one prefers to do nothing 
and lets himself stagnate in ease and idleness , he still imagines that he ha� 
fulfilled all his duties and that  neither God nor man has anything to reproach 
him with so long as he has assiduously attended Div ine Office according to the 
regulations of the Chapter . 

Still , every age and every state of life has its own special virtues just 
as it has its special temptations. Modesty ,  piety , assiduity to the Divine 
Office , regularity , study and a love of work are all virtues which eminently be­
come young canons and which one cannot too earnestly wish them to possess . Im­
modesty in church , lack of decorum , undignified manners , idleness , laziness-­
these are vices which they need to be on guard against more than do other clerics . 
To avoid succumbing to these failings they must constantly take precautions not 
to follow the bad example which they may encounter . 

Young De La Salle observed with attention those of his fellows who were 
capable of edifying him and of inspiring him with true devotion . - He closed his 
eyes to those whose frivolous manners and lack of modesty might have exerted an 
evil influence on his own conduct. He profited by the good example he met and 
ignored the bad . Recollected and serious , he centered all his thoughts on the 
One Whom he had come to praise and glorify . Sharing in the role of the angels , 
he emulated their modesty , reverence and piety . His state of life consecrated 
him to the public prayer of the Church ; consequently he strove to practice the 
virtues that his state requires : separation from the world , retirement ,  recol­
lection , the cultivation of the interior life . Still , his studies did not 
suffer because of his new duties. He knew that a canonry , far from being a dis­
pensation from further study , was on the contrary a powerful motive to study all 
the more . 

This obligation springs from the rank which canons occupy among the clergy ,  
from the intentions of the Church herself , and from the practice of the saint­
liest bishops . If the canons of the Cathedral hold first rank in honor among 
the diocesan clergy ,  is it not right that they should also hold first place in 
learning and that they should be leaders not only because of their dignity but 
also because of their intellectual accomplishments? Such is certainly the mind 
of the Church , since she considers canons the top-ranking members of the diocesan 
clergy ,  the senate , as it were , the bishop 's  official counselors .  How can they 

. carry out such honorable duties unless they possess uncommon learning ? 

For this reason the Council of Trent urged tha t at  least two-thirds of the 
members of Cathedral Chapters should be men holding doctorate degrees . Saint 
Charles , for instance , appointed none but Doctors in Theology to his Cathedral 
Chapter ; and insofar as they were able , the most illustrious bishops followed 
his example in this . Only the learned should occupy the first place in a dio­
cese , since only they are capable of rendering it truly outstanding services , 
of helping by their wise advice the prelates who so often are overburdened with 
thorny problems and who must decide such very difficult cases . 

De La Salle , then , went along with the spirit and intentions of the Church 
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and pursued his studies with renewed ardor . In fact , he needed learning more 
than many others since Divine Providence destined him to be the founder of a 
new congregation of men devoted to the instruction of the young and to the 
teaching of Christian doctrine . 

Having completed his course in philosophy , he took , as was the custom , the 
degree of Master of Arts . This first step towards the Doctorate (still a long 
way off ) made him think of going to the University of Paris , that well-spring of 
true doctrine , in order to complete his degree in theology .  Once he had made up 
his mind to study at the Sorbonne and to obtain there his Licentiate and the 
Doctor ' s  cap , the question remained where he should live in order to succeed in 
the two-fold goal he had set himself : to become a saint and to become a learned 
theologian . 

As we all know , while study should help one to acquire virtue and piety , it 
is often the greatest enemy,  the most dangerous obstacle to progress in virtue . 
Self-love ,  which is so inclined to twist everything to its own advantage , is 
marvelously adept at using a passionate interest in study as a means of ex­
tinguishing fervor . Where could John Baptist find a residence where the one 
would not cause prej udice to the other , where a great determination to acquire 
knowledge would be combined with an even greater concern for acquiring virtue? 
Where could he find a suitable dwelling for young clerics , a school that had 
produced savants as well as saints, an academy where both piety and sound doc­
trine flourished? Such was the sort of place that the young canon was looking 
for and that his virtuous parents wanted for him . 

It did not take them long to find one . The Seminary of Saint Sulpice , dis­
tinguished by all these traits , could hardly have been unknown to them . Con­
sequently , that was where he was sent ;  and never was there a house of studies 
where he felt more at home . There he found the very fountainhead of the 
ecclesiastical spirit , a school of pure virtue , where outstanding directors 
taught their disciples how to hasten after them on the path to perfection and 
did so more by their example than by their exhortations . There indeed he found 
himself where he had longed to be . 

At this time Louis Tronson headed the group of holy and learned priests 
who conducted the seminary .  This admirable man , considered one of the oracles 
of the clergy of his day , possessed deep erudition along with rare and sur­
prising insight . To these he had succeeded in joining a depth of humility and 
simplicity which was even more edifying . His external manner of living , which 
was very modest , cloaked a profound interior life and an extremely mortified 
existence . Always detached from his own interests and united with God , he dis­
played nothing of his merely human traits to those who in great numbers came to 
consult him. Like an angel , knowing no passions , avoiding any natural reactions , 
always perfectly calm , he found in his heavenly inspired wisdom the solution to 
the thorniest difficulties and such wise counsels that they seemed dictated by 
the Holy Spirit . 

How many remarkable men throughout France , trained under this worthy sup­
erior , have given him an outstanding reputation through their conduct and the 
saintly lives they have led ! Bishops , too , and others occupying the highest 
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posi tions i n  the Church , after hav i ng been his d iscipl es and his spi ri tual 
chi ldren , considered i t  a duty to honor him l i ke a father and to .fol l ow his 
adv i ce l i ke that of an oracl e .  Such was the superior of the Semi nary of 
Saint  Sul pi ce when the young canon of Rheims entered i t . God was l eadi ng 
him i nto paths whi ch a t  the moment he had no idea of but whi ch would bri ng him 
to accompl ish the eternal designs of Prov idence by means as effective as they 
were simpl e .  In his new residence God al l owed him to meet the greatest masters 
of the two-fol d science he had come to seek . He found there the most powerful 
means of achiev i ng his purpose and the most stri k ing exampl es to encourage him 
in  his pursui t wi th the greatest ardor . God gave him other Angel Raphaels to 
l ead him by the hand to the heights of perfection .  

The man whom Div i ne Providence had chosen to be his spi ri tual father was a 
real sa i nt of the fi rst rank , a seraph i n  a mortal body , a pri est of trul y 
apostol i c  zeal , a man who renewed in hi s person the austeri ties of the desert 
Fathers al ong wi th the ir  protracted mental prayer and the ir  constant union wi th 
God . When I name him ,  those who knew him wi l l  avow that I have not exaggerated 
and wi l l  recogni ze i n  the portra i t  that I have traced the l ate Father BoUin , 
the wel l - known spi ri tual di rector of the Seminary of Sai nt Sul pi ce .  The visi bl e  
signs of his eminent v i rtue l ed several of the great prel ates who happened to be 
in the house when he d i ed to beg eagerl y for some of the instruments of penance 
wi th whi ch he had martyred his body and to treasure them as rel i cs .  

How many other sa i ntl y sou ls  did tha t man of God tra in? How many hol y 
pri ests and fervent m inisters d id  he prepare for the Church of Jesus Christ? 
How many evangel i cal l aborers , such as St . Paul descri bed them and whom the 
Church so desperatel y needs , did he send forth i nto the Father ' s  v i neyard? Un-
der so eminent a master , what progress i n  v i rtue must such a disci pl e have made? 
Fi l l ed from his youth wi th the choi cest bl ess ings of heaven , enrol l ed i n  an i n­
sti tution where grace ra i ned down abundantl y on the soul s of al l those who 
sought entry wi th pure i ntention and a si ncere desi re to g i ve themsel ves to God , 
John Baptist l i ved i n  the company of a sel ect group of young cl eri cs of his own 
age , chosen from al l over France , fi l l ed l i ke him wi th fervor and detennined to 
pursue v i rtue even more than knowl edge . In this  school , where he was taught by 
the most accompl ished eccl esi asti cs of the time , what g i ant steps i n  the path of 
hol i ness did he make , especi al l y  s i nce he had come there wi th nothi ng _el se i n  
mind?  

From the start he appeared at Sai nt Sul pi ce as a very gentl e-natured youth . 
Far from drawing down on himsel f the l east reproach or from disp l easing anyone , 
he showed hi msel f extremel y obl i g ing to al l .  He set aside everythi ng in  his 
cl othi ng and ex teri or deportment that might have suggested the ai rs and max ims 
of the worl d .  In a word , he showed himsel f very edifyi ng and became the model 
of the house duri ng the enti re time he rema ined there . 

His professors , however , did not ful l y  real i ze how v i rtuous thei r d isci pl e 
was unti l several years after he had l eft the seminary .  When he came back to 
Paris as the Founder of the Brothers of the Christi an School s ,  the heroi c 
v i rtues whi ch they saw him practi ce ,  espec ial l y  his patience when he was d is-
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dained, contradicted and vilified by some who had the ear of his ecclesiastical 
superiors, made them aware of the stri king progress that their fonner student 
had made in virtue . 

Such was the testimony they gave of him at the seminary, where compliments 
are rare and pronounced only with tru l y  ecclesiastical parsimony . Those familiar 
with the spiri t  of that holy institution know that the aim of those in charge of 
the place is to make people holy, not to canonize them ahead of time . If the 
testimony is short, it is certainly laudatory;  and it deserves all the more con­
sideration because the one who issued the statement was the successor of Louis 
Tronson, the late Father L tEschassier, a man of uncorrmon judgment, whose wisdom 
and eminent virtue were not infrequently praised even by his own worst enemies . 
This worthy superior spoke little bu t said much in few words, for all his words 
counted . Everything that fell from his lips was carefully weighed, full of good 
sense and of the Spirit of God . 

The testimony of Father L ' Eschassier agrees completely with the verdict of 
many other ecclesiastics living in various provinces of the kingdom who had at­
tended the semi nary at the same time as De La Sa 1 1  e .  When they happened to meet 
some of the Brothers later on, they seldom failed to inquire how he was ; they 
had not forgotten him . After praising him for his virtue, they usually concluded 
by saying that he had been the model for everyone at the seminary . Anyone who 
knows what a high degree of fervor reigned there in those days among the young 
clerics can appreciate the value of this testimony :  that De La Salle was the 
model of all, even of the fervent, in an institution renowned for sanctity . 
Truly a short bu t eloquent testimonial ! 

What  rich fruits of virtue would not such a good tree have brought forth, 
planted in such excellent soil and watered by the dew of heaven, at least if it 
had had time to plunge its roots deeply into the earth! One would have thought 
that God, who had brought De La Salle to Saint Sulpice and settled him there, 
would have let him remain for a number of years--time enough to be nourished and 
fortified--and that He would not have made him leave the place until, like so 
many others, he had won his Licentiate and his Doctorate and had acquired a full 
measure of the ecclesi astical spirit.  

Such indeed was the desire of the young canon himself and of his virtuous 
parents. But, 0 depths of the designs of God ! The Most High decided otherwise . 
He had brought John Baptist to Saint Sulpice only to give him a glimpse of what 
true virtue is , to inspire him with a taste for it, and to sow the seeds of such 
virtue in his tender heart .  He  reserved for Himself the task of causing these 
seeds to genninate, of molding the young cleric in secret with His own hands, 
and of leading him to carry out His eternal decrees by paths sure and straight 
indeed, bu t obscure, hidden and unknown to all . 

It sufficed for God ' s  plans that John Baptist should spend only a year and 
a half in the Seminary of Saint Sulpice . After that he had to leave to go back 
to the tumult of the world where he would find himself taken up with family con­
cerns. He would have to become the guardian of his brothers and sisters, or­
phaned by the untimely deaths of their parents, who therefore became his respon­
sibility . How incomprehensible are God ' s  ways !  It was by this meandering path, 
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by this unlikely road which seemed to wander away from the goal toward which 
Providence had been directing him , that God would bring him where He wanted 
him . Th� deaths of his parents , which called him home from Saint Sulpice , 
caused h1m to leave the path of holiness by one gate but helped him reenter it  
by another . 

Chapter III 

Death of His Parents .  He Leaves the Seminary . 
Family Duties. His Advancement in Holy Orders . 

His Efforts at Acquiring Perfection . 

As long as De La Salle remained at Saint Sulpice , he gave no thought to 
anything except advancing in virtue and profiting by the examples he saw around 
him to further his own sanctification . In that holy institu tion he was fully 
occupied by the none thing necessary . " Applying himself to study ,  he applied 
himself equally to striving after perfection ; he made the one promote the other . 
He had no desire for erudition except insofar as it  would make him more useful 
to the Church . 

With ample time to think about his future , in a seminary to which a young 
man goes only in order to give himself entirely to God , he took advantage of 
his solitude to reflect seriously on his obligations and du ties , on the holiness 
required by his state , and on the perfection it calls for . After deliberating 
on the question of whether he should definitively embrace the clerical state 
and bind himself to it with unbreakable bonds , he was preparing to do this when 
he learned of his mother ' s  death , which had occurred on July 20 , 1 671 . 

This cruel blow for a heart as tender as his did not cause him to interrupt 
his studies , bu t it led him to delay for some time the pledging himself to the 
clerical state . God allowed all this to make that resolve all the more solid 
and pure . Since De La Salle was to walk on the road to Calvary all the rest of 
his life , his mother ls death was the first link in the chain of tribulations 
which were multiplied day after day and ended only with his own death . Almost 
every day would bring its own sorrow , would be marked by a new cross . He was 
abou t to go back to the world bu t only so that when he left it again his de­
parture would be noticed all the more . He returned to the world only to feel 
its thorns , to experience i ts nothingness , to despise its vanity , to conceive a 
greater horror for i t ,  and to pronounce in its regard a solemn , entire and per­
petual divorce . 

• 
The wound which the death of his mother had opened in his heart had not had 

time to heal fully when the news of his father ' s  death reopened i t ,  making the 
hurt even deeper and more painful . His father ' s  death occurred some nine months 
later , on April 9 ,  1 672 . It is not difficult to imagine what thoughts occupied 
this soul , so attuned to nobl e sentiments and endowed with such a rich nature . 
What a depth of resignation to God 's will must he not have needed to bear up 
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under this new trial ! No doubt he had to call upon all the reserves of virtue 
he possessed to endure such cruel losses with peace of heart . It took all the 
resources of grace that the Seminary of Saint Sulpice could provide in order to 
console him . 

Fortunately , John Baptis t was in a place where one finds in one ' s  superiors 
and directors a tender charity , fatherly hearts , and unfailing kindness . Never­
theless , he had to go back to Rheims without del ay , and this need disturbed him 
more than anything else . Family business , domes tic cares and the responsibility 
for his orphaned brothers and sisters called him insistently . These claims on 
him forced him to give up wha t he would have preferred to do . 

Anyone who posses ses the ecclesias tical spirit and loves the sources whence 
it flows can readily understand the regret that John Baptis t felt when he was 
obliged to interrupt the course of his s tudies , to leave a house where he felt 
so happy , and to lose simultaneously such powerful support and such outstanding 
examples of clerical perfection . All his own plans were disrupted , but God ' s 
were not . Grace accompanied him wherever he went and led him to holiness by 
other means . He who had entered the seminary with such great joy on October 1 8 , 
1 670 , found himse lf  obliged to say good-bye to it with a like regret on April 
1 9 ,  1 672 . 

He departed , however , penetrated with the ecclesiastical spirit , aglow with 
fervor , and already a perfect man or one who would not long delay in becoming 
such . " It can be said to the credit of the Seminary of Saint Sulpice , 1 1 declared 
the spiritual sons of De La Salle , who so often heard him express his inmost 
thoughts on this subject and listened to the praise he lavished on this great 
institution , " that there he acquired the spirit of God , that from Saint Sulpice 
he learned the virtues which all through his life shone forth in him with such 
lu ster . He always loved that training school for evangelical l aborers and never 
spoke of it except with the wannest expressions of esteem and respect . "  

He gave proof of this when he returned to Paris to establish his Ins titute 
there . He opened his fi rst  school in the parish of Saint Sulpice , wishing to 
draw as near as possible to the place where he had received the first lessons 
in the true ecclesiastical spirit and where he might easily consult Fathers 
Tronson , Bouin , and L ' Eschassier , whose guidance he eagerly sought and whose 
counsels he considered as laws . 

He was only twenty-one when he found himself in charge of his family affairs , 
of the education of his brothers and sis ters , and of the household itself . This 
was a heavy burden for him at this age , but his character was not the kind that 
makes burdens heav i er by useless worry and overconcern . The will of God , which 
he adored in the action of Providence , helped a great dealo to lighten his burden ,  
for the divine will had always been the s tar which guided his decisions in the 
obscure night of worldly affairs . Amidst the stonns and tempests which these 
affairs provoke , he kept his mind on an even keel and his heart at peace . 

Having become his own master at this time , in possession of his paternal 
heritage and with the option of choosing a career in the world rather than in 
the clerical s tate , he was happy to have another chan_ce to reaffinn hi s prior 
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decision and to acqu ire new merit before God . He rejoiced in bei ng free only i n  
order to have the satisfaction of rati fyi ng at a mature age, by assum ing ir­
r�vocable commi tments, the consecration to God wh ich he had made in his youth . 
Hi s heart had made that choice early i n  li fe ;  grace had i nspired it ;  a very 
obvious vocation had detennined it ; nothi ng henceforth was capable of causing 
him to change his m i nd or to unsettle a resolve which h is stay at Saint Sulpice 
had so powerfully confirmed.  

Still, in a matter of such importance, he did not wish to follow his own 
lights exclusively . He had learned the lessons of Sa i nt Sulpice too well to 
heed any other voice but that of obedience .  In the sem i nary he had noticed that 
most of the young cler ics presented themselves for ordi nation only with fear and 
trembli ng and i n  tears, and that they did so only after rece iv ing from their 
super iors and directors the recommendation to go ahead . He knew that it  was 
from the bishop or his representati ve that one should hear the words, "Fri end, . 
go up h igher . "  

Fi nally, he was accustomed to the Sulpici an practi ce of not doi ng anythi ng 
without pennission and of sancti fying the least actions by perfonni ng them 
through obedi ence ; hence he took care not to proceed i n  a matter of such supreme 
importance on h is own i niti ati ve . Filled with these conv i ctions but be ing no 
longer a sem i nari an, he looked about for a man endowed wi th the spirit of Sai nt 
Sulpice to become h is  spiritual di rector . He found one i n  Nicholas Roland, a 
canon li ke h imse l f  and a theolog i an of the Cathedral Cnapter . 

Th is  zealous priest, whose piety was as solid as it  was . enlig htened, was 
involved i n  m any good works . He d id not lim it  himself to being present i n  the 
choi r nor to the m i nimum duties· of a canon . He had great talent and made good 
use of it for the glory of God and the salvation of his neighbor . Duri ng his 
li fe he enjoyed an outstandi ng reputation in  Rheims ; and after h is death h is 
memory was held i n  benediction, especi ally among the Sisters whose community 
he founded under the patronage of the Child Jesus . These Sisters conducted 
gratuitous schools for g i rls i n  the various quarters of the city and also gave 
a Christi an education to orphan g i rls . 

Hav ing chosen Canon Roland as h is  spiritual guide, De La Salle abandoned 
himself completely to h is direction . No doubt , i n  thus turning to Nicholas 
Roland he had no idea of the designs of Providence in  hi s regard . But they 
were beg i nni ng to m ake themselves felt; and by this choice God was leadi ng 
John Baptist i nto the path He wanted him  to follow . In fact, the spir itual 
son i n  a short time fell heir to the zeal that his spir itual father displayed 
and to the good works he directed . Furthennore, the acti v ity of Canon Roland, 
excellent though it  was, was only a rough outline of what Prov idence wished to 
bri ng into bei ng through De La Salle, for the latter 's  zeal was not to be 
lim i ted to the city of Rheims but was desti ned to produce its effects through­
out France . 

Father Ni cholas Roland did not know all this e ither . If he had known what 
manner of �an was this  young canon whom God had sent h im  to direct and what a 
desti ny awaited him, he would have honored the master i n  h is young disci ple and 
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would have considered himself a child compared with this hero among men who was 
to make such giant strides in the path of evangelical perfection, and who was 
to establish throughout France, despite all the antagonism of men and all the 
efforts of hell, the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools for the 
gratuitous education of the poor . 

Guided no doubt by some supernatural insight, Canon Roland beheld in De La 
Salle the man who would succeed him in the direction of the undertaking he him­
self had begun .  Because zeal for Christian instruction was the director 1 s over­
riding concern, he tried by all means to m ake his disciple share it . This was 
the usual subject of their frequent conversations . It was, then, under the 
direction of this excellent guide that De La Salle began to interest himself in 
the education of youth . It was his friend ' s  zeal that lighted the fire of en­
thusiasm for Christian and gratuitous schools in the soul of the young canon and 
led him eventually to establish such schools all over the kingdom . 

Since Canon Roland ' s  virtue deserved De La Salle ' s  total confidence, it 
also made the latter entirely submissive towards his spiritual father . Follow­
ing the orders of his director, John Baptist delayed no longer in fixing himself 
definitively in the clerical state by assuming perpetual obligations . And since 
there were no ordinations in Rheims just then, he was obliged to go elsewhere to 
receive the sacrament; first he tried Laon, then Noyon, and finally Cambrai, 
where the four minor orders and the subdiaconate were conferred on him at 
Pentecost, 1 672 . 

What did Jesus Christ bring about in his heart on this momentous occasion? 
What treasures of grace did He bestow on such a pure and well-prepared soul? 
We can only guess . De La Salle ' s  reminiscences do not tell us anything about 
this important point . Still, if the man of God kept shrouded in deep silence 
all that the Holy Spirit wrought in his soul on that day, the rest of his life 
reveals clearly enough what happened. It shows us that this reception of sacred 
orders was not sterile in gifts from God and that the heroic virtues which he so 
often displayed later on were the fruits that  flowed therefrom . 

De La Salle continued to wish that he might return to the Seminary of Saint 
Sulpice and indeed planned on doing so in order to complete his course of studies 
and to perfect his clerical training . The further he progressed in virtue the 
more he was attracted to that institution which provides so many edifying ex­
amples, so many means of sanctification and so many helps to attain it . However, 
the family affairs which had brought him back to Rheims forced him to give up his 
pious desire and induced him to try to find the means of sanctifying himself in 
the place where Providence had put him . 

To succeed in this he turned his home into a sanctuary of retreat, study and 
mental prayer--! was about to say, into a sort of seminary like Saint Sulpice-­
and he proceeded to enroll at the Theological Faculty of the University of Rheims 
so as to obtain the degrees that Providence had not allowed him to take at the 
Sorbonne . Given to study and to prayer, he divided his time between these two 
occupations ; and if he withdrew a few moments from both, it was to spend them in 
charitable works . His life was like that of a fervent seminarian of Saint Sulpice 
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and a constant preparation for the d iaconate , whi ch , on the recommendation of 
hi s spi ritual di rector , he recei ved i n  Pari s i n  1 676 .  

�ithout compari ng our young deacon with the f i rst of the Church ' s  long line 
of sai ntly deacons ,  I venture to apply to him , with due proportion the words 
that the Holy S�i �i \used i n  canon izi ng Sai nt Stephen : "He was fi iled with grace 
and the Holy Sp1 r1t .  The modesty , calm , and grace which all who met him ob­
served i n _ J?hn Bapti st suggested thi s flatteri ng compari son ; and more than once 
when he m 1 n 1 stered at the altar or when he was at prayer or on other occas ions , 
people m ight have thought ( as hi s contemporari es thought of Stephen ) that " hi s  
face was li ke that of an angel . "  

Chapter IV 

Hi s Preparation for the Priesthood . 
The Edifying Manner i n  Which He Says Mass . 

There remai ned the priesthood for him to recei ve .  To prepare himself for 
ordi nation , he renewed hi s efforts to achieve self-d i scipl i ne and sought to i n­
crease hi s fervor so as to measure up to the eminent dignity he aspi red to . He 
separated himself more completely from the world and practiced an even stricter 
regularity of life . He watched over hi s conduct with greater v ig ilance while 
liv i ng i n  deeper recollection . He studi ed with greater application ; he showed 
renewed modesty , devotion , and ass idu ity to the canonical Office .  Such were 
the v i rtues which he felt called upon to practice duri ng the two years re­
mai n i ng before hi s ordi nation to the priesthood . Could he do too much to get 
ready for that great day? 

The priestly role , which angels m ight fear to assume , the dignity which 
those heavenly spi rits might well f ind too weighty , certai nly called for as 
much preparation as poss i ble . Who can cons ider it  without awe or come forward 
to recei ve it  without a sh i ver of apprehens ion ?  One of the holiest pri ests of 
thi s  century , the founder and fi rst superior of the m i nor semi nary of Sai nt 
Sulpice ,  used to tell h i s  di sciples that one had to be bli nd when he presented 
hi mself for ordi nation : bli nd , either through s i n  and pass ion , or bli nd through 
childli ke obedience which sets as ide all reasoni ng and d i scussion .  

The man who made thi s  remark had exemplifi ed i t  i n  hi s own life . He had 
put off hi s own ord ination for many years on the most varied pretexts ; i n  the 
end only bli nd obedience succeeded i n  maki ng him consent; and even then i t  was 
with tears , s ighs and groans . He showed h i s  reluctance li ke a man be ing 
dragged to execution . 

De La Salle had been brought up with the same convi ctions and was filled 
with s i m ilar sentiments . He felt the same sort of hesitation and holy horror 
for the reception of a sacrament whi ch , while rai s i ng him to the pi nnacle of 
the temple , also exposed h im to the furious assaults of the wicked spirit and 
showed him the frightful abyss. i nto which he m ight fall . In spite of all thi s ,  

1 5  



he had learned to obey and obey he did , deferri ng to the one who took God ' s  
place i n  his regard and whose voice he could not contradict .  He �as ordai ned 
· on Holy Saturday , April 9 ,  1 678 , at the age of twenty-seven , by h 1s  own arch­
bishop i n  the metropoli tan church of Rheims where he served as a canon . 

John Baptist said his fi rst Mass the next day . His enti re life had been 
one long preparation for celebrati ng this dread Sacrifice , and every day for the 
prev ious two years he had been trying to dispose h imself for i t  wi th ever-re­
newed fervor . He knew that "every high pri est is chosen from among his fellow 
men and made a representati ve of men i n  the i r  deali ngs wi th God� to offer g ifts 
and sacrifices i n  expi ation of thei r  s ins" (Hebrews V ,  1 ) .  

Hav i ng thus become a priest of the new covenant , he hastened to fulfill his 
ministry and to carry out his pri ncipal duty , which was to sacrifice the Di v i ne 
Vi ctim and to offer a God i n  sacrifice to God . All his life he had felt such a 
great yearning for this  di v i ne role , such an attraction to i t ,  that later on he 
never failed to celebrate Mass when i t  was at all possi ble for him to do so . 
His religious spi ri t ,  his respect and devotion towards this most august of all 
mysteri es did not keep him away from i t ;  and far from saying Mass only when he 
was obliged to do so , he looked on the offering of this sacrifice as the 
pri ncipal and essenti al duty of his pri esthood and as a daily duty for himself . 

At the same time , to make sure that he would celebrate Mass wi th grace and 
benefi t ,  he strove to li ve i n  a manner befi tting his august functions , in  a way 
which would make him worthy to repeat his sacrifice every day . His eagerness 
to say Mass was equaled only by his concern to say i t  well . If he made i t  a 
rule to celebrate every day , he made i t  another to do so wi th a devotion which 
was renewed every day . For fear that this  daily action might become contami nated 
wi th routi ne and that he might acqui re a dangerous famili ari ty wi th the altar , 
he took care to keep the fi re of div i ne chari ty and the flame of a liv i ng and 
active fai th ever burni ng on the altar of his heart through a life of retreat , 
mortification , prayer and recollection . By liv i ng i n  this fashion he made him­
self worthy of drawing near to the altar every day . 

He said his fi rst Mass the day after his ordination i n  the Cathedral wi th 
no special fanfare . He wanted i t  that way i n  the hope of maintai n ing himself i n  
total recollection , union wi th God , under the fresh impressions of the grace of 
ordination , and i n  full attentiveness to the movements of the Holy Spi ri t .  Such 
were the reasons which led him to dispense wi th any speci al ceremony , which on 
such occasions can consti tute a dangerous distraction that enfeebles devotion 
and turns the m ind aside from the concentration requi -red by an action which 
transcends all else . 

What did he look li ke when sayi ng Mass for the f i rst time? No doubt li ke 
one of the seven blessed spi ri ts who forever stand before the throne of God , if 
one of them were to descend to earth to offer Mass in  the shape of a mortal man . 
Modesty ,  piety , reverence and devotion revealed on his face and i n  all his ex­
terior comportment the impressions made on his soul by the awesome mysteri es he 
was celebrating . The sight would have been capable of i nspi ri ng fai th in  these 
mysteri es even i n  the most obsti nate heretics .  
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The a i r  of sancti ty which he wore on the occasion of his f irst Mass was not 
somethi ng that  he forthwi th lost. He never lost i t . Its root was wi th i n  him i n  
th� !und of _grace and vi rt�es he . had acqu i red , while the presence of the Holy 
Spi ri t was 1 ts source . This  atti tude only grew stronger i n  him wi th every Mass 
he celebrated . 

If all h is prev ious life had been one long preparation for h is fi rst Mass , 
this Mass was a preparation for the second , the second for the th i rd ,  and so on . 
Today ' s  Mass prepared him for tomorrow ' s .  To rev i ve one ' s  fai th i n  the real 
presence of Jesu s Christ i n  the Blessed Sacrament and to feel sentiments of true 
devotion spr ing up i n  one 1 s heart,  all one needed to do was to watch the young 
pri est at the altar . People used to come to h is Mass to be edif ied and touched 
so as to share i n  h i s  piety .  They were recollected , moved . They felt them­
selves changed when they wi tnessed the recollection , the deep respect ,  the majes­
tic a tti tude which he displayed while exercisi ng h is sacred mi nistry . They 
wai ted for him when he left the altar to profi t by the graces wh ich he had re­
ceived du ri ng Mass. 

When he had fi nished h is thanksg iv i ng ,  people laid hold of h im , so to speak ,  
as though feari ng he might escape from them . Everyone wanted to consult h im and 
to share the lights he had rece i ved . He was li ke Moses who drew from h is  con­
versation wi th God a depth of understandi ng which extended to all those who drew 
near to him . His youth created no obstacle to the confidence which h is p iety 
i nspi red ; for although as yet he was just a young priest , he seemed to be a 
sai nt .  

He possessed the spi ri t  of God . Everyone was sure of this , especi ally those 
who had been present a t  his Mass . The result was that he was besieged by persons 
who came to h im seeki ng adv ice i nspired by the Holy Spi ri t . L i ke the Lawgi ver 
of the Old Testament ,  he seemed to be the mildest of men after his periods of 
deep commun i ng wi th God . He listened pa tiently , answered k i ndly , and seasoned 
all h is words wi th a grace and an unction which helped them penetrate hearts and 
made them effecti ve for good . In all he said he sowed the seeds of piety .  

Everythi ng he d id was marked wi th the sign of chari ty .  He dissi pated 
people ' s  doubts , resolved the ir  difficulties and gave them ru l es for thei r con­
duct. He adapted himself to varyi ng characters ; he accommodated h imself to d_if­
feri ng disposi tions; he put up wi th importuni ty and even favored the action of 
grace despi te the defects which usu ally oppose i ts action . He possessed the art 
of drawi ng souls to God , of f i nd i ng the key to hearts and of maki ng di vi ne love 
enter them . By all th is he showed that a pri est is never truly i nexperienced when 
he is moved by the Spi ri t of God . God spoke through him because he spoke i nces­
santly to God and only repeated to men what God had taught  h im .  Such a pri est 
was truly fi t to become an i nstrument of God 's  greatest designs ,  the mouthpi ece 
for His oracles. So he had become a man of God , responsi ble for men ' s  i nterests 
before God and of God ' s i nterests before men . Taught by God Himself , he knew 
what he had to announce to men as comi ng from God . Pleasi ng to God as he was , 
he was what he had to be i n  order that God might listen to him when he pleaded 
for his fellowmen .  
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However , i t  frequently happened that when he left the altar after his col­
loquies wi th God , De La Salle was not able to beg in  deali ng wi th men right away 
because he was so absorbed i n  Him Whom he had just recei ved that he could scarcely 
turn his attention to anyone or anythi ng else . What a happy obstacle to chari ty 
towards one ' s  neighbor ! What a desi rable impediment to communi cation wi th 
creatures ! At such times he seemed to be so fill ed wi th Jesus Christ Who dwelt 
wi thin  him , so recollected , and so uni ted wi th his Di v i ne Guest present wi thin  
his breast , that he could scarcely make use of h is  senses . At  such times he 
seemed immobile , his whole exterior sei zed wi th a sacred calm , while i nteriorly 
he was at li berty to enjoy the presence of his Beloved . A number of persons of 
high credi bili ty wi tnessed this .  This sort of ecstasy arose from the capt iv i ty 
whi ch he had imposed on his senses , from the str i ctness wi th whi ch he treated his 
body , and from the habi t he had acqui red of see i ng God alone in all things . He 
had become accustomed to this manner of li v i ng ,  thanks to his separation from the 
world , for he had cut off all contact wi th i t  i nsofar as good manners and the re­
qui rements of his domesti c affai rs allowed . He loved to be alone and shunned 
appeari ng i n  publi c ,  but he was never less alone than when i n  soli tude because 
he was always wi th God . No one ever saw him different from himself : recollected , 
modest ,  uni ted to the Sovereign Good . He was so qui et and unruffled am idst all 
the happeni ngs of life that one m ight have thought that Di v i ne Prov idence had 
arranged them all according to his wishes and desi res . 

This stri ct control of the senses i n  whi ch he li ved made him all but insen­
si ble to the attracti veness of creatures ; most sensi ble objects seemed to be i n­
v isi ble to him . He li ved on earth as though he dwelt alone wi th God , happy to 
have forgotten all the rest . He was i n  one sense li ke those lifeless idols 
adored by the sacrileg ious and foolish pagans of whom the royal Prophet says , 
"They have eyes and see not , ears and hear not , tongues and speak not . 1 1  Or 
rather , he made use of these faculties only for what related to God . Those 
ironi c words by whi ch the Prophet mocked the gentile gods and underscored thei r 
nothi ngness portray in  a most realisti c way the atti tude of young De La Salle 
and serve to reveal t�e depths of his interior life . 

Not that De La Salle was able to close his eyes and ears to everything sur­
roundi ng hi m nor that he li ved li ke a savage , refus ing to take part i n  c i v ilized 
intercourse wi th others . He did nothing singular or out of place . Li ke Jesus 
Christ he lived li ke a man amongst men and occupi ed his place i n  soc iety . But 
under these ex tern a 1 appearances of an ordinary ex istence , he ·led another ,  an 
extraordinary i nner life , a supernatural , interior and heavenly ex istence whi ch 
maintai ned him i n  such great detachment from his senses , i n  such complete i n­
difference to external things , i n  such sublime elevation above all , that we can 
truly say that he saw wi thout see ing and listened wi thout hear ing ;  for nothi ng 
of what he saw or heard made a deep impression on his soul or was able to 
penetrate the depths of his heart . 

Was he then , when standi ng at the altar , proof against the swarm ing dis­
tractions that even the most v i rtuous persons have so much trouble fighti ng off? 
Havi ng won the mastery over his imag i nation , could he even constrai n  i t  to leave 
him i n  peace duri ng the holy mysteries and not to disturb his repose i n  God? 
Yes ! He himself mentions i n  his memoirs that he experienced nei ther the wan-
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de:i�gs of . a distr�cted mind nor t�e il l usions of a vagabond imagination . This 
pr1 v 1 l ege 1s certa i nl y  a very preci ous one, most extraordinary and unusual ; but 
what does God not do for those whom He has chosen to render Him extraordi nary 
services? 

This saintl y priest had such an el evated idea of his m inistry that he 
venerated everything rel a ting to it .  He wanted everyth ing used in church to be 
cl ean and decent. Fu l l  of respect for the sanctity of the sacred mysteries, he 
bel ieved that whatever had any connection with them coul d  not be too rich or 
magnificent .  In this regard he showed the prodigal ity proper to the saints .  
The disappointment he fel t when he could not say Mass was equal ed onl y by the 
sa tisfaction he fel t when he did cel ebrate it .  It took a very serious il l ness 
or a real  disabil ity to keep him from cel ebrating Mass; and when this occurred, 
the privation of saying Mass made him suffer more than the il l ness itsel f .  

Often he drew enough strength from his sheer courage to satisfy his ardent 
devotion . More than once he was seen dragging himsel f or being l ed to the al tar 
in order to cel ebrate Mass and to nourish himsel f  with the Bread of Life . After 
Corrnnuni on he frequentl y fel l i nto deep ravishment, and it was i n  these el evations 
of his m i nd and heart to God that he l earned to despise the world and acquired 
a fine disregard for its opinions. 

Such a l esson he sorel y needed to l earn because the task God had in store 
for him and which as yet he had no inkl i ng of required a man steel ed against 
the attacks of human mal ignity . Since he was to experience opposition, snubs, 
scorn and cal umny, since he was destined to endure al l that bl ackest envy can 
invent, al l the poison distil l ed by evil  tongues, a l l the mockery and mal ice 
that the heart of man conceals, he needed it from the very beginning of his 
priestl y caree�. The l ofty idea he had of his sacerdotal functions and of the 
hol i ness that these require in those honored by this cal l ing was so deepl y  im­
pressed on  his mind that  he could not, without feel ing wounded, behold other 
pri ests profaning thei r eminent dignity by l eading a worldl y l ife . He re­
proached them with their unbecoming conduct, and this sometimes drew down in­
sul ts on him . His zea l  in castigating these persons seemed exaggerated to 
worldl y-minded peopl e .  

On one occasion the young minister of the Lord gave proof of his zea l  by 
censuring an eccl esiastic  who gave bad exampl e ;  this l ed to his being criticized 
and to a good deal  of gossip on the part of those idl e peopl e who make sl ander 
the ir  habitual occupation and are never incl ined to give a verdict i n  favor of 
true piety . De La Sal l e  had tried in every possibl e way and in the gentl est 
fashi on to make this man rea l i ze what he was doing . When he saw that his 
charitabl e admoni tions were wi thout resul t, he final l y  drew the weapons of zeal  
and showed the del inquent that charity can also be stern ; but this he did in 
secret in a personal conversati on, as Jesus Christ ordains, for fear of embi t­
teri ng the guil ty one and of scandal izing others. 

This secret rebuke hav ing proved as unavail ing as the previous adminitions, 
De La Sal l e  judged that it was time to bring the matter into the open so as to 
do away with an occasi on of scandal for others if  he could not convert the 
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scandal-gi ver . He did not succeed i n  thi s latter endeavor , but he met wi th 
success i n  the former ;  he reprimanded the i ncorrigi ble person publicly and wi th 
so much energy that the latter left Rheims , preferri ng to change hi s res idence 
rather than hi s way of li v i ng .  

Chapter V 

De La Salle ' s  Di rector Sugges ts That He Exchange Hi s 
Canonry for a Pari sh i n  the Ci ty of Rhetms . 

John Bapti s t  Prepares to Carry Ou t Thi s  Plan . 
The Vi rtue and Bli nd Submi ss ion He Displays on Thi s Occas ion .  

Noti ng the progress that hi s di sciple was maki ng i n  perfection and hi s 
great docili ty to the suggestions made to him , Canon Roland resolved to take 
advantage of these di spos i tions for a special project he had thought of . The 
plan , however , did not meet wi th the success he had hoped for because apparent­
ly the Holy Spi ri t had not i nspi red i t . Prov idence prevented the realization 
of the plan through the oppos i tion of the one person on whose approval success 
depended and who refused to g i ve i t  h i s approbation . Here i s  what happened . 
And thi s  story shows i n  i ts true colors the s tate of soul of the young canon 
shortly after hi s ordi nation and bri ngs ou t the detachment , total i ndifference , 
subm i s sion .and spi ri t of sacrifice that characterized hi s life at thi s time . 

See i ng John Bapti st  "filled wi th grace and the Holy Spi ri t" and endowed 
wi th the talents needed i n  govern i ng souls along wi th the s trength and cou rage 
requ i red for success i n  the most  difficult undertaki ngs , hi s di rector thought 
that a pari sh would be a more appropri ate pos i tion for him than a canon ' s  stall , 
and that as a pari sh pri est he would be more useful to the Chu rch than as a 
member of the Cathedral Chapter . In so thi nki ng he seemed to have mi sjudged or 
forgotten the scope of a canon ' s  vocation .  These men make up the Church ' s  
senate . As the bi shop ' s  primary advi sers , they should be hi s fi rst mi ni s ters , 
hi s most fai thful cooperators , men at hi s di sposal to labor under hi s eyes and 
by hi s orders , not i n  some corner . of the di ocese , not for the good of a s i ngle 
pari sh , not for the benefi t of a s i ngle enterpri se , but for the whole diocese . 

Canons should be ready to u ndertake all sorts of good works . Canon Roland 
was forgetti ng hi s own career because hi s role as a canon did not limi t the 
exerci se of hi s zeal . It set him free , rather , to undertake many activ i ties 
and never prevented him from u tilizi ng hi s talents for the convers ion of souls , 
nor from spendi ng himself i n  various  enterpri ses , nor even from undertaki ng new 
ones for the greater u tili ty of the Church . Could i t  have been that i n  pro­
pos i ng thi s  scheme the worthy theolog i an had i n  v iew some advantage for hi s own 
recently founded Ins ti tute? Did he feel that De La Salle as a pari sh pri est 
might be ab le to further i ts deve 1 opment  more than De La Sa 1 1  e cou 1 d do as a 
canon? 

Be that as i t  may , the director wi shed to see hi s di sciple become the 
pastor of the pari sh of Sai nt Peter i n  Rheims . Hence he suggested to him the 
idea of exchang i ng hi s canonry for the pos i tion of the i ncumbent  pari sh pri es t .  
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He must have fel t quite sure of De La Sal l e ' s virtue to make a suggestion of 
this k ind because i t  could  have been acceptabl e onl y to a man dead to every­
thing and ready for any kind of sacrifice . 

It is wel l known how peopl e in general l ook upon a canonry at Rheims and i n  
most prov incial ci ties . To obtain one is the aim of al l those whose famil ies 
destine them for the service of the Church and the desire of their fami l ies as 
wel l .  Most of the time their ambitions stop there . A canon ' s  prebend ful fil ls 
their highest hopes for an establ ished posi tion .  Weal thy peopl e and those of 
average virtue who do not care to take a pl ace among the ordinary cl ergy feel 
honored on being offered a pl ace among the canons of the main churches . 

According to the spiri t of the world ,  by proposing that De La Sal l e  should 
l eave his canonry in order to become a parish pri est , Father Rol and was suggesti ng 
to him to come down a step or two in the eccl esiastical world and to take a l ower 
pl ace in  order to g i ve the higher _  spot to another . Could De La Sal l e  have heard 
such a suggestion without being taken aback unl ess he had overcome al l sensi ti v i ty 
about points of honor? 

Considerabl e opposition arose in connection with the director 1s pl an . The 
parish of Saint Peter i n  Rheims was a very extensive one ; i t  requi red a man of 
mature years and experience , both of which De La Sal l e  l acked . The burden 
seemed heav ier than his youthful shoul ders coul d carry . In addition , he stil l 
had the responsibil ity for his fami l y affai rs ,  for the education of his orphan 
brothers and sisters , for the direction of his household .  Should he forget the 
cl aims which had obl iged him to give up a l onger stay in the Seminary of Saint 
Sul pice ,  which he l oved so much and which i t  had cost him such a wrench to 
l eave? Could he combine his pastoral responsibil i ties wi th those of his guard­
ianship? 

Either Canon Rol and had never thought of al l this or else he was i nspired 
in a strange way .  Of course , i t  often happens that the Spirit of God suggests 
various pious pl ans without i ntending them to be carri ed out i n  fact . Through 
God ' s  i nspi ration David  conceived the desire of bui lding Him a templ e ,  but ,  by 
the mouth of Nathan the prophet , God put a stop to the execution of this design , 
whi l e  approv i ng i t  and bl essing its origi nator . Sai nt Louis made a vow to l ead 
his anny to wrest the Hol y Land from the power of the Mohammedans ; yet his pro­
ject fail ed even though it had certa inl y been i nspired by the Spi rit of God . 

Perhaps God , Who not l ong afterwards was going to demand that De La Sal l e  
sacri fice not onl y his canonry but al l his other possessions as wel l , was using 
this proposal advanced by Canon Rol and to prepare him for total renunci ation .  
God may al so have wished to give others a remarkabl e exampl e of zeal , detach­
ment , Christi an simpl icity and doci l ity i n  the person of the young canon . It 
is even possibl e that i n  God ' s eternal designs the worth of what De La Sal l e  
was prepared to do woul d merit for him the grace given him l ater on of l eaving 
everyth i ng ,  l i ke the Apostl es , to fol l ow Jesus Christ poor , naked , and bereft 
of al l .  
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The proposal made by his director found a wi l l i ng reception i n  the heart of 
his discipl e .  He wanted onl y  what God wanted ; hence i t  made no di fference to him 
whether he was a canon or a parish pri est .  What mattered to him was the wi l l  of 
God ; and conv i nced that the voi ce of God spoke to him i n  that of his spi ri tual 
father , he resol ved to exchange his prebend for the posi tion of parish pri est of 
Sai n t  Peter i n  Rheims .  As soon as he heard Canon Rol and ls suggestion , De La 
Sal l e  accepted i t  wi thout cri ti cism ,  wi thout argument .  To put i t  i nto execution 
immedi atel y ,  he l eft at once for Paris where his archbishop , Charl es Mauri ce Le 
Tel l i er , happened to be . We thus wi tness a remarkabl e exampl e of detachment  and 
of that spi ri tual chi l dhood whi ch opens the door to the Ki ngdom of heaven and 
whi ch Jesus Christ so strongl y recommended to His discipl es .  

No doubt , a l l God was ask i ng of the young canon was this  act of consent.  
He behel d i n  this disposi tion of heart an excel l ent  preparation for the great 
sacrifi ces that He wou l d  i nspi re him to make l ater on . After hav i ng tri ed him , 
l i ke Abraham , and pu t his obedi ence , fidel i ty ,  detachment and l ove to the test ,  
He was content ;  and wi thout refusi ng the sacri fi ce ,  He postponed it  by  i nspi r­
i ng a superior au thori ty to oppose i t .  Here is  how this  came about .  

De L a  Sal l e ' s  rel ati ves ,  i nterested as they were i n  what  concerned him , 
whi l e  admi ri ng the great v i rtue he showed , were a l anned over his decision and 
thought i t  the ir  du ty to prevent the pl an from bei ng carried out .  They suc­
ceeded by appeal i ng di rectl y to the archbishop and thus caused the measu res 
pl anned by the spi ri tual d i rector and his disci pl e to fai l . Archbishop Le 
Tel l i er , on l earn i ng of the pl an , d id not approve of i t  and refused to au thor­
ize the exchange . 

Thus the two i nterested parti es who had come seeki ng his consent were qu i te 
surprised when he told each to remain  i n  the cal l i ng whi ch God had chosen for 
him . This decision by the prel ate was accepted by John Baptist as an order 
from God Himsel f ,  and he submi tted to the voi ce of his archbishop wi th the same 
doci l i ty that had made him obey that of his di rector . He had wanted to be a 
parish priest onl y because he thought that God was aski ng him through Canon 
Rol and to make the change .  As soon as Archbishop Le  Tel l i er tol d  him to forget 
abou t i t ,  he no l onger wished to be a parish priest .  Later on he decl ared 
several times that he seemed to hear an i nner voi ce whi ch spoke i n  the same 
vei n  as the archbishop , one which told him that he was not cal l ed to be a parish 
pri est .  

The pastor of Sai nt Peter ' s ,  who had been very eager for the exchange to 
take pl ace , was the one who seemed more disappoi nted . He wou ld have been l ess 
pu t out ,  or rather he wou ld not have been annoyed at al l ,  i f  his v i ews had been 
as pure as those of De La Sal l e  and i f , l i ke him , he had been equal l y  detached 
from his own personal i nterests . At a l l events , the fai th ,  s impl i ci ty and 
doci l i ty wi th whi ch the young canon had l a id his case before his superior , i n  
whom he saw onl y Jesus Christ , no doubt drew down on them both the l ight of 
heaven . If we judge by what happened l ater on , we must agree that the arch­
bishop was r ightl y i nspi red on this occas ion ;  for if he had accepted the re­
quest presented to him , i t  is more than l i kel y that De La Sal l e ,  burdened wi th 
the responsi bi l i ty for a l arge parish , woul d  never have thought of extendi ng his 
zeal  beyond i ts boundaries and wou ld never have establ ished his I nsti tute . 

22 



. By maintaining De La Sal l e  at his pl ace in the Cathedral Chapter, the arch­
b1shop _ no doubt thought onl y of keeping there a priest of great mer i t who gave 
s�ch f1 ne exampl e � a l aborer capabl e of doing much work in the vineyard, a canon 
l i kel y to render impor tant services to the diocese . The archbishop real ized 
very wel l  that by al l owing De La Sal l e  to take on the du ties of a parish priest 
he would have set l imits to his zeal and tal ents, and that by restricting them 
to the boundaries of a singl e parish he wou ld indeed have deprived the rest of 
his diocese from profiting by them . 

This, so far as one can surmise, was al l that the archbishop had in mind ;  
bu t God ' s  views extended much farther . His design was to withdraw the l ight from 
under the basket and to set it high on the mountain since it was destined to shed 
its bril l iance over al l the kingdom. God pl anned to l iberate a zeal which did not 
recognize any l imits and which would have been undul y restricted to the city and 
to the diocese of Rheims . On his return home De La Sal l e  appl ied himsel f  once 
more to his du ties as a canon and to prepare himself through continual study, 
retirement and prayer to carry out to the ful l est extent the vocation God had 
given him, by joining to the du ty of chanting God ' s  praises that of winning sou l s  

, for Him . 

He knew that a canon who is also a priest and who possesses tal ent, heal th 
and the consent of his bishop should, according to the intentions of the Church, 
be an apostol ic worker . So, he did not l imit his activity merel y to attending 
the canonical Office . He wanted to l abor in the Lord 1 s vineyard and to fu l fil l 
the functions proper to his priestl y character . As a canon he made it a duty 
to be assiduous in the choir and to go there in the name of al l the faithful of 
the diocese to pay the homage due to the Divine Majesty . As a priest he con­
sidered himsel f  an evangel ical worker, a dispenser of the mysteries of Christ, 
a minister of the Church, a hel per and co-worker of the bishop . He did not 
think that a canonry shou ld become a privil ege that would  j ustify his remaining 
idl e and u noccupied i n  the Father ' s  vineyard . 

In Father Rol and, his director, he found a model in this regard, for the 
virtuous theologian took care not to bury the tal ents given to him by the Lord, 
and he did not l imit his zeal to occupying his pl ace in the Cathedral choir 
stal l s .  Everywhere he saw good crying to be done, and he hastened to under­
take it . He l ent himself  to al l kinds of good works, but his special interest 
was Christian and gratuitous school s .  Before he died he sought to communicate 
his interest to his bel oved discipl e .  He even asked him to take charge of the 
school mistresses that he had succeeded i n  establ ishing in  Rheims . 

I do not know whether I am putting the death of Canon Rol and in its proper 
pl ace here, for the various memoirs on the l ife of De La Sal l e  do not agree on 
this point, nor on the time when the scheme arose for exchanging his canonry, 
which we have already mentioned, nor on several other matters . However, in 
writing the l ives of those who have died in the odor of sanctity, the main con­
sideration is to edify the reader by giving an account of their virtues . Even 
if we do not accuratel y keep track of when certain events took pl ace (whose 
precise dates we have not been abl e to verify ),  it  wil l  not make a great differ­
ence . 
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What is certain is that not long after De La Salle was ordained and was 
obl iged by his archbishop to retain his position as a canon , he lost his 
saintly director . This was , in the pl an of Divine Providence , one means used to 
lead John Baptist to his true path in life . The young canon became the suc­
cessor of Father Roland in his undertaking and also inherited his zeal . Start­
ing with a very limited involvement , he went ahead , as though blindly � without 
at all foreseeing his goal and without intending it , but led on by Divine 
Providence to found his Institute . Let us follow him in this journey as he 
proceeded , like Abraham , on the path marked out for him by God , without knowing 
where it would lead or where it would end . 

As we mentioned before , Nicholas Roland , his director , a canon and theo­
logian of the Cathedral of Rheims , was a most zealous and virtuous priest and a 
tireless evangelical worker .  To a solid and enlightened pi ety he joined an 
ardent , indefatigable and hardworking zeal . His duties as official theologian 
gave him the opportunity of exercising his zeal and of making use , for the bene­
fit of souls , of the great oratorical tal ent heaven had given him . Such far­
ranging zeal did not exhaust itself in his duties as a professor of theology , 
although this  in itself was a very demanding occupation . He went everywhere he 
was called; his words were effective , backed up as they were by his example . 
The harvest of this divi ne seed sprang up abundantly wherever he scattered it 
and watered it with his sweat. 

But while it is true that the glory of God and the salvation of souls are 
the aims of all Gospel laborers , it is also true that nearly all of them are 
inspired to labor in a certain manner and find themselves especially attracted 
to certain types of work .  Roland ' s  overriding interest was the education of 
the young . The evil lives , defective education and ignorance of the poorer 
classes moved him to tears and powerfully stimulated his zeal to find a remedy 
for them . What he was inspired to do about these problems in the city where he 
lived was to establish Christian and gratuitous schools . This was certainly 
an excellent cure for the ev ils he sought to elimi nate , but it was not an easy 
one to apply. To establish gratuitous schools he had to find the resources and 
funds to support them . 

Nor was that all . He had to find teachers , both men and women ,  capable of 
instructing the young well and of bringing them up in piety through example as 
well as through their words . The problem was where to find such teachers , 
where to discover disinterested , zealous and pious persons fit to carry out a 
task of this nature .  To expect them to come down from heaven already prepared 
and ready to undertake this task successfully would have been to take pious 
ill usions for realities . The Apostles themselves needed to be instructed by 
Jesus Christ before attempting to teach others . For three years Our Lord had 
kept them close to Him , to train them before sending them forth to preach His 
doctrine . 

They were even told not to undertake thei r work until they had received 
the light and the gifts of the Holy Spiri t .  Clearly , one cannot teach others 
what one has not learned oneself . Since virtue is not g iven us at birth , and 
since it is only at the cost of labor and great effort that we can acqu i re it , 
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we need time , an appropriate pl ace ,  and capabl e instructors to hel p  us  to ac­
quire it . One must  be a l earner before he can pretend to teach · one must  
practice for a l ong time if one wishes to teach with fruit . Th; sol u tion to 
Canon Rol and ' s probl em ,  then , was to es tabl i sh communities something l ike 
s�in�ries , where men �nd �omen wou ld be ins tructed and prepared in view of 
bri ng i ng up the young r n  pi ety and of teaching them Christian doctrine . 

Father Rol and ' s zea l l ed him to consider al l these projects , bu t the grace 
to put them into execution was reserved for another . De La Sal l e  was the 
Solomon who was to carry ou t the l ofty pl ans made by David , his spiritu al father , 
at  l east  as regards the principl e  of the scheme ; for he never undertook to pro­
vide gratuitous school s for girl s .  Father Barre', a Minim fil l ed with apostol ic 
zeal , obedient to the Spirit of God and active in word and deed , had al ready 
been inspired to invol ve himse lf  in this apos tol ate and had succeeded in found­
ing the Sisters of Providence for the education of girl s .  His creation has 
given rise to a great many others , which have mu l tipl ied throughou t France ; but 
Canon Rol and was perhaps the first  who took advantage of the idea by es tab­
l ishing a community of school Sisters in Rheims . 

I t  was , however , only  after his death and thanks to the effor ts of De La 
Sal l e  that Rol and ' s group achieved fu l l  success . Towards the end of his l ife 
thi s pious  work , which Rol and considered so very necessary for the poor , monop­
ol ized his concern ,  his effort ,  and his financial resources . The new Society , 
cal l ed S i sters of the Child Jesu s , was stil l in its infancy when God was pl eased 
to cal l its founder to Himse lf . On his deathbed his greatest concern was to beg 
De La Sal l e  to take his pl ace and to be a father to the pious women whom he was 
l eaving behind and whom he had destined to carry out the education of poor 
orphan girl s .  It would seem that the director was enl ightened by God and fore­
saw God ' s designs on his discipl e, because he foretold to him that he would one 
day establ ish Christian school s for boys . Canon Rol and had al ways wanted to do 
this himsel f but had not had time to set about it . 

At these final moments , De La Sa l l e  was eager to gather up his spiritual 
father ' s  pious sentiments and to receive from his l ips his l as t  wishes . As 
usual , he fel t neither rel uctance nor eagerness in this matter . Wanting nothing 
special for himself , he wil l ed whatever God might ask of him . The dying man 
cou ld not sufficiently show his tender affection for this bel oved spiritual son , 
nor cou ld the l atter adequately express  his gratitude to his ·  father in �esus 
Christ .  Docile to Rol and ' s  requests as being the expression of God ' s wi l l , he 
agreed to take on the responsibil ity both of executing the dying man ' s wi l l  and 
of l ooking after the connnunity of Sisters , which was stil l in its i nfancy . He 
cou ld not see where God ' s hand was l eading him by this turn of events . 

Soon enough , however , he began to feel the weight of the burden he had 
assumed . Every s tep he took to provide for the survival of the new Institu te 
brought him fresh difficu l ties and numerous obstacl es . With regret he beheld 
al l these new concerns added to the cares arising from his own domestic affaits , 
for they preoccupied his mind and took up part of the precious time he con­
secrated to study and prayer . 
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He knew that a young priest who wishes to make himsel f  usefu l to the Church 
needs time for both these things, and that before devoting himself  to his minist_ry 
he must bui l d  up a sol id foundation of virtue and knowl edge . He knew that Jesus 
Christ Himsel f  had given His ministers the exampl e of this wise use of time by 
spending the first thirty years of His l ife in obscur;- ty ; that Saint John the 
Baptjst, obeying the inspiration of heaven, had also remained for thirty years 
in the desert preparing himself  for the mission of Precursor, and that he had 
not ventured to begin his career without an express order from God . 

These two exampl es impressed De La Sal l e  deepl y and restrained him in the 
exercise of his zeal . They are indeed most striking and cannot be taken to 
heart too deepl y by eccl esiastics of good wil l .  The Hol y of Hol ies devoted onl y  
three years to His publ ic l ife and His evangel ical journeys whil e  spending al l 
the rest of His time on earth in sil ence and retirement . His Precursor acted 
in l ike manner . What a l esson for those whose zeal ou truns their prudence ! 
What a reminder to sanctify onesel f  for a l ong time by retirement from the worl d, 
by prayer and the practice of virtue, before attempting to appear in publ ic in 
order to sanctify others, before al lowing oneself  to breathe the pol l uted air of 
the worl d, so corrupt and so corrupting, which onl y  too soon brings about the 
ruin of a virtue that has not been sufficientl y consol idated . 

De La Sal l e  a lso knew that the Apostl es and discipl es of the Lord were men 
of mature age, and that before trying to convert the world they had awaited, in 
prayer and retirement, the descent of the Hol y Spirit and the outpouring of His 
l ight, His virtues, His strength and al l His other gifts . These ou tstanding 
exampl es, imitated down the centuries by al l tru l y apostol ic men, deepl y im­
pressed our young canon . They inspired him with a hol y fear and a prudent 
restraint, and moderated the impetuosity of his zeal . 

Not that he wished to extinguish his zeal or l et it l anguish in a l ife of 
pure contempl ation . He recal l ed Saint Augustine ' s  words : "We are Christians 
for ourselves and priests for you ; "  and he did not doubt that he owed himsel f  
to the service of his · neighbor and to the good of the Chu rch . Bu t he did not 
forget that he a lso needed to appl y to himself  the words of his Divine Master : 
" For them do I sanctify Myself . "  Such were the considerations which gave rise 
to his prudent concern - and his spiritual uncertai nty .  I t  did not take him 
very l ong, however, to sunnount them when he refl ected that God ' s wil l had 
been indicated to him with sufficient cl arity and had indeed become quite pl ain 
in the way Providence had arranged matters through the pious intentions of his 
deceased friend . 

Rising above his own preferences and fi l l ed with confidence in God, over­
coming a l l his repugnances by a generous effort, and animated by a zeal which 
enl ightened " according to knowl edge, " De La Sal l e  proceeded to honor the memory 
of Canon Rol and and to demonstrate his gratitude to him by undertaking al l the 
measures needed to bring his work to its ful l  development and perfection . 
This cal l ed for much effort and the hel p  of heaven, for new difficul ties sprang 
up every day and grew more and more obstinate . One obstacl e appeared after 
another . When the first was l ifted, the devil caused new ones to arise, more 
thorny then the previous ones . 
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However , the saintly canon , who had learned his lessons at the feet of 
Jesus crucified , realized that all God ' s designs bear the m ark of the Cross 
and that those which meet with no opposition , which su cceed beyond our ex- ' 
pectations and never encounter persecution in the world , are works that God 
looks upon with little favor . They cause little concern to the demon who does 
not even bother to combat them . In addition , God planned to raise De La Salle 
to the Cross of Calvary . By trying him out in these first crises He wished to 
familia�ize him with such crosses , to prepare him for greater one; , and to 
teach him as He had taught another "vessel of election" "what great things he 
must suffer for My name ' s sake , 11 through the founding of the Christian and 
gratuitous schools for boys , the task for which Providence had chosen him . 

I pic�u :e our young canon on this occasion li ke a youthful pilot responsi­
ble for gu 1 d1 ng a vessel through a passage full of reefs , amidst stonn and tem­
pest  which threaten to engulf it at every moment . To consolidate this under­
taking , which from its founding had tottered on the brink of ruin , he needed 
personal prestige , authority , influence and human backing , none of which he 
possessed . 

Lacking help from creatures ( the common situation of those who labor for 
the most significant works ) ,  he turned to God as to his sures t resource . 
Prayer was the s tar which set his course and directed him through the dark and 
s tormy night so full of difficulties and obstacles which the world threw into 
his path . To prayer he joined serious thought and much hard work , for he was 
convinced that God wants us to do our share while He does His ,  and to combine 
our efforts with His help . 

To set the Sisters ' community on a solid footing , it was necessary to 
obtain the approbation of the city , the consent of the archbishop , and Letters 
Patent* from the king , none of which looked particularly easy to obtain . The 
city fathers felt that Rheims was already overburdened by the various communi­
ties which had grown quite numerous in recent years ; they considered the es­
tablishment of a new one as an added burden and were therefore opposed to it .  
Versailles , wary of multiplying new religirus institu tes , did not seem much in­
clined to grant the Letters Patent .  Finally , there was good reason to doubt 
whether the archbishop would show himself favorable . John Baptist had there­
fore to convince the m agistrates , to win over His Excellency , and to persuade 
him to ask for the Letters Patent . De La Salle set to work and su cceeded all 
along the line . 

His humble and gentle m anners soon won the hearts of his fellow citizens . 
They were quite sure of the purity of his intentions and full of admiration 
for his virtue ; they found it difficult , therefore , to refuse a request which 
was aimed entirely at benefitting the children of the poor . De La Salle found 
it easy enough to make the ci ty officials see that this new conmunity , unlike 
others , would prove an asset to the city ,  not a burden on it , since its sole 
aim was to care for poor orphan girls and to instru ct children who otherwise 
would remain a prey to ignorance . 

*Letters Patent were letters signed by the King conferring juridical recogni­
tion on institu tions , groups , etc . 
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These were social values which the Christi an city ought to pursue by all 
means and which it could neglect only to its own great disadvantage . The new 
foundation also provided important benefits to religion . From the early years 
of the Church, Christianity had owed a large part of its success to the zeal of 
its pastors who often taught school themselves or tried to multiply Christian 
schools where the children of the faithful, i nstructed in their faith and ed­
ucated in piety, were strengthened and prepared even for martyrdom, and where 
the children of pagans were made to see the error of their parents ' relig ion 
and encouraged to give it up . 

In his request De La Salle also stressed the need to separate the two 
sexes in school even at an early age and the great inconveni ence that resulted 
when boys and g irls were adm itted to the classes indiscrim i nately . Where no 
Chr i stian schoolm istresses are available to give a Christian education and 
proper i nstruction to the girls, these latter are taught by men ; and everyone 
knows what per ils this arrangement presents. Modesty, decency, reserve, pro­
priety all run ser ious risks in such situations . 

These v irtues make i t  necessary for us to draw a veil of silence over the 
sad consequences that would follow their absence . To prevent such a problem, 
the Church has always promoted the establishment of Christi an schools where the 
two sexes are taught separately . At one time her attitude was even more severe · 
in this matter because in the churches themselves and in the presence of Jesus 
Christ she separated the men from the women and d id not permit them to mingle 
together even in the place reserved for cormnon prayer . 

Our kings, too, Louis XIV ( in De La Salle ' s  time ) and Louis XV, now happily 
reigning, convinced of the dangers that arise when children of both sexes are 
taught together, approved measures forbidding this practice, which certain 
great prelates had i ntroduced into their dioceses, and confirmed these pro­
hibitions by their edicts. 

De La Salle certainly put forward these powerful arguments which explained 
in part his own interest in the matter . He succeeded in giving them in the · 
minds of his interlocutors all the weight that they had in his own . He d is­
sipated objections, answered difficulties, did away with prejudices . His titles 
as a fellow citizen, as a relative, as a friend, as the heir of Canon Roland 's  
zeal no less than of his foundation, together with his suggestions and his 
gracious pleas, were the means he used to sway the officials, so that they found 
it difficult to resist hi s arguments .  

Still, his request might have gone unanswered i f  God Himself had not come 
to his help by His secret i nspirations and had not lent the v ictorious unction 
of His grace to the words of His servant whose courteous manners disposed people 
to listen favorably when he spoke . The authorities finally gave in and granted 
his petition in due and legal form . This first victory won, another remained to 
be secured ; but we must admit that it proved less difficult than the first one, 
since success in this case depended on his having obtained the city ' s  consent . 
Once this was assured, Archbishop Le Tellier was glad to give his ; and his in 
turn was a key help in obtaini ng the Letters Patent . 
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The archbishop , i n  fact, was delighted that the ci ty fathers had g i ven 
their approval to a char i table work which he himself should have been the first 
to des ire and to want to establi sh , si nce i t  concerned him more than anyone else . 
Not sati sfied wi th g i v i ng his approbati on , he took i t  upon himself to obtai n the 
Letters Patent.  

The matter was as good as settled once he took it i n to hi s hands . His 
standi ng at Court was such that he had no qualms about aski ng for a favor of 
this sort. At this time the greatest g ifts were showered on him , often wi thout 
his havi ng sought them . A less i nfluential prelate m ight have failed i n  thi s  
undertaki ng , or else m ight have had to resort to i nfi ni te pai ns to get what he 
wanted ; but as the brother of a m i n ister who was most powerful at Court , Arch­
bishop Le Tellier did not need to take so many precautions . Once i t  was known 
that Monsieur De Louvois 1 brother wan ted somethi ng done , everyone hastened to 
fall i n  wi th his wishes. 

Never did the archbishop of Rhei ms make better use , for the good of his 
diocese , of the i nfluence he wielded at Court and of the favor he enjoyed wi th 
Louis XIV than on that occasion . The Letters Patent  were granted as soon as 
they were requested and were then reg i stered by Parliament at the expense of 
Hi s Excellency , Maurice Le Tellier , who hastened to send them to the one who had 
sought them so successfully .  

H is  Excellency did even more . Not only d id  he grant hi s protection to a 
work which he looked upon as his very own ; he contr i buted to i ts development and 
provided out of hi s own funds for the establishment of a house which can rightly 
be called a sor t of sem i nary for the trai ni ng of Sisters for the schools . By 
his protection , h is favor and his fi nanci al contr i butions , this foundation got 
off to a very good start .  It  soon reached a flourishi ng state and proved ex­
tremely useful to the public . 

Thus , if this communi ty owes i ts or ig i n  to Father Roland � i t  owes i ts prog­
ress to the diligent care of De La Salle . Happy will these Si s ters be if  they 
always keep fai thful to the spir i t of their two founders and if they never turn 
aside from their early fervor . They have the honor of bei ng the first daughters 
of De La Salle , the firs t through whom his zeal found def in i tive expression . 
Thus God was tryi ng out hi s servant 1 s abili ti es and prepari ng him through the 
experi ence of establishi ng a house of schoolm istresses for the Chr isti an and 
gratui tous schools to become the founder of a new relig ious order of Brothers 
desti ned to exercise the same holy and noble task . 
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Chapter VI  

The Servant of God Established Fixed Regulations in His Home ; 
Worldly People Begin to Criticize Him ; 

He Disregards the World ' s  Censure and Resolutely Pursues Perfection . 

Young as De La Salle was , he always liked to live by rule ; regularity , a 
cherished virtue , governed all his conduct . He had seen this attitude exempli ­
fied at the Seminary of Saint Sulpice and from the first had profited by this 
manner of acting . In that abode of virtue he had experienced for himself and 
witnessed in the lives of others what purity of conduct , what innocence of life , 
what solidity of virtue such fidelity to a rule leads to , especially a rule that 
is prudent and well tailored to human wea kness . Regularity , he knew , must be 
universal , exact , and inspired by inner conviction . He had made it a strict 
duty for himself , both inside and outside the seminary , to be perfectly regular . 
He liked for everything to be done at its proper time : rising , vocal and mental 
prayer , meals , spiritual reading , other exercises of piety ,  and the various 
actions of the day. 

His canonical office was the central factor and prime regulator of all the 
rest .  At table he had good books read . The wonder of it is that the young 
canon , through his example and his appealing manners , had succeeded in persuading 
his three younger brothers who lived with him to follow a lifestyle which re­
sembled that of a seminary rather than that of a well-to-do household . Such a 
manner of living , so prayerful , so unworldly , and so well-ordered , could not , of 
course , meet with the approval of worldly people . They forgave him for it only 
as long as they remained ignorant of it .  When they got wind of it , their out­
cries , their witticisms , and their censure made it known to those who had not 
yet heard of it .  

This publicity produced varying effects . What were these? Exactly the 
same as those which the lives of the saints and the Gospel itself have always 
produced--namely , edification for some and scandal for others . When Saint Paul 
preached in the Areopagus , the majority of his hearers thought him a fool , a 
preacher of fables and new gods ; the inspired minority believed him and profited 
by his words . Jesus Christ crucified was an occasion of scandal for the Jews 
and a topic of derision for the Gentiles ; but for those whom the Holy Spirit 
enlightened , He was the power and the wisdom of God . 

All down the centuries the saints , like their divine Master , have been an 
object of scorn for the world ; but for well-disposed souls , they were burning 
lamps and flaming torches which not only showed the way to perfection but power­
fully incited them to follow in the saints ' footsteps . Their v i rtues and ex­
ample produced good fruit in many of those who witnessed them and often made 
saints of them . 

Nothing is new under the sun . What is , will be till the end of time . 
What we see now is what was from the beginning .  Virtue , persecuted i n  the per-
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son of Abel from the very origin of the world ,  has continued to suffer il l ­trea�ment in a l l the j ust without exception who came after him ; and so wi l l it conti nue to suffer in al l those who wil l  l ive ti l l the end . Without wanting to 
d? so , t�e wor�d . itself  is the great maker of saints . In bel ittl ing their 
v irtue , i t  pur if ies ,  strengthens and perfects it , making it more worthy of God. 

As the world  saw it ,  De La Sal l e  was not l iving as a canon should .  He was 
not bri nging credi t e i ther on his Chapter or on his famil y .  Evidentl y he needed 
someone to l ook after him , even as he l ooked after his brothers and sisters . He 
did not know how to make proper use of his money . He seemed to have forgotten 
al l the "nice people , "  and natura l l y these wou ld  have nothing to do with him . 
His house was open to a l l the riffraff and the poor , but rel atives and friends 
found the door barred to them . If he did not want to have anything more to do 
with the world ,  why did he not l eave it? If he had become so unsociabl e ,  why 
did he not go and l ive in the woods with the anima ls?  

What a sight it was to see him pl ay the rol e of a rel igious fanatic and 
hypocrite whil e assuming the air of a trul y devout person ! He was causing 
genuine devotion to be il l thought of ; he brought down discredit on his sacer­
dotal character . Wou ld he have been l ess a good canon and priest if he gave up 
these pecul iar ways? So ran the world ' s  comments , with more l ike them . For 
fear that he might not know what was being said , he was told al l this to his 
face . Everything he did was a crime . Everything about him was ridicul ed . 
From head to toe there was nothing his critics did not find faul t with . They 
criticized his clothes , his hat , his col l ars , and a thousand other detai l s .  

The young canon profited by a l l that was said against him , so true is it , 
as Saint Paul says : 11 Everything works together for the good of those who l ove 
God . " He examined himsel f  whi l e  the world sifted him ; he j udged himsel f more 
severel y than the world did . He acknowl edged the j udgments of others whenever 
he bel ieved them wel l -founded. The world ,  so enl ightened when it comes to 
seeing the l east defects of the devout and which never pardons them anything , 
hel ped him to discover within himsel f the faul ts hidden there . His critics ' 
severity l ed him to condemn these faul ts . The basel ess reproaches l evel ed at 
him al erted him to other shortcomings which real l y  existed but which the world 
itsel f  could not see . 

Thus society hel ped him to know himsel f better and to correct himself . It 
a lso taught him to bring his virtues to perfection and to give them al l their 
mer i t .  From this time on he professed an even more open disdain for the secu l ar 
wor ld  and divorced himsel f  more compl etel y from it .  Without becoming il l -natured , 
he grew more sol itary ;  without ceasing to be affabl e  and gracious , he seemed more 
recol l ected and more given to the interior l ife . Instead of going to l ive with 
beasts in a sol itary fonn of l ife , as wor ldl ings had said he should , he sought 
rather to l ive in the company of the angel s  or to converse with perfect men on 
earth , fol l owing the advice of the author of the Imitation who says of priests : 
"The ir  conversation shoul d  not be with the vulgar and common ways of men but with 

_ perfect men on earth . 1
1 
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His life grew more austere, he mortified his senses more rigorously, his 
hours of prayer grew more frequent, his v ig ils longer, hi s whole person more 
radi ant wi th holi ness . In a word, his care and concern for the nobler part of 
his nature concentrated all his efforts . He became so taken up wi th cultivating 
his i nner life that he somewhat neglected external matters . Always neat and 
clean but eager to show ou tward evidence of poverty, he used only the correnonest 
clothes made of the coarsest type of cloth . Before long Rheims would see him 
wear ing the Brothers ' habi t .  

In later years, to h is  fri ends ' regret and to the shame and embarrassment 
of his relati ves, he began to wear in  public that ou tfi t which they thought dis­
graced him .  That is how, at f irst and for a long time afterwards, people looked 
upon the Brothers ' habi t .  But God was now prepari ng De La Salle to found his 
society of Brothers . He already had the grace to do so, bu t he still did not 
have a plan . The seed i n  his heart remained hidden even to himself until, to his 
great astonishment, he would see i t  rapidly grow i nto a large tree, spreading i ts 
branches everywhere and br i ng ing forth fru i t  of salvation for the poor, whom the 
world looks upon as i t  does the beasts of the fi elds . 

While wai ti ng for this to happen, De La Salle needed to become familiar wi th 
the poor and to establish contact wi th them . He needed to become one of the poor 
so that he m ight enrich them . Hence, from this time on he began to v isi t them 
assiduously and to bri ng them generous alms . The time left over from his studi es, 
the Di v i ne Office, and his other exercises of p iety was devoted to helpi ng and 
consoli ng the poor . They came to him or he went to them . He spoke to them about 
God, i nstructed them, prepared them to rece i ve the sacraments, encouraged them to 
practice pati ence . While reli eving their  needs by his chari table alms, he pre­
pared the ir  souls to welcome grace . When he left them, he left behi nd joy, relief, 
and true senti ments of p iety .  

One day his char i ty brought h im  to the bedside of a poor sick woman . As he 
approached her, she vom i ted all over him . The incident undoubtedly f illed the 
poor soul wi th confusion, bu t she saw De La Salle remain perfectly calm, cheerful 
and gracious . Not only d id he refrai n from showi ng any d ispleasure ; he chose to 
go home beari ng the marks of hi s char i ty .  He did not take off the soiled surplice 
he had been wearing .  

Young as he was, he began to think  of sleep as an obstacle to perfection .  
For this  reason he gave his valet orders to awaken him at a fixed time and to 
insist that he wake up despi te his somnolence, thus helpi ng him to win the first 
battle of the day . 

This first ski rmish was merely a prelude for others . Mental prayer was 
another battleground where De La Salle had to vanqu ish the same powerful enemy . 
While the fervent young canon put forth his best efforts at lifting his m i nd to 
God and uni t ing i t  wi th Him i n  pure and unruffled contemplation, sleepiness often 
crept i n  on him and closed his eyes . When he awoke he felt put out over his weak­
ness and conceived a holy anger against himself . He reproached himself for his 
f_ailure wi th all the vehemence that hum ili ty suggests to fervent souls . 
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But what remedy coul d he apply to thi s pl easant bu t treacherous need whi ch 
overcomes ou r senses even when the sou l wi s hes to detach i tsel f from them i n  
order to give i tsel f to God? The sol u ti on he found was to put s harp pebbl es on 
the kneel er of the pri e-di eu where he knel t duri ng prayer , so that the pai n  they 
c�used h im W?u�d k�ep h im awake when drows i ness began to overcome h im .  By th i s  
ki nd of mort1 f1 cat1on he l earned how to overcome an enemy whi ch caused h im to do 
penance for hi s faul t at the very moment when he commi tted i t . Later on , he 
grew so accustomed to doi ng wi thout sl eep that he often spent whol e n ights i n  
prayer or i n  wri ting h i s  books , or i n  attendi ng to press i ng bus i ness concerni ng 
hi s I ns ti tute .  

To thi s retrenchment of h i s  sl eep h e  added more rigorous fasts wh i ch be­
came excess ive  duri ng Holy Week . From Holy Thursday unti l Easter he tri ed to 
eat nothi ng but soup  made from herbs . However , hav i ng been born wi th a rather 
del i cate consti tu tion , he found that thi s  privati on was beyond h i s  strength . 
I t  had such a debi l i tati ng effect on him that he was not abl e to retai n anythi ng 
he ate .  For thi s  reason h i s  spi r i tual d i rector forbade him to conti nue thi s  
practi ce . H i s  body ,  however , di d not get mu ch rel i ef from thi s  deci s i on because 
he merely repl aced fasti ng by other mortifi cati ons whi ch , wi thou t weakeni ng him 
overmuch , l eft h im only su ch s trength as made them l onger and harder to bear . 
We s hal l have  more to say about hi s morti fi cations i n  treati ng of h i s v i rtues . 

At that time , the p ious canon had not the l east i dea of establ i sh i ng 
Chr istian school s nor the sl ightest i ncl i nation to do so . Sti l l ,  al l the de­
ci s i ons he was making were steps l eading  him to that end . Through events 
enmeshed wi th Its des i gns , Di vine Provi dence was bri ngi ng h im to the accompl i sh­
ment of God ' s  wi l l . To fol l ow him on thi s  path where God was l eadi ng h im , one 
must recal l what was sai d before ( i n the " Di scourse on the Establ i shment of 
Chri sti an School s " ) about the upheaval s duri ng recent centuri es and the hel p 
whi ch God afforded Hi s Church i n  s uch ev i l  times by rai s i ng up a number of i l ­
l ustr iou s  persons remarkabl e for thei r hol i ness and l earning , and by the found­
ing of a number of i ns ti tutes consecrated to the i nstru ction of the peopl e .  

Some of these groups concerned themsel ves wi th al l sorts of persons : c i ty 
dwel l ers and country fol k ,  eccl esi astics and l ay peopl e .  On ly one was s ti l l 
wanti ng : one devoted to the i nstruction of poor chi l dren who d i d  not have the 
means to attend pay school s .  The majori ty of su ch chi l dren remai ned in a de­
pl orabl e ignorance of Chr i sti an doctri ne and moral s .  Yet we see every day the 
evi l s  caused in the worl d by thi s i gnorance on the part of the common peopl e ,  
truly one of the worst d i sorders affl i cti ng the Church . 

Father Barre� the Mi n im whose holy l i fe spread hi s repu tati on as a sai nt 
in Pari s and wherever el se  he l i ved , was no doubt not the first to recogni ze 
thi s  ev i l  and to real i ze that i t  was the source of so many others ; but he seems 
to have been the fi rst man i n  France to seek a remedy for i t  and to have found 
one : the establ i shment of Chri sti an and gratu i tous school s .  Such a remedy i s  
effecti ve , un i versal , and soverei g n ,  the onl y one i n  fact that pu ts a stop to 
the d i sorders wh i ch breed on the ignorance and defective education of the 
chi l dren of the poor . But the establ i shment of Chri stian school s presupposes 
the ex i stence of other i ns ti tuti ons devoted to the . trai n i ng of teachers of both 
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sexes who wish to dedicate themselves to the instruction and sanctification of 
poor children . 

Hence Father Barre'•s zeal led h im to u ndertake the creation of both these 
necessary establishments .  I n  v iew of setti ng up separate schools for boys and 
g irl s ,  he conceived the project of organ i zi ng insti tu tions somethi ng li ke �em: 
i nar ies ,  desti ned to tra i n  the fu ture teachers who would carry out the Chr 1st1 an 
and gratu i tous instruction of the children of the poor--a noble design , i ndeed. 
If Father Barrewas not alone i n  carryi ng i t  i nto effect , he at  least deserves 
credi t for having , before anyone else , thought out a plan and for attempti ng to 
fulfill i t .  He succeeded i n  part .  He had the grace to conceive the scheme and 
to suggest i t  to others , but not to execute i t  fully . I n  Gods ' design i t  was 
De La Salle who was to recei ve this grace , so true i t  i s  that "one plants and 
another waters , but God g i ves the i ncrease , 11 and that accordi ng as He wills He 
"sends workers i nto His f ield ,  to reap what others have sown . 11 

Father Barre did establish trai n i ng houses for schoolmasters and for school­
m istresses . The fonner seemed to succeed r ather well at first ,  but the success 
did not last . The teachers either never really assimilated the spir i t  of the ir  
vocation or lost it in a short time . Their fervor was like a straw fire which 
blazed up for a few moments and then died down . Father Barr� •s first disci ples 
were not much i nclined to accept his lessons on abandonment to Div i ne Prov idence , 
on bei ng satisfi ed wi th the str ict necessi ti es of life , and on not confusi ng 
the ir i n terests wi th God ' s purposes . 

Concerned abou t their fu ture , they could not help thi nki ng about tomorrow 
and sought to lay up a suffici ency for themselves so as to be sheltered from 
i ndigence . They deserted the schools which the good Father had founded , so 
that these fell i nto ruin . Because of this  failure he did not try the same plan 
aga i n .  True , several efforts were made to rev i ve these schools later on , but to 
no purpose . I t  would have taken candidates ready to enter i nto the spir i t of 
the founder , a spiri t of total disi nterestedness and abandonment to Di v i ne 
Prov idence . Such people were not forthcom i ng .  

Canon Roland shared the zeal of Father Barre and hoped to enjoy better suc­
cess . wi th his own project i n  Rheims .  At least he seems to have wanted to try , 
but death cut short his plans . I n  him the zealous Mi nim lost a faithful helper . 
However , for his consolation Barr6 1 s second foundation , the one for g irls ' schools , 
succeeded much better . Before dyi ng he had the happi ness of seeing the blessings 
that God granted to his u ndertaking i n  Rouen and in Paris , where he had estab­
lished schools to trai n pious and zealous women for the i nstruction and sancti­
fication of g irls . This exampl e  g i ven by Father Barreproved fru i tful , for today _  
the most ou tstandi ng prelates seek to establish i n  their dioceses similar com­
munities working for the same end .  

Barre1 s first attempt a t  foundi ng a n  i nstitute for men teachers , an en ­
deavor which did not succeed , was not an idea that disappeared entirely . I n  the 
eyes of men it seemed to have fai l ed but not in the sight of God . If the project 
had not yet proved successful , it was because the m an whom God had chosen to 
reali ze it had not yet appeared--so true is it that in vain does man build the 
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house i f  God does not lay the foundation thereof . In va in  do the sentinels keep 
watch if God does not protect the fortress . 

The founder of t�e Daught�rs of Providence, Father Roland, and other sai ntly 
persons as well, realized how i mportant i t  was to do for the education of boys 
w�at had been done for that of gi rls . God certainly approved their  plans, yet He 
did �ot allow _ them to carry these out .  Why not? Because He had reserved the ex­
ecution of this  great work to De La Salle . Although the latter had not thought 
of that apostolate and had no desire at that time to devote himself to i t  still 
through God : s  free c�oice he was to ha�e t�e honor of creating i t .  The first 
�roup concei ved . the idea ! wanted to br i ng i t  about, and neglected nothing to make 
i t  succeed ; the ir  good will deserved meri t  before God . Yet all they did came to 
not�i ng bec�u�e God d�d not act along wi th them. Here we have one of those mys­
�eri es of Di vi ne Providence so frequently met wi th i n  the works of God . 

Chapter VII 

The Hidden Paths by Which Div i ne Prov idence Impercepti bly 
Bri ngs De La Salle to Carry Ou t Its Designs . 

A Man Is Sent to Rheims to Open Gratu i tous Schools . 
A Sunmary of the Admirable L ife of 

Madame Maillefer, the Lady Who Sent Him . 

S i nce i t  was Madame Maillefer who began crystallizing the plans of Provi ­
dence i n  the li fe of John Baptist de La  Salle, we should look upon her as the 
first  i nstrument God was pleased to make use of to bri ng the Insti tute of the 
Brothers of the Christi an Schools i n to ex istence . She deserved the honor of 
helpi ng such a worthy enterprise see the light of day .  Although i n  sending 
Adrian Nyel to Rheims to open gratu i tous schools she never thought of the pos­
si ble consequences of her chari table ini ti ative, i t  still remai ns true that  her 
zeal env isaged the establishment of an i nsti tution devoted to Christi an educa­
tion . Thus she deserves to have a place i n  the history of the man who was to be 
the founder of this great work, since she afforded him the first opportuni ty of 
taki ng a direct i nterest i n  i t. 

It is amazing that i n  the ci ty of Rauen, which can boast of so many learned 
and brilli ant men, no one as yet has thought of honori ng her and of edifying the 
public by recounting the life story of a woman who for so many years gave that  
ci ty such remarkable examples of heroic v irtue . So that  these examples may not 
all be buried i n  obliv ion, we shall set down some of them here, thanks to the 
testimony of several persons still liv i ng who wi tnessed them along wi th her 
townsfolk .  Not a great deal is  known of her life, but we do know that Madame 
Jeanne Maillefer was converted when still qu i te young and before the death of 
her husband . She d id not wai t  till age had furrowed her cheeks and warned her 
that the world was not for her nor she for i t . Grace called her at a time when 
she was leadi ng a brilli ant existence, when she flattered the world as much as 
i t  adulated her . 
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She was born i n  Rheims of a wealthy fami l y . She marri ed Pons Mai llefer , 
ci ty comptroller of Rauen , where she took up her residence and lived till her 
death . In her , everythi ng tended to be extreme , both v i ces and v i rtues . Before 
her conversion she carried v i ce to excess ; after i t ,  v i rtue . Tall , beautiful , 
statuesque , she had a noble ai r ,  a majesti c carri age , an appearance whi ch called 
for attention and drew all eyes to her . She might have been mistaken for a 
princess by the way she looked ; and she omi tted nothi ng so as to appear such , 
so great and overbearing was her vani ty .  

Absorbed more than anyone else by her own person , she used every means to 
bewi tch others . If she d id not always succeed i n  doi ng so , i t  was perhaps be­
cause the exaggerated efforts she made to appear attractive put people on thei r 
guard against her . She was reputed to be the worldliest woman of the ci ty .  Al­
ways adorned li ke a goddess , magnifi cently dressed , appearing wi th pomp and 
ostentation , she would stop people in the street and stare them down , especi ally 
on feast days and Sundays when she was. goi ng to the noon Mass at Notre Dame . 
She went there more to show off and to make a display of her vani ty before the 
eyes of high soci ety , whi ch li kewise worshi pped there , and to fi nd admi rers than 
to adore God . 

Her pride was satisfied because everywhere she went her ears were flattered 
by what people said about her . This  brought great delight to her heart ,  so 
passionately concerned wi th her reputation .  She thrilled when she heard the 
words whispered by those who happened to meet her : " Look ! there goes that 
gorgeous Madame Maillefer ! " Her extravagance knew no limi ts .  Nothi ng was too 
elegant ,  too expensive , too beautiful for her . Eager to d iscover whatever could 
enhance her good looks and make her more attracti ve , she spared nei ther pai ns 
nor money to show herself a complete fashion model for all the latest styles , 
for the most expensive materials , the most stri king clothes , the most arresti ng 
combi nations , the rarest and costli est hai rdos . 

Nature had endowed her wi th great beauty , but in  her opi nion nature had not 
done enough for her .  Regretting the channs she lacked more than she appreci ated 
those she enjoyed , she sought to make up for what she d id not possess by con­
stantly seeking to improve her appearance and by cultivating the laborious and 
fatigui ng art of appeari ng day after day wi th new adornments and new clothes . 
Never was there a woman more totally enslaved by her body or one who worshipped 
her own person more devoutly . Her self-love ,  so i ngenious i n  f ind ing ways to 
satisfy i tself , had suggested to her the idea of hav ing a statue of herself 
made . 

This sort of life-si zed idol , shaped exactly li ke her , was the mannequi n  on 
whi ch her vani ty practi ced . She used i t  to try on the various arti cles of cloth­
ing and other ornaments she planned to wear . She dressed this mannequi n ,  ar­
ranged i t  as she herself wished to appear , and exhausted on i t  all the possi ble 
and imag i nable refi nements of her worldly spi ri t  i n  the hope that they would show 
her off to better advantage . For her own misfortune , and for that of others too , 
she succeeded only too well . Naturall y ,  she d id not go to all this  trouble i n  
order to remai n hidden but to show off everywhere and every day , whether at social 
dances or the theater , at the opera or out dri v i ng ,  or i n  the v isi ts she paid . 
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Thus vani ty l ed her capti ve everywhere she went and made a spectacl e of her al l over the c i ty .  She tri ed her hardest to appear as the onl y real beau ty i n  Rauen and to ecl i pse al l other women . I t  was no fau l t  o f  hers i f  peopl e di d not pay her homage as though she were i ndeed a queen . She acted so much l i ke one that  Madame Lou vet , her fri end , ca 1 1  ed her "My Queen ! 11 even after her convers i on 
� remi nd her of the imposi ng and majesti c ai r whi ch she had so carefu l ly cu l -

' 
t1 vated and of the sumptuous atti re she was i n  the hab it  of weari ng to add to 
the i l l us i on .  

Her l azi ness was on a par wi th her vani ty .  She never rose before el even i n  
the morni ng . She bragged about th i s  by sayi ng that such a l ong ni gh t ' s res t kept 
her i deas fresh .  Wi nter and summer she dran k only i ced dri nks . Earth , s ky , and 
sea contained noth i ng too exoti c for her pal ate . In  a l l the marketpl aces ser­
vants sought out the choi cest vi ands , the tasti est  fru it  for her tabl e .  Noth i ng 
was too expens ive ; as l ong as i t  was unusual and del i ci ous she bought i t ,  what­
ever the pri ce . 

As one might  expect ,  her l ack of pi ty for the poor was on a par wi th her 
exqu i s i te concern for her own body . The fol l owi ng occurrence , whi ch  i s  bel i eved 
to have been the occas ion for her convers ion , g i ves us a sad yet s tri ki ng ex­
ampl e of her atti tude towards the unfortunate . 

One day a beggar , i l l  and obv ious ly i n  an extremely  wretched condi ti on ,  
came to her home hopi ng to fi nd somethi ng to eat and a pl ace to res t a l i ttl e .  
The coachman , a p ious and chari tabl e man , fi l l ed wi th compass i on for thi s mi ser­
abl e wretch , went to ask h i s m i stress if they cou l d l et the beggar i n .  Such an 
act of chari ty ,  so appropri ate for one so much in need , di d not appeal to a 
woman as worl dly as s he was , one who l oved nobody but hersel f .  We know how 
cruel sel fi shness makes peopl e ;  i t  i s  the greatest enemy of real chari ty .  A 
heart fi l l ed wi th pri de and sensual i ty i s  a hard , unfeel i ng heart , i naccess i bl e  
to pi ty for the poor . 

Madame Mai l l efer wi th scorn and i nd ignati on rejected the chari tabl e request 
of her servant and tol d h im to shu t the door to the beggar who merely wanted 
some p l ace to rest .  Because the coachman cou l d not bri ng h imsel f to do thi s ,  
he l et the man i nto the s tabl e and di d what he cou l d  to hel p h im .  What a sur­
pri se i t  was when next day he found him dead on the mi serabl e bed where he had 
l ai n !  The news of th i s  unfortunate occurrence s pread throughout the house and 
d id  not take l ong to reach the mi stress ' ears . After venti ng her wrath on the 
chari tabl e coachman and overwhelmi ng him wi th a torrent of i nsu l ts and abuse , she 
d i smi s sed h im immed iately and tol d  him never to come back .  The other servants 
i ns i sted that somethi ng must  be done to remove the corpse .  Fi nal l y ,  Madame 
Mai l l efer sent  them a sheet i n  whi ch to enshroud the body for buri al . 

That eveni ng , however ,  s he found that same sheet on a tabl e .  I t  seemed as 
though the beggar whom she had refused to wel come had turned down her g i ft so 
ungraci ous ly g i ven .  As she unfol ded the sheet , she recogni zed i t . Th i nki ng 
that  the poor wretch who had di ed in her stabl e was s ti l l there and had not yet 
been buried , she fel l i nto a rage and gave ful l  rei n to her exasperation . Bu t 
the words d i ed on her l i ps and her bl ood ran col d  when she l earned that the 
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corpse had i ndeed been buried , wrapped i n  the same sheet , and that nobody had 
put the sheet on the tabl e where she had found i t . 

Thi s  was the moment God had been wai t i ng for , when Hi s mercy , not Hi s justice ,  
confronted her . Surpri sed , moved , frightened , she burs t i nto s ighs , groans , and 
sobs . On enteri ng thi s  hardened heart , grace softened i t ,  mel ted i t  l i ke wax 
brought near a rag i ng fi re .  She had been a s i nner ; now she was a peni tent.  Such 
had Madame Mai l l efer been when she l i ved a worldl y l i fe ; here i s  what she became 
once she resol ved to change her l i fe . 

Three v ices had rul ed her : v ani ty , l azi ness , and hard-heartedness towards 
the unfortunate . The three contrary v i rtues of humi l i ty ,  mortificati on , and 
chari ty for the poor now became characteri stic of her . Luxury and di spl ay i n  
dress , preoccupation wi th fi nery , the des i re of showi ng off and attracti ng at­
tention had been the pass ions which had nouri shed her vani ty .  Grace l ed her to 
res ist these tendencies by assum i ng a carel ess , unkempt and di shevel ed external 
appearance . She affected ridicul ous manneri sms , fool i sh behavior , and adopted 
the practice of a poor and reti red l i fe .  Formerl y her body had grown soft i n  
l azi nes s ; previ ousl y she did not get up unti l the sun had a l most reached i ts 
zeni th .  She could not fi nd anythi ng exqui s i te enough to sati sfy her sensual i ty .  
Now the Spi ri t of God , to make amends for al l thi s ,  was goi ng to i nspi re her to 
practice fonns of morti fica tion which can scarcel y be bel i eved . 

Fi nal l y ,  to expi a te her hard-heartedness towards the poor , she resol ved to 
spend the res t  of her l i fe serv i ng them i n  the most humbl e and most d i s agreeabl e 
tasks that heroic chari ty can undertake . Grace al ways goes aga i ns t  nature . 
After grace i n i ti ated her convers ion by the event  which we have rel ated , i t  
urged her to make a prompt and s tri k ing break wi th the world and to expi ate her 
love of ostentation by acts of publ ic  hum i l i ation . 

Vani ty had been her pet pass ion ;  now love of abjection became her dom i nant 
attraction and l ed her to those pious exaggerations which we adm i re i n  the l i ves  
of the sai nts and which human judgment m ight be tempted to cri tici ze i f  the Spi ri t 
of God did not seem to have i nspi red them . L i ke Mary Magdal en , no sooner had 
Madame Mai l l efer resol ved to change her l i fe than she decided to show her di sdai n  
for the world .  Understand i ng so wel l i ts empti ness ,  she thought of how she m i ght 
expi ate the van i ty she had di spl ayed i n  her past  l i fe . .  She wanted to make up for 
the scandal she had g i ven by an apparent act of fol l y  which woul d make the worl d 
thi nk that i n  turni ng her back on i t  she had taken l eave of her senses . 

One eveni ng she l et hersel f be shut up i n  the church and spent the n ight 
there in prayer . Her husband sent out search parties for her bu t to no avai l .  
The search onl y  served to publ ici ze her di sappearance and to convi nce everybody 
that Madame Mai l l efer ' s new-found devotion was unsettl i ng her reason . The world , 
which i s  too prone to judge unfavorabl y of devout persons , had ampl e matter to 
further confi nn  i t  i n  i ts opi nions when i t  l earned that wi thout taki ng off her 
spl endid dress she had put on over i t  a serv i ng-maid ' s  soi l ed apron made of 
cheap cl oth . Thus accoutered she a ttended high Mass one Sunday i n  her pari sh 
church . Thi s action resul ted i n  al l the notori ety she expected , m aki ng her the 
l aughi ng-stock of the ci ty .  
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Day after day she became the butt of ridicul e .  After having for so l ong 
been � worldl y wo�an , she soon acquired the reputation of being a ridiculous 
and _ bi zarr: fanat1 c .  _ He� husband could not _ l o�g remain ignorant of the hap­
peni ngs  whi ch were s ti rri ng up so much goss ip  i n  the city , and he had too much 
at stake not to oppose the pious exaggerations in the practice of humi l ity to 
which he saw his wife incl i ned . Invoking his authority , he forbade her to in­
dul ge in such practices any more . Her thirs t for abjection was so strong that 
she needed this l imitation pl aced on her . Constantl y urged on by the Spirit of 
God to morti!Y her vani�y stil l further by humil iations on a par with the faul ts 
she had prev ious l y comn1 tted , she seemed as eager to court disdain now as she 
had been to enjoy honors and g l ory . 

Charity grew s tronger day by day i n  her heart and gradual l y  repl aced sel f­
love , demanding greater sacrifices for God than she had prev ious l y  made for the 
world.  Al though we do not know too much about the deta i l s of her l ife immedi­
atel y after her conversion and whil e she remained under her husband 1 s authority , 
s ti l l ,  judging the beginni ng by what happened l ater , we know that l ike another 
Magdal en when she turned aside from sinning , she became a great penitent .  The 
moment she gave up vanity she entered upon the path of perfection and made 
giant s trides therein . 

Nothing hel d  her back--neither the world nor her body nor her friends . She 
courageousl y broke a l l these bonds and did so al l a t  once . She did not seem to 
care what peopl e might say or think about her . Never again did she worry about 
the world; she wished onl y to be despised by it .  She thought of her body onl y 
to crucify it ;  of her vanity-fi l l ed l ife onl y to expiate it by sacrifices which 
made her self-love bl eed . No more was she seen i n  worldl y circl es or a t  publ i c  
amusements ; she appeared onl y in church at the foot of the crucifix . 

Rare and succul ent viands were banished from her tabl e .  She cut back on 
al l fool ish and superfl uous spending . The money thus saved was spent on the 
poor , for whom her present tenderness equal l ed her previous insensitivity to­
wards thei r needs . After doing away with her l uxurious way of l ife and her 
el egant tabl e ,  she regul ated her hours of s l eep and condemned hersel f  to rise 
every day at an earl y hour . Everything el se in her l ife and in her person showed 
the s inceri ty of her conversion . She thenceforth l ed a s trictl y regul ated l ife , 
a l ife of prayer and retirement--in a word , a trul y Christian l ife . 

To begin with , she forbade hersel f al l fancy c l othes , el aborate gowns , and 
showy adornments . From simpl e a ttire she went to dresses that were very common , 
from these to ones which were shabby , to a garb that  made her l ook ridi culous . 
In this way she pursued the spi ri t of vanity to its l as t  refuge , and for as l ong 
as she l ived she sought to mortify it  in its s l ightest manifes tations . Thus it 
would  seem that the Spirit of God fol l owed the exampl e of the spi rit of the world 
which had inspired her . He took pl easure in presenting her to the publ ic  in His 
turn as a sort of curiosity . Nearl y every month she appeared in a differe�� 
s tate of abasement , dressed in a fashion which she had concocted on purpose ·to 
draw down mockery on hersel f .  
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If while her husband lived she could not satisfy as fully as she would 
have liked this grace-inspired inclination , once he was dead she felt free to 
follow it as far as she liked . Being the mistress of her person ,  her actions 
and her wealth , she set no limits to her charity or to her humiliations and 
penances . We do not know exactl y when she l ost her husband nor the length of 
time they had lived together .  It would seem that he was a true gentleman , for 
he and she together founded the s·chool at Darnetal . Perhaps when she was con­
verted she converted him too ; or perhaps , good Christian that he was , he had 
not been as worldly-minded as she . 

Their only son marri ed a girl from Rheims and does not seem to have lived 
very long after his father 1 s death . His widow , who rivaled her mother-in-law 
in piety , lived in Rheims as Madame Maillefer lived in Rouen . She served as a 
model for the city . Both of them , after giving outstanding examples of the 
most eminent virtue , were to die in the odor of sanctity . 

When Madame Maillefer found herself freed from all the constraints which 
might have held her back on the path of perfection , she gave herself over with­
out reserve to the inspiration of the Spirit which powerfully incited her to 
practice humility , mortification , and charity . Loving a poor , abject and 
despised life , a hidden and obscure existence , she gave an outstanding example 
of virtue during fifteen years and led a life which at first won for her the 
reputation of being mad but later that of being a saint. 

After her husband ' s  death the first thing she did to make herself look 
ridiculous was to have a dress prepared out of pieces of cloth of various colors . 
To be certain it came out the way she wanted , she call ed in a seamstress whom 
she knew , a virtuous woman ; and having given her a whole basketful of strips and 
scraps of cloth , she asked her to sew them together and to make her a dress . 
Fearing that the woman might be confused by this request , she prevailed on her 
to stay in the house and in the room, under lock and key ,  until she finished . 

Madame Maillefer than took the key and , after making arrangements for all 
the steamstress 1 needs , went off to spend the day in church and at  the hospital , 
returning only at nightfall to deliver her prisoner . So as to have a complete 
costume to go with her new skirt , she had some blouses made of such coarse 
material that wearing them was like wearing a hairshirt. She obtained workmen 1s 
shoes , which had no soles to them ; coarse stockings , all patched ; and a sash 
that fitted the rest.  In those days ladies wore velvet sashes lined with taf­
feta ; hers was made of black cloth lined with whatever she could find . 

When this  costume satisfied the state of mind which had inspired it , she 
put it on and went to Notre Dame Cathedral to show herself off before - the eyes 
of all the high soci ety people . How often had she not gone there to bedazzle 
everybody by the spl endor of her apparel! This huge church , which at noon Mass 
on Sundays and feasts was filled by the laziest and worldliest people in Rauen , 
had been the stage where she had paraded her vanity. It was only right that it 
should now become the showpl ace for her ignomi'ny . 

That was what she went looking for , on those same days and times , clad in 
such a way as to make her the laughing-stock of all . She did not try to pass 
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un�ercei ved • . The seats i n  the front of the chu rch whi ch she had profaned by her 
pride and whi ch she had purposely chosen so that everyone could see and admi re 
her were the ones she now occupied , kneeling , robed i n  her clowni sh atti re and 
carryi ng a b ig  thorn branch on her shoulder . 

' 

! t i s easy to imagi ne th� jeers she endured throughout the c i ty by such 
shocki ng and unexpected behav i or .  They won for her the sati sfacti on of drinki ng 
deep of the chali ce of humili ati on that the Son of God had drunk ; but still she 
never succeeded i n  quenchi ng the thi rst  for contumely that  she experienced . She 
longed to be mocked , despi sed , blamed , condemned ;  and she received what she wanted . 
Nothing else was talked abou t ,  and those who talked also laughed at her and made 
fun of her . If i n  the end the world grew ti red of cri ti c izing her , i t  was because 
people considered her to be ou t of her mind .  

Her di rector , Father du Tac , did not approve of all thi s  extravagant be­
hav i or and ordered her to dress  in a more conventional way . She obeyed , bu t wi th 
the greatest relu ctance . Her obedience las ted only as long as she did not recall 
her past vani ty .  When she remembered her former luxury , the splendid clothes , 
the pearl necklaces costing over 500 �cus that she had worn to flatter the world 
and to please herself , she could no longer mas ter her feelings .  The reproaches 
of her consc ience threw her i nto a holy fury aga inst  herself . Her memory rep­
resented to her all thi s  ostentati on as a crime for whi ch she could not forg i ve 
herself . To make amends to God she would aga in . g o  out i n  atti re that was pi ti ­
ful to behold . 

Madame Maillefer went so far i n  her des i re to di sparage herself that to 
morti fy the dai nti ness proper to her sex and state she let her nails grow long 
and would not wash her hands even before eating , no matter how filthy they were 

. as a result of the attenti ons she had been gi vi ng to the s i c k .  Her poor seam­
stress  felt her s tomach tu rn and had to call upon all her v i rtue merely to look 
at the woman who , when she had followed the inclinations of nature , had been the 
mos t  exqu i s i tely turned out and the mos t  meti culously clean person i n  the whole 
ci ty ,  and who now had become by choi ce and through yieldi ng to grace the most  
repuls ive creature one could meet .  

She went through the streets accoutered as we have descri bed , wi th her big  
thorn s taff in one hand and an old book i n  the other , rec i ting the Peni ten�i al 
Psalms i n  a loud voi ce .  That was how she would travel all the way to Darnetal , 
except -that sometimes s he carri ed a crucifix i n  her hand . Everywhere she showed 
herself a true peni tent whose heart was contri te and humbled , one who found that 
every place and time was appropri ate to bewail her s ins .  Her atti tude , _her 
gestures , all her exterior appearance , unkempt and di shevelled , showed that she 
thought only of her shame at  hav i ng offended God ' s  i nfi ni te majesty and of how 
she mi ght v indi cate God ' s honor at the expense of her own . 

When she needed water s he went  to fetch i t  from the public fountai n and 
wai ted for her turn to draw what she wanted . Often enough she replaced her 
black cloth sash by a scrap of carpet whi ch she threw over shoulder . When people 
said something to humili a te or i nsult her , she was happy ; then she started re­
ci ting the " Te Deum 11 or the sacred canti cle 11 Sanctu s , Sanctu s , Sanctus " wi th 
a joy whi ch betokened her tri umph over her self-esteem . 

41 



She took pleasure in going to the marketplace to buy a quarter-pound of 
butter , which she brought back home wrapped in a cabbage leaf and lying on her 
outstretched hand in such a way that it could not pass unnoticed . She carried 
some sticks under the other arm . In doing this her purpose was either to make 
people mock her , or to seem poor , and to draw down upon herself , by appearing 
so poor , the disdain which always dogs the s teps of poverty . This s tratagem to 
win humiliations , however , did not always succeed as she hoped ; in spite of her­
self , her noble bearing , commanding appearance and m ajestic air set her off from 
the rest and m ade it  clear to anyone who did not know her what  sort of person 
she really was . Then she could no longer place limi ts on her thirs t of abasement .  
It had become an art which she possessed to perfection , for she never ceased 
practicing it .  

Her days were filled with continual and successive humiliations ; by that  
assiduous cultivation she acqui red such a habit of humility that she seemed to 
have grown familiar with contempt .  Unceasingly occupied with finding ways of 
drawing down scorn on. herself , she offered the world new reasons to m ake fun of 
her .  Thus the days and years of her widowhood were marked by surprising traits 
of humility . In this connection s tories are told about her which seem exag­
gerated to those who know nothing of the way the Holy Spirit guides souls and 
the sublime paths to perfection into which He leads souls docile to Him . 

One day when she had gone down to the marketplace a fishwife recognized 
her and , pointing to her ,  cried out , "There she is , the one who used to give us 
such good business when she bought the fines t and most expensive fish for her 
table . 1 1  Touched , and moved to compassion at  the sight of the poor and ignomin­
ious appearance of a lady once so high and mighty in her splendid clothes and 
her rich apparel , the fishwife got up and presented Madame Maillefer with a 
small coin which the latter gra tefully accepted . 

Those who did not know who she was readily made the mis take of thinking 
that she was some beggar-woman who needed alms  and was looking for assis tance . 
It happened occasionally that someone offered her something in charity , and 
such an alms she accepted as a g ift  very apt to mortify her self-love .  One day 
she received a coin as she s tood among a group of poor people with whom she 
loved to mingle , trying to appear as one of them and thus to share the disgrace 
of beggarhood . She had to pay dearly for that tiny alms because those with 
whom she s tood , whether from envy or because they thought she had come there to 
compete with them for alms , began to insult her and added blows to their in­
vectives . As that was what she had come to seek , she accepted the ill-treatment 
with composure . Such a happening she cons idered a fortunate one . 

Nor was that enough to s atisfy the Holy Spirit Who took delight in con­
tradicting in every detail the vanity which had led her as tray and in helping 
her �ake up for it entirely by causing her to endure the most cutting humili­
ations . Docile to the inspiration of grace , Madame Maillefer often knelt im­
mobile on the s tone floor of the church of Saint Nicaise , in the contri te and 
humble posture and attitude of the publican ,  in a spot where everybody had to 
pass , and where she was s hoved and almost trampled upon . She allowed nothing 
to distract her .  
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What did she not make use of to demean hersel f  in the eyes of the world and 
to cause the publ ic to despise her !  Her hol y desire for humil iation made her 
betake hersel f  here and there to reap the harvest of derision and the insul ts 
she could find in publ ic . Her thirst for opprobrium gave her no rest and could 
be satisfied onl y when she saw hersel f  the object of l aughter and mockery . 

She traversed the streets , asking those whom she met to heap scorn and out­
rage on her . Sometimes she achieved her purpose by carrying a l ighted l antern in 
broad dayl ight so that they woul d think she was a l unatic ; sometimes by wal king 
in the mud ; sometimes by appearing in publ ic cl ad in soil ed and fil thy apparel ; 
sometimes by wearing shoes , stockings , and skirts ful l of mud , which she did not 
al low anybody to remove ; sometimes by prostrating hersel f  before the wayside 
crosses , no matter how muddy the ground in front of them was , and by remaining 
there in prayer for a considerabl e time . 

What did the faithful think? What could they think of a l ady whom al l had 
seen so radiantl y beauti fu l , so sumptuousl y  cl ad ,  so richl y adorned? Of a l ady 
who had studied so di l igentl y the means of setting off to best advantage her 
figure and her l ovel y face? Of one who had fol l owed the l atest styl es and used 
the most worldl y adornments? 1 1 She is insane ; she has lost her mind ; too much 
devotion has ruined her judgment. 11 Such was what everyone was saying . The very 
street urchins hooted after her and ran behind her yel l ing , "There goes the 
crazy l ady ! " They al l l aughed at  her because the sight of her provoked either 
embarrassment or pity . 

On such occasions the l ady seemed to be in her el ement .  The world was 
giving her what she wanted , and she was satisfied . Those pious persons who re­
mained her friends and who were not ashamed to be known as such remonstrated with 
her for wearing such bizarre and ridicul ous attire and tried to tel l her that in 
conscience she ought not to provide the publ ic with so many motives to jeer at  
her and to give evil tongues an occasion to speak i l l of true piety ; but she 
si l enced them with the words , uwe must do nothing to pl ease the world ;  the wisdom 
of men is fol l y  with God ; and what seems l ike fol l y  to men is wisdom before God . " 

Her l ove for abjection brought her wherever she thought there might be any 
humil iation to be experienced and obl iged her not onl y  to ming l e  with the poor 
on the steps of the most frequented churches but a l so to pretend to be one of 
them so that she coul d  seem to be a beggar too and thus be exposed to the 
ignominy of beggarhood . Consumed by the desi re to be humil iated , she pretended 
to be the poorest of the poor . She searched hersel f  for vennin , which she 
would feign to k i l l  so as to be freed from their infestation . She would pul l 
out of her cl othing some old strip of cl oth or a piece of fi l thy l inen which 
she picked over careful l y  in the sight of al l to get the l ice out .  The fact 
was that she was indeed overrun with l ice because she no longer wore under­
clothing and because she had begun to l ive in such close contact with the poor . 

After she finished her penitential practices , she would spend her time 
caring for the poor . How many other heroic deeds inspired by a humil ity which 
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sought to earn the derision of men wou l d  not the story of her l ife have pre­
served for the edification of the fai thfu l if someone had only taken pai ns to 
gather all this i nformation after her death !  

She abandon�d hersel f  to her love of abjection wi th such wholehearted zest 
that her di rector, Father du Tac, who had a reputation for deep spi ri tual i ty and 
who gave publ i c  proof of this, was sometimes embarrassed by her and blushed on 
her account.  He frequently reproached her for what she was doi ng ; bu t the humble 
lady simpl y answered that she was onl y practici ng what he had taught her, and she 
added that if he thought she was going too far on this score, he should speak 
l ess vehemently about hum i l i ty i n  the pulpi t .  She al so asked him i f  what he 
preached was not to be practiced and whether she should refrain from seeki ng ab­
jection when he tried to i nspire her to desi re i t . 

" If the Holy Spi ri t makes me understand by your teachi ng, " she said, " the 
hidden treasures contai ned in  hum i l i ations, must your lips forbid me to pu t i nto 
practice the lessons they g i ve me? E i ther refrain from sayi ng i n  your sermons 
what you do not want me to practice, or l et me do what you tell me . If one must 
humble himsel f i n  order to become humbl e, and if hum i l i ty is necessary for sal ­
vation, do not hi nder me i n  the exercise of a v i rtue that the Holy Spi ri t i n­
spi res me to practice to expi ate my past vani ty and to make up i n  public for the 
scandal I have g i ven . 1 1  

Finally, to compl ete the portrai t of her hum i l i ty we must add that she be­
came as attached to a hidden and obscure way of l ife as she had once been to a 
l ife of displ ay and ostentation .  She detested praise and shrank from i t  wi th 
horror ; she avoided people who tri ed to praise her . One day, she mentioned to 
Mademoiselle de Monv ille that she would li ke to li ve near her, and the latter 
told her that she would  be delighted, as she hoped to profi t by the v i rtuous 
example she would  see .  The humbl e Madame Mai l l efer was so upset by this gracious 
reply that rather than goi ng to stay wi th Mademoisel l e  de Monv ille, she hence­
forth avoided her at all costs . 

Because a sim ilar compl iment was paid her one day by some other pious per­
sons whom she had gone to see, she never v isi ted them agai n .  1 1 1 i ntend , U  she 
had told them, 11 to rent a room i n  this ne ighborhood . 1 1  1 1 We would be delighted, 11 

they replied, " because you would draw down God ' s  blessing on the enti re quarter . 1 1  

These words offended the humble servant of God to such a degree that she left 
inmed iately and never went back to see these persons . To be considered her 
friend, one had to fe ign to d isdai n her .  Next to i nsu l ts and i l l-treatment, the 
greatest servi ce one could render her was to ignore and forget her, for she de ­
si red only to be unknown and hidden, even as the dead are i n  the i r tombs. 

This holy and powerful i ncli nati on for scorn and for be ing forgotten was not 
a mere passi ng grace i n  her life . It was the habi tual and dom i nant attraction of 
her heart, and i t  showed i tself i n  her death even as i t  had du ring her life . In 
her last i l lness she tr ied to hide the graces God was g i v i ng her, to veil  her 
inner life under the appearance of a fatuous a ir  and of a stolid si l ence which 
foiled all attempts at penetrating her secret .  
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It _was i n . va in  th�t those near he: tried to draw from her some signs of t�at _ emi nent v i rtue whi �h so often duri ng her life she had betrayed wi thout 
willi ng to do so and which had shone out so bri g htly amidst  her apparent folly . 
She strove to let �othi ng appear i � hers:lf �ut what she wanted people to see : lack of understanding ,  defects , failure i n  v i rtue , real poverty , stupidi ty and 
obtuseness regard ing the thing s  of God . 

So that after her death s he m ig ht be , even more than duri ng her life , · for­
gotten and undi sti ngu i shed among the unnamed poor , she wi shed to be buried among 
the paupers i n  the cemetery of Sai nt Nicai se , her pari sh  church . However , s i nce 
vi rtue , li ke f i re ,  makes i ts presence felt , and the more one tri es to conceal i t  
the more i t  becomes mani fest ,  so too the m anner of her dyi ng , a s  we shall see , 
furni shed proof of her em inent sancti ty .  

Hum ili ty was not the only v i rtue dear to her heart;  poverty , penance and 
chari ty also held sway over i t .  Because she cheri shed poverty even more than 
she had once soug ht luxury and splendor , s he got rid of nearly everything she 
owned . Hav i ng become more considerate of the poor in proportion as she had once 
shown herself unfeeling i n  the ir  regard ,  she thought of her possess ions only 
when s he remembered that she could use them to do good to the less fortunate . 
Once she became a widow she really owned nothi ng as her own , nothi ng that she 
did not devote to works of mercy . 

Everywhere and i n  everythi ng she showed signs of effective poverty . Her 
dwelli ng ,  her dress ,  her food , all bore the imprint of thi s  v i rtue . Thi s  i s  
really not sayi ng enough ;  for after the death of her hu sband her lodg ing , fur­
ni ture , clothes and food were of such poor quali ty that they could only i nspi re 
nausea . A m i serable room was enough for her . She had two or three earthenware 
di shes , a li ttle s traw to sleep on and a ragged blanket to keep her warm . All 
of i t  was pi tiful to see and really good only to be thrown ou t on the trash 
heap . If someone had i ndeed pi tched it all out of the wi ndow , the poorest beg ­
gar i n  town would not have bothered to p ick i t  up . 

She preferred the company of the poor . Her ambi tion was to f ind a place 
among them , to resemble them , and to l i ve li ke them . She succeeded for she 
possessed the talent of appearing poor , thanks to her i ngeniou s  hum ili ty , and 
that of becom i ng poor , thanks to her li beral chari ty. She was as  clever i n  
di sgu i s i ng her alms a s  she was generous i n  bes towing them . Sometimes she would 
buy meat and bri ng i t  to the home of some poor people to have i t  cooked , then 
she would 11forget 1 1 i t  there ; or s he would take some of the ju ice and m ix i t  wi th 
water to consti tute a sort of soup which she ate from a wooden bowl while stand­
ing in  the street li ke a beggar so that the passers-by would thi nk s he was in­
deed a pauper bei ng fed ou t of chari ty . 

When she went to v i s i t  the school she had founded at Oarnetal , her zeal 
made her go from house to hou se exhorting parents to send the i r  ch ildren to 
catech i sm .  She entered shops and urged the workers and cu stomers to frequent 
the sacraments ; then she knelt down and showed them by her devout and recol­
lected atti tude how they s hould receive Communion .  
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The austere , poor and simpl e l ife she l ed enabl ed her to use a l l her i ncome 
for the benefi t of the poor . As fast as money reached her hands , she spent i t  
for the i ndigent.  Her chari ty was tai l ored to fi t thei r needs . Knowi ng as she 
d id  i n  deta i l  what thei r sufferi ngs were , she knew what she shoul d  do wi th her 
alms. Si nce the way she d istri bu ted her chari ty di d not al ways satisfy the 
cupi di ty of bogus paupers , i t  happened not i nfrequently that her l i beral i ty was 
rewarded by i nsu l ts . 

Once a woman , displ eased because Madame Mai l l efer had not g i ven her a l l the 
money she wanted to buy some wool , tri ed to have her revenge by speaki ng of her 
i n  a sati ri cal  and derisive manner . But that was to do the servant of God a 
great favor , one for which she wished to show her grati tude . " I  l ove you more 
than al l the rest , "  she excl a imed , and then gave that i nsol ent  person al l the 
money she had asked for . 

At that time Mass was sai d every f i rst Wednesday of the month i n  a chapel 
bui l t  on Sai nt Catheri ne ts Hi l l  where many peopl e went to satisfy the i r  devoti on . 
Madame Mai l l efer 1 s p iety was even stronger . Every Wednesday she made this ti ri ng 
pi l grimage . Sometimes she spent  whol e  hours i n  prayer , whatever the weather , 
kneel i ng at the door of this chapel when i t  was not open . When she v isi ted the 
Cannel i tes , she heard a l l the Masses sai d  i n  the chapel and l eft only  at a l ate 
hour .  

She usual ly  attended Mati ns i n  her parish church every Sunday and feast day ,  
and duri ng the time she seemed enti rely taken u p  wi th the remembrance of her si ns 
and consumed wi th a desi re to offer God reparation for them , for she cou l d be 
heard repeati ng the words : "Create a cl ean heart i n  me , 0 God ; cast me not far 
from Thee , turn asi de Thy gaze from my si ns . " 

After her husband ' s  death , her l ife was one l ong martyrdom of penance . She 
almost never wanned hersel f .  She endured heat and col d and the other unpl easant­
nesses of the weather - as though she had no body or had l ost al l feel i ng .  At 
fi rst she used heavy , connnon materi al for her bl ouses ; then she gave up weari ng 
them enti rely ,  so that when she d ied hardly any undercl othi ng was found in her 
room . She went abou t barefooted , but i t  was not easy to noti ce this for she wore 
shoes wi thout any sol es .  

She was a robust person who enjoyed a good appeti te ,  and i t  was fortunate 
tha t she di d ,  for she ate thi ngs that an ord i nary person cou l d  not even have 
l ooked at wi thout nausea . Wha t was her food l i ke? Soup and vegetabl es , which 
had been cooked for several days and i n  which maggots often teemed . Such food 
d id  not seem to bother her ; she ate everyth ing and seem ing ly  wi th great gusto , 
whereas the peopl e who sometimes watched cou l d not bear the sight of such food . 
Sister Mari e Anne and her companion from Darn�tal  had come to visi t Madame 
Mai l l efer one day when there was no school . They began to straighten ou t her 
room , which was a l ways very d isorderly .  What was thei r  amazement  when they 
found wonns swirrmi ng around i n  her soup ! 

No doubt she had not reached such a degree of mortificati on wi thou t hav i ng 
done v i o l ence to herself  i n  ex traordi nary ways . A woman born to opul ence , 
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rai sed del i catel y ,  as sensual as s he was worl d ly , a worshi pper of her own body 
she mus t  have had to undergo terribl e s trugg l es to overcome her sensual i ty and ' 
l ove of ease . The v i ctori es s he had won over her fastid i ousness must  have been 
frequent and bl oody ones for a body grown soft i n  i ndu l gence . What sacri fi ces 
mu st  i t  not have cos t her nature whi ch had been accustomed to refus i ng i tsel f 
noth i ng , before she cou l d  bri ng hersel f not ,  l i ke the Prodi gal Son , to des i re 
the l eftovers thrown to p igs , bu t to eat what the wonns had not consumed and 
even the wonns themsel ves ! Coul d she not say wi th Job , and wi th as much reason 
as he , " Wha t my sou l  cou l d  not have behel d wi thou t horror has become my food . 1 1  

Indeed , Madame Mai l l efer had more than one reason to l i ve as she d i d .  Al l 
the vi rtues grew stronger by her way of l i fe .  Poverty , chari ty for the poor ,  
s i l ence , recol l ecti on and mental prayer al l throve , thanks to a l i festyl e 
wh i ch requi red no servants and no l odgi ng but her l i ttl e room. Al l al one i n  
th i s  hol e i n  the wal l to wh i ch a· shaky s tai rway l ed ,  she needed l i ttl e time or 
effort to prepare her food . She had nei ther a . cl othespress nor trunk nor other 
furni ture ; s he s l ep t  on a bi t of s traw on the fl oor or on an ol d carpenter ' s  
trestl e .  Her only  val uabl e possess i on ,  accordi ng to the nei g hbors , was a " L i ves 
of the Sai nts "  text whi ch du ri ng part of the n ight  furni shed her materi al for 
readi ng and for her prayers . 

Ord i nari l y  she spent her time ei ther at the Cathedral of Notre Dame or at  
the hospi tal of  Sai nt Mary Magdal en ,  where , to expi ate her fonner hardness of 
heart toward the poor , she rendered them the humbl est and most  morti fyi ng 
serv i ces . 

Thi s  refuge of human mi sery and i nf i rmi ty was the pl ace she enjoyed the 
most .  She s tayed there much l onger than i n  her house where she merely spent 
the n ight  and prayed i n  secret .  Early i n  the morni ng she wou l d l eave her room , 
whatever the weather , to take up  agai n  her round of pi ous  and chari tabl e 
acti v i ti es . 

She parti cul arly l i ked to consol e and exhort the s i ck ,  especi a l ly  the 
dyi ng ; and thi s she d i d  wi th s i ngu l ar effecti veness .  No one cou l d hear her 
wi thou t bei ng touched . The s i ck beggars , whom she l oved most  tenderly ,  es­
pec ia l ly  seemed del i gh ted to hear her and thought an angel was s peaki ng to them 
when she exhorted them . If  one of them menti oned that he needed a remedy to 
ai d h im , she tri ed at  once to sati sfy h im , even goi ng a l l across town to get i t  
i f  thi s  was necessary--and i t  frequently  was . I f  there were more s i ck peopl e 
than u su al , she spent the whol e day cari ng for them . To have more time s he 
wou l d bri ng her sorry l unch wi th her and eat i t  on the hospi tal s teps . 

Nothi ng prevented her from going to serve the s i ck paupers . The only con­
cess i on she ever made to hersel f  was to buy a broom so as to cl ear the snow 
from the streets when wi nter had made them al l bu t impassabl e .  Thi s gave 
peopl e another reason to l augh at her . Bu t after treati ng her as a l unati c for 
fi fteen years , peopl e began to l ook upon her as a sai nt .  After hav i ng for so 
l ong - pu t  her pati ence to the test ,  they began to see i n  her perseverance a 
proof of real ho l i ness . 
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Towards the end of her li fe she had come to a sort of boardi nghouse near 
Notre Dame where she was prov ided wi th food and dr i nk so that she could have 
more time to pray before the image of the Most Blessed V irg i n  which is  at the 
altar of the vows . There she spent several hours every day . She also wanted 
to have more time to care for the sick and dyi ng . Only at n ightfall did she 
return to her poor li ttle room i n  Sai nt  Nicaise ' s  par ish .  

The year 1 693 , so disastrous on account of the fam i ne and pestilence which 
desolated France , furn ished Madame Maillefer wi th the occasion of renewi ng her 
fervor . But the price she paid was her l i fe .  The hospi tal of Sai nt  Mary 
Magdalen was filled wi th people ill wi th purpura , which was ragi ng i n  Rauen as 
i t  was everywhere . The dead and dyi ng prov ided a new fi eld for heroic acts of 
char i ty on the part of the pious lady . 

Unconcerned and i ndi fferent to the danger to which she was exposi ng herself , 
and concerned only wi th reliev i ng sufferi ng ,  aidi ng those i n  their agony , and 
buryi ng the dead , she ceased her zealous efforts only at nightfall . Weary and 
worn out , she often left the hospi tal only at ten at night , less to go and rest 
than to pray . In the practice of such heroic . char i ty she found the death which 
was i ts reward and thus she crowned her holy li fe by a death truly precious i n  
the eyes of the Lord. 

While taki ng care of the s ick and the dyi ng � she contracted their illness . 
She felt herself grow v iol ently ill and understood that her last hour had come . 
As ill herself as the pat ients she was car i ng for , she told them farewell and 
declared that she would not see them any more , that she would not agai n  have 
the consolation of reli ev i ng the ir  suffer i ngs or of buryi ng the dead . She d ied ,  
i n  fact , j ust a few days later i n  an ecstasy of love , stretched out on the 
floor i n  her poor room wi th anns outstretched and eyes raised to heaven . She 
closed her sai ntly li fe wi th the words , "My God , I am com i ng to You ! "  

The Super ioress of the hospi tal , who had come wi th a compan ion to assi st 
her , went  home as full of adm iration for her death as she had been for her li fe .  
Father Le Paon , later pastor of Sai nt Nicaise , who gave her the Last Sacraments , 
returned home so impressed and con so 1 ed that he could on 1 y exclaim , 11 What a 
beauti ful death ! What a happy death ! Blessed are those who di e li ke her ! 1 1  

Everyone wanted to have a souvenir of her , for the reputation of holi ness 
which she had acquired made people consider as real relics whatever had be­
longed to her . That pious desi re found li ttle to satisfy i tself wi th ,  however , 
for at her death the lady left nei ther money nor furn i ture nor clothes that 
could be di v ided . A few rags full of venni n ,  fi t only to burn , were all she 
left behi nd. They did take sn ips of her hair which were distri buted widely and 
preserved carefully . 

Such is the portrai t  of the celebrated Madame Maillefer who i n  her day was 
so much spoken about ,  for good and for ev il , i n  the ci ty of Rauen , and who after 
hav i ng been the town scandal became i ts paragon of v irtue . From bei ng a noto­
rious worldli ng she became an illustr ious peni tent .  By many years spent i n  
daily hum ili ations , i n  the practice of the most repugnant morti fications , i n  

48 



the constant exerci se of the most heroi c works of mercy , s he exp iated the earl y 
years of her l ife wh i :h had been g i ven o�er to the mos t  extravagant l uxu ry ,  to 
an easy and sensual hfe ,  and to the sati sfacti on of her unbri dl ed vani ty .  

She i s  s ti l l  remembered i n  Rauen , where she d i ed some forty years ago . *  
A l arge number of the fai thfu l s ti l l  l i ve who can remember seei ng her ; some 
knew her , and several wi tnessed the facts whi ch we have rel ated here . Even 
today many speak of her wi th amazement and si ncere admi rati on .  What we have re­
l a ted above i s  mostly  the tes timony of Mademoi sel l e  Monv i l l e ,  an aunt of Mons i eur 
Monv i l l e , a pres i dent of mag i s trates , now ei ghty-five years ol d ,  who knew Madame 
Mai l l efer very wel l s i nce both of them had the same spi ri tual di rector ;  and al so 
of Si ster Mari e Anne of Darn�tal , whom Madame Mai l l efer sent to that vi l l age as 
a school mi stress and who sti l l  l i ves there ; and of vari ous other persons who 
saw and knew her. 

As Madame Mai l l efer was i nterested tf1 al l good works , she was one of the 
fi rs t to support the zeal of Father Barre when he began establ i shi ng Chri s ti an 
school s .  She founded one for g irl s i n  Darnetal , a l arge v i l l age cl ose to Rauen , 
a commerci al and manufacturing cen ter wi th a cons i derabl e popu l ati on .  The suc­
cess of that school encou raged the foundi ng of simi l ar ones el sewhere for the 
education of g i rl s and of boys . I n  the fol l owing manner Div i ne Prov i dence 
brought De La Sal l e  to undertake the carryi ng ou t of thi s des i g n .  

Madame Ma i l l efer was i nspi red to provi de for the poor chi l dren i n  her nati ve 
ci ty the same benefi ts that she had afforded those at Darnltal . She therefore 
made arrangements wi th Canon Rol and , whom she trus ted impl i ci tly  and who shared 
her deep pi ety ,  to set about s tarti ng school s for boys there . I t  was not nec­
essary to prov i de for the g i r l s , s i nce Rol and , as early as 1 674 , had founded for 
thei r  i nstructi on the communi ty of Si s ters whi ch we have al ready menti oned . 

The great good done for the g i rl s i n  th i s new establ i shment l ed Canon 
Rol and and Madame Mai l l efer to entertai n a great des i re to establ i sh somethi ng 
s imi l ar for the boys . I n  1 673 the two of them had l ai d  pl ans aimed a t  bri ng i ng 
thi s abou t ,  bu t these had been frustrated by the death of Canon Rol and . The 
generous benefactress d i d  not l et hi s death deter her ; hop i ng agai nst hope , she 
resol ved to rev ive the project wh i ch ,  al though she d id  not su spect i t ,  woul d g i ve 
ri' se to the foundi ng of the Brothers I I ns ti tu te .  

Si nce Father Rol and cou l d  no l onger hel p · her , s he was i nspi red to try to 
fi nd someone el se i n  Rheims who m ight  repl ace him . The enterpri se was a del i ­
cate and di ff i cul t one . The opposi ti on whi ch the i ns ti tuti on of the school s for 
gi rl s  had encountered i n  Rheims made i t  c l ear that the project of somethi ng 
simi l ar for boys wou l d  run i nto the same heavy weather . Consequently , to bri ng 
i t  off cal l ed for a man who was zeal ous and adroi t ,  suppl e and persuas ive .  

*Madame Mai l l efer di ed i n  the pl ague of  1 693 -94 . Bl a i n was wri ti ng some time 
before 1 733 ,  the date of publ i cation of th i s  L i fe .  
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Madame Maillefer thought she had found such a man i n  Adri an Nyel , a native 
of Laon who at  thi s  time was about fifty-f ive years old . Nature had g i ven him 
the tal�nts needed for thi s sort of undertaki ng . Li vely and restless by tem­
perament ,  he was always ready to break new trails and to attempt new projects . 
Nor was he i nexperienced i n  the type of work that Madame Maillefer thought 
he could successfully establi sh.  He had begun in Rauen , where he had started 
some successful gratu i tous schools for boys and had had much to do wi th thei r 
growth. To provide for hi s li v i ng expenses and those of a fourteen-year-old 
boy who would accompany him to Rheims , Madame Maillefer had u ndertaken to fur­
ni sh them 1 00 6cu s a year and had g i ven him a wri tten promi se to thi s effect. 

Wi th thi s  assurance , Adrian Nyel left for Rheims in 1 679  wi th hi s li ttle 
traveli ng companion . He had been properly rehearsed regard i ng the i ntentions  
of hi s benefactress and carried letters from her addressed to the Superiores s 
of the S i sters of the Child Jesus , who was aware of thi s project whi ch she had 
di scu ssed wi th Canon Roland when he was s till ali ve . Thi s S i ster knew Nyel , 
for she had lived i n  Rouen and had served as the Superioress of the S i s ters of 
Prov idence there . Now she was di recti ng the new commun i ty founded by Father 
Roland , to whom Father Barre had sent her . 

Di v i ne Prov idence , whi ch controls events so as to bri ng about i ts own ends , 
saw to i t  that Father De La Salle happened to be enteri ng the Si s ters ' convent 
just as Adri an Nyel and hi s boy arri ved there .  Providence i ntended to i ntroduce 
to De La Salle thi s  stranger who would be the i ns trument for the establi shment 
of Chri sti an and gra tu i tous schools for boys . - Nothi ng , however , was further 
from De La Salle ' s  thoughts . He would have been very much surpri sed had anyone 
told him that thi s s tranger , so casually met , was an envoy from God sent to lead 
him to the accompli shment of Hi s eternal designs . 

On hi s s ide , Nyel had i ndeed come to open Chri sti an and gratu i tous schools ; 
but hi s a ims went  no farther . He had not the slightest suspi cion that he was 
about to lay the foundation of a great edifi ce and to prepare the way for the 
establi shment  of a new order .  I am not at all sure whether he would have con­
sented to be a part of such an enterpri se if anyone had shown him the fi nal out­
come of hi s journey to Rheims , for he personally had nei ther the i ncli nation for 
relig ious life nor the grace to embrace i t . He was not really su i ted for thi s 
type of work , as the sequel was to show . He was , then , merely the providenti al 
i ns trument for getti ng the undertaki ng started . Once i t  was under way , Adri an 
Nyel , who brought De La Salle i nto i t ,  moved on , leav i ng the young canon alone 
to carry ou t God ' s  purposes . 
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Chapter VIII 

The Opening of Christian and Gratuitous Schools for Boys in Rheims 

Adrian Nyel had reached Rheims and was still knocking at  the door of the 
Sisters '  convent when De La Salle also arrived there . They saw each other for 
the first time but did not speak, like people who are not acquainted and who do 
not even su nnise the relationship they will eventually establish with one 
another .  Once admitted, Nyel, after the usual compliments, explained to the 
Superioress the reason for his visit and gave her the letter Madame Maillefer 
had written . De La Salle was not present at this meeting . On entering the 
house he had let the stranger, of whose mission and its motive he had no 
inkling, free to confer with the Superioress. What could she reply? True, Nyel 
was no stranger to her ; but his project, although planned while Canon Roland was 
still alive, seemed to her something unusual and daring and its success very 
problematical . 

However, it was not up to Sister to object or to give advice . The man who 
could resolve all difficulties was in the convent . Without knowing it, Nyel had 
met him at the door . He was the one who should be consulted and who could ad­
vise them . The Superioress sent for De La Salle and begged him to give them the 
benefit of his counsel . Among the letters from Madame Maillefer which Nyel had 
brought with him, there was one addressed to John Baptist, her cousin . In this 
letter she begged him to use his influence to help Nyel and her to set up in 
Rheims a foundation for the Christian and gratuitous education of poor boys . 

De La Salle read Madame Maillefer ' s letter and listened to Nyel explain his 
project . He realized how important and necessary it was and the advantages it 
would offer .  He wanted it to succeed, bu t he foresaw the difficulties involved 
and the problems that would arise . 

Canon Roland ' s  hopes would have been fulfilled to the highest extent if he 
had lived to see his project executed, but death had not allowed him to do so . 
Hence it was, so to speak, a sort of du ty for De La  Salle to promote the under­
taking . He felt he owed this to the memory of his dead friend, and the natu ral 
goodness of his heart did not permit hirn to refuse his cooperation . In addition, 
nobody was suggesting that he undertake the task himself, still less assume re­
sponsibility for it ; things had not yet reached that point .  If De La Salle had 
thought they would eventually reach it, he would have chosen not to get involved 
at all, so little was he attracted by the idea . He did not object to the work 
itself, which he considered excellent, but he would have objected to becoming 
its promoter and sponsor . 

De La Salle, not aware that he was assuming any special obligation, charitably 
offered to help Nyel in any way he could . He praised his zeal and applauded his 
initiative . Generously pu tting aside all human views and his own private opinion 
that there was not much chance for the plan to succeed, he offered to do what he 
could to resolve the initial difficulties . 
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The first of these , which could have led to many others , was to fi nd a 
su i table place for Nyel to stay while arrang i ng for the openi ng of his school . 
This f irst step was a slippery one . Too many precautions could not be taken 
to make i t  safe and to i nsure that i t  would not l ead to a fi asco . Secrecy was 
not less necessary, for when a scheme is  publici zed too early i t  often fails to 
mater i ali ze . 

It was , then , necessary to veil thi s project i n  silence . The least sus­
picion that m ight have been aroused would have su fficed to ru i n  i t ,  especi ally 
i n  a town where there was so much prejudice aga i nst new establishments and 
where the ill-feeli ng aroused over the i nsti tu tion of the school S isters had as 
yet barely subsided . If i t  were noised abroad that Adr i an Nyel had come as a 
schoolmaster for the purpose of openi ng gratu i tous schools , he would have found 
every door closed agai nst him--or rather , wide open to make him leave aga i n . 

Now the i nstructions that Nyel had rece ived from Madame Maillefer to lodge 
at her brother ' s  house would have di vulged the plan . De La Salle , enlightened 
by his usual prudence or perhaps by an illumi nation from on high , reali zed this 
poss ibili ty and adv ised ag ai nst his stayi ng wi th Madame Maillefer ' s  brother . 
1 1In vai n , 1 1  he told Nyel , "would you have come so far to open Christi an and gra­
tu i tous schools i n  Rheims if your steps took you to the house of your benefac­
tress ' brother . If you go there you declare your i ntentions ; and if you do so 
you will cause the entire project to fail .  Will not your stay i n  that house 
lead everyone to guess why you have come? 

" Your soci al rank , your state i n  life , and your type of work are enti rely 
different from those of your host .  People will ask what br i ngs you to him and 
wha t can be the reason for your coming .  They will talk about i t  and try to fi nd 
ou t .  The curious will i nvestigate ;  the idle wi ll gossip . Sooner or later they 
will discover the truth ,  or at least get an i nkli ng of i t .  No matter how re­
served you are , they will worm somethi ng ou t of you . They will fol low you 
around and thus learn where you go . Once they fi nd out your bus i ness here they 
will block you at every turn . The past vouches for the fu ture . Just recently 
a pious canon and theolog i an wi th an u nblemished reputation , respected and 
revered in the ci ty ,  founded a society of schoolmistresses , which was almost 
ru i ned before i t  really got started . 

" So close to destruction was i t  that only the au thori ty of Archbishop Le 
Tellier was able to save i t . He had to throw all his i nfluence i nto the balance , 
and even this  was scarcely enough to offset the ill-will of the ci ty offici als ,  
or ra ther to wi n them over and get them to agree . Do you thi nk they will approve 
a second i nsti tu tion for boys? No doubt the poor people of the ci ty need this 
foundation , bu t the i nterests of God and of the poor so often must take second 
place to poli tics .  To make the latter g i ve way to the fonner, the archbishop 
will have to exert all his i nfluence aga i n . Will he be willi ng to do this ,  to 
make use of i t  a second time , perhaps at the r isk of failure? "  

These arguments were only too well founded and made Nyel reali ze the risk 
he would have run if he had gone to stay wi th Madame Maillefer 's  brother . But 
where could he go? Wha t was he to do? That was what immediately d isturbed him . 
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Bu t the . charitabl e concern of De La Sal l e  d�d not give him mur.h time to worry 
about his probl em or even to suffer perpl exi ty over it . He offered Nyel  the 
hospita l ity of his own house, a move which would forestal l al l the incom,eniences 
al ready considered . 

1 1 Come, 1 1  he said with a gracious air, " come and stay with me . My home is a 
residence where parish priests from the country and other priests who are my 
friends often stay . It is just the pl ace for you to remain so as to veil your 
project from publ ic scrutiny .  You l ook something l ike a parish priest from the 
country and peopl e wil l  think that you are one of them . Furthermore, I certainl y  
have the right to offer the hospital ity of m y  home to whomsoever I pl ease . What 
the wor ld may think about it is of no concern to me ; the l east of my worries is 
what peopl e wil l say .  In my  house, quiet and unrecognized and without being a 
burden to anyone, you can easil y spend a week or so . This wil l give us time for 
further consideration, for refining your pl ans and deciding on the best way of 
impl ementing them successful l y .  Once this time has el apsed you can l eave for 
Notre Dame de Liesse* where your piety is cal l ing you, and when you come back 
you can attempt to open the schools . " 

The offer was too obliging and too convenient to be refused . Charmed by 
the young canon ' s  charity and prudence, Nyel gratefu l l y  accepted his proposal . 
Neither of them cou l d  foresee what wou l d  come out of the arrangement .  De La 
Sal l e  did not real ize that by hel ping Nyel carry out his scheme he was begin­
ning to forge his own destiny, nor that by bringing this school master into his · 
home he wou ld eventual l y  transform it into a training school for those whom God 
pl anned to send him . 

Agreeabl y surprised at finding a decent, commodious pl ace to stay on his 
arriv al in Rheims, one which wel l  suited his projects, and at  having discovered 
a sponsor so zea lous and so capabl e of furthering his pl ans, Nyel thought onl y 
of thanking God and of infonning Madame Mai l l efer of his good fortune .  Such a 
favorabl e turn of events seemed to both of them to presage wel l for the su ccess 
of their venture . 

Madame Mail l efer repl ied, urging her envoy to go ahead and to neg l ect 
nothing to get the project off to a favorabl e start .  In inviting Nyel to stay 
with him, De La Sal l e  had thought he was merel y providing l odging for a school ­
master ; tha t was al l he meant to do. But it was not al l that God had in mind-­
God Who had chosen him to become the founder of a new institu te . God kept after 
him, through His secret inspirations, inciting him to take to heart the interests 
of the Christian and gratuitous schools and to put into effect al l the measures 
needed to insure their success. 

*Notre Dame de Liesse : An ancient and cel ebrated sanctuary of Our Lady situated 
some few mil es from the city of Laon in northern France . Nyel, who was from 
Laon, l ike his fel low citizens must have had a deep devotion to this shrine . 
Later St . De La Sal l e  and the Brothers m ade pi l grimages there ; the Founder 
seldom missed an opportunity of stopping at  the shrine to say Mass . 
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Fi l l ed wi th many thoughts , the pious canon consu l ted God and exam i ned i n  
His presence how he shou ld  hand l e  su ch a del i cate matter .  Feari ng to m ake m i s­
takes and not wi l l i ng to rel y onl y on his own ideas , he was i nspi red to seek 
enl ightenment from those wiser than he . The fi'rst person he consu l ted was a 
close friend , Dom Cl au de Bretagne ,  at  this  time Abbot o� the Abbey of Sai nt 
R4ny i n  Rheims ( and l ater Abbot of Sai n t  Gennai n-des-Pres i n  Paris ) . 

He d id not , however , l im i t himsel f to one s i ng l e  adv i ser . To proceed wi th 
§reater assurance , and not wishi ng to negl ect any precaution , he sought the ad­
vi ce of the most pious eccl esi asti cs i n  the ci ty ,  those most capabl e of fore­
see i ng the i nconveniences to be avoided and of poi nti ng out the most dangerous 
obs tacl es . So that they m ight del i berate i n  greater ease ,. he brought them 
together wi th Abbot Bretagne and held several meeti ngs wi th them . 

They discussed the means of getti ng the project started successfu l l y . After 
a carefu l exami nation i t  was agreed that  De La Sal l e ' s  proposal was the safest 
and i ndeed the onl y feasi bl e  one . "The best and perhaps the onl y way , "  he had . 
said , 11 to get these Christi an and gratu i tous school s off to a good start is  to 
safeguard them from a l l opposi t ion by pl ac i ng them under the protection of a 
pastor zeal ous enough to assume responsi bi l i ty for them , di screet enough to 
avoid publ i c i ty ,  and generous enough to support them . Si nce as pastor he has a 
right to prov·ide for the rel ig ious i nstruction of his pari shi oners , and si nce 
his posi tion as pastor authorizes him to appoi nt teachers to i nstruct  them i n  
Christian doctri ne , nobody wi l l  venture to i nterfere wi th him or wi th the 
school s . " 

Thi s adv i ce seemed wise and was appl auded . The choi ce of a pastor to 
undertake this project was another question , one even more di ffi cul t to settl e ;  
for i f  a bad choi ce were made , the whol e enterpri se wou ld  col l apse . In su ch a 
matter where i t  i s  easy to make a m istake , we often thi nk someone to be ·wise , 
di screet and wel l -i ntentioned when he real l y  is not such at  a l l . Peopl e who 
have a reputation for these qual i ti es wi thou t havi ng real l y  deserved i t  often 
show thei r defi ci encies when the occasion puts them to the test .  

After di scuss i ng thi s question , the pri ests agreed that they shou l d  choose 
one of the four pari sh pri ests who seemed to enjoy the best  reputation . Bu t 
whi ch one of these shou ld  be sel ected? Aga i n ,  this was a knotty question . 
Fi nal l y , at De La Sal l e ts sugges tion , the m ajori ty of the group opted for the 
pastor of Sai nt Mauri ce , and the rest agreed that  he shou ld  be chosen . 

uThe pastor of Sai nt Symphori en , 1 1  said De La Sal l e  of the f i rst  of the 
four pastors proposed , "wou ld  be the man we are l ooki ng for i f  onl y he got 
al ong wi th hi s superiors .  Unfortunatel y ,  he doesn ' t ; so we m ay as wel l  pass 
him up .  The second m an has not got much judgment .  The thi rd i s  the nephew and 
the protege' of a c i ty off i ci al . He owes him everythi ng and is  devoted to him . 
It wou ld onl y  take a word from his uncl e and benefactor to i ndu ce hi m to send 
a l l of the schoolmasters away . We cannot pi ck him e i ther . "  This thi rd m an , 
however , was the candidate favored by Abbot Bretagne , and the one he woul d  have 
preferred i f  the arguments advanced by De La Sall e cou ld have been contradi cted . 
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The choice f inally fell on Nicholas Dor igny , the pastor of Sai nt Maurice . 
He was the m an of sound judgment and fi nn i n  his decisions , the sort of person 
needed to resist the opposi tion which , it was feared , m ight come from the 
1 1 Ecoratre . 11 * The latter , by reason of his position , m ight oppose the openi ng 
of this  school , and i n  fact he tried to do so , but i n  vai n .  

All the consultors were i n  agreement , so the only thi ng rema i n i ng was to 
fi nd the right way to approach the parish pri est of Sa i nt Maurice . Of all 
those considered , he alone presented none of the drawbacks which were antici ­
pated and was judged capable of carryi ng out the proposed plan . He was a m an 
noted for his p iety , zeal and fi nnness i n  followi ng through what he undertook . 
Si nce the f irst step was to make arrangements with him and concert measures to 
i nsure success , De La Salle was adv ised to contact him at once . 

This  m i ssion he carr ied out with full success . As one can see , the speci al 
grace needed to do this work was already ev ident i n  him ; and without his 
notici ng it, this  grace acted powerfully i n  all he did . He was the f i rst to 
foresee difficulties , to fi nd ways of avoidi ng obstacles , to suggest wise 
measures . Light from above taught him the di rection which should be g i ven to 
this undertaki ng ,  the people who should be approached , and the pastors best 
qualified to beg i n  it .  A si ngle false move , a s i ngle precaution om itted , a 
si ngle step too hasty or too long delayed , m ight have caused the whole project 
to fail at its i nception . 

The pious canon , the one God had chosen to manage this enterpr ise , lost no 
time i n  getti ng it started . He called on Father Dorigny , explai ned what was 
proposed , and i nformed him that the group had thought he was the pri est best 
quali fi ed to launch it .  As it happened , he could not have found a more willi ng 
listener . No doubt , God Himself had chosen the pastor of Saint Maurice for 
this  role , for He had already i nspired him wi th the idea of establi shi ng i n  his 
parish a gratuitous school taught by some ecclesi astic who would li ve wi th him . 
He was , therefore , agreeably surprised by the oblig i ng offer De La Salle m ade to 
him concerni ng a foundation that he himself had been thi nki ng of , which would be 
of great advantage to him , and which would cost him nothi ng . 

11All we are aski ng you , 11 added the pious canon , 11 is to present yourself as 
the founder of this school and to lend it  your name . You parishioners are mostly 
poor people ; it is your duty to prov ide i nstructi on for them si nce they cannot 
secure it for themselves . You will g i ve it  to them through Adri an Nyel and his 
companion whom we are propos i ng to you as teachers i n  your school . Take them i n ;  
and i f  questions are asked , let i t  be understood that you are employi ng them to 
i nstruct the children of your parish . " 

Such an advantageous proposal was accepted with joy and alacrity .  The 
pastor did not really need to consider it for a long time , s i nce if offered 

*The " Ecol�tre 11 or "Grand Chantre" was a canon who acted as a sort of superi n ­
tendent of schools dependent on the bishop . He was the speci al protector of 
the masters of the "little schools , "  and as such would look askance on charity 
schools operated by parish pri ests . 
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nothi ng but advantages for him .  To faci l i tate the prompt start of the school , 
he offered to l odge the two school masters i n  h is house . This seemed to have 
been an i nspiration from God , for i t  greatly contr i buted to the success of an 
undertaki ng which cal l ed for a l l possi bl e precautions . S i nce the school masters 
would l i ve under the same roof as the pastor and take the ir  mea ls  at his tabl e ,  
i t  was only natural for peopl e to consider them as his empl oyees , not men who 
were simply on loan , as i t  were , and whose expenses were paid by others . 

De La Sal l e  was not sl ow in  agreei ng to the offer made by Father Dorigny 
and asked him whether he would be satisfied wi th the annual grant of 1 00 ecus 
( the g ift of Madame Mai l l efer , though her name was not mentioned ) which had 
been promised for the two schoolmasters . The bargai.n was struck wi th great 
satisfaction on both sides . Thus the first Christian and gratui tous school for 
boys was opened i n  Rheims i n  the year 1 679 . Everythi ng had turned out as De La 
Sal l e  had hoped i t  would .  There remai ned nothing more for him to do , or so he 
thought,  but to thank God and to resume h is duti es as a good pr i est and canon . 
In this he was m istaken . For him a more demandi ng and l aborious l ife was about 
to beg i n .  

After wi tnessing the openi ng of the first school i n  Rheims and th inking 
th is was al l God was ask i ng of him , De La Sal l e  wi thdrew from the scene . From 
time to time , however , Nyel v isi ted him to consul t him and to ask for vari ous 
favors . The char i tabl e canon was happy to obl ige him but did not go any further . 
The two saw each other occasional ly  but made no speci al pl ans for the future . 
They did not know how God intended to guide them to ful fi l l  His own ends . 

The two men were markedly different characters . De La Sa l l e  was ca lm ; 
great refl ection marked al l his acts .  Nyel was energetic ,  enterprising , and a 
great enthusiast.  Thus , his active zeal was just what was needed to stimul ate 
that of De La Sal l e ,  more circumspect and more cautious . The one was to be for 
the other the stimul us needed to bri ng God • s  work i nto be i ng . Thus does i t  
pl ease Di v i ne Providence to endow men wi th varyi ng characters , so that despi te 
differences they can cooperate i n  the execution of God ' s  designs . The i nfi ni tely 
ski l lful Bei ng can make use of the most unl i kely i nstruments . His enem ies them­
sel ves cooperate i n  br i ng i ng about His ends , and what they do to oppose His aims 
only hel ps to further the ir accompl ishment .  He del ights in  working wi th nothi ng , 
from which He draws His most impressive works . He can make use of every sex ,  age , 
soci al rank . He can use any man , be he i nfi nn ,  feebl e-m i nded , abandoned by al l ,  
and produce through him the most remarkabl e effects . 

As proof of thi s  truth we need only consider the choice of the Apostl es to 
be the founders of the Church ; the spread of the fai th over al l the worl d by men 
wi thout i nfl uence , el oquence or power ; the foundi ng of rel ig ious orders i n  spi te 
of al l the opposi tion of hel l ;  the success of so many great enterpri ses that grew 
ou t of such humbl e  beg i nni ngs . It is not at a l l surprising , therefore , that 
Adr i an Nyel , wi thout ever suspecti ng i t ,  should have g i ven rise to the Insti tute 
of the Brothers of the Christi an School s ,  and that John Baptist de La Sal l e ,  
wi thout wishing to do so , became i ts founder . Here is how Di v ine Providence 
brought this  about .  
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' 
Madame de Croyeres was a childless widow , wealthy and pious . She wished to 

!ound � boys ' school in her �wn p�rish of Saint James . Nyel learned of the lady ' s  
1ntent1ons , so confonnabl e wi th his own , and did not fail  to seize the o�portuni ty 
thus presente� to him to open another school . He v isi ted Madame de Croyeres , en­
cour�ged her 1 n  her worthy project , told her what he himself was doing , won her 
confidence , and urged her to carry out her pious des ign ei ther through an act of 
donation or by a foundation in due fonn . He then related to her all he had done 
in Rauen to establish Christi an and gratu i tous schools i n  that ci ty and how well 
they had succeeded . He added that he had met wi th the same success i n  Rheims , 
where he had come to found a school . 

Fi nally , to secure the lady 's  complete trust , Nyel mentioned the name of De 
La Salle who , he said , was acquai nted wi th him and had become the promoter and 
protector of h is  work in  Rheims .  He suggested that she meet wi th the canon and 
succeeded i n  mak ing her very eager tq do so . He then offered to take charge of 
the new school i f  she wished and recommended De La Salle as the man most capable 
of executing her pious plans . Nyel ' s  v is i t  was not frui tless , s ince after havi ng 
recei ved confi rmation from the good lady of her worthy project he had made her 
desi rous to discuss i t  wi th the young canon . 

' 
Realizi ng that his fi rst attempts at  approachi ng Madame de Croyeres had suc-

ceeded wel l ,  Nyel lost no time i n  contacti ng De La Salle on the same subject . He 
had come to know him well . Feeling that the past augured well for the future and 
counting on the chari table disposi tions of his benefactor and protector , he did 
not doubt that the establishment of a gratui tous school i n  the Saint James parish 
would appeal to his zeal as much as the one in the Sai nt Maurice parish had done . 
The young canon , as prudent as he was zealous , and attenti ve to seek the will of 
God i n - all ci rcumstances , at f i rst asked himself whether he should refuse or 
accept Nyel ' s  suggestion .  Always cautious on such occasions , he hes i tated to get 
involved ; his wari ness was also mi ngled wi th a certain  reluctance . 

As he was i nterested i n  all ki nd of good works , however , he felt obliged to 
lend his assistance to this one too . It so ev idently bore the marks of Di v i ne 
Providence that he could not obstinately refuse to recognize them . He therefore 
acceded to the desire of the dying lady who eagerly awai ted his v isi t and was 
ex tremely happy to see him . Madame de Croyires opened her heart to him and ex­
plai ned how God had i nspi red her to plan a school i n  her parish ; she begged him 
to attend to the matter so that the school might be opened immedi ately . She 
promised him , for the coming Easter , a sum of 500 livres for the li v i ng expenses 
of two teachers , and a later capi tal g i ft of 1 0 ,000 livres , the i nterest on which , 
some 500 li vres per annum , would prov ide an annual subsidy . If this  were not 
satisfactory , she promised ei ther to g i ve him property which would produce this 
much revenue or to add a codi cil to her will oblig i ng her hei rs to pay a li ke 
sum to the schoolmasters every year . She left i t  up to him to decide which of 
these proposals sui ted him best. 

Her promise was duly carri ed out .  At Easter the 500 li vres were promptly 
turned over to De La Salle . When the lady died some six weeks later , her death 
caused some change in the execution of her design . The 1 0 ,000 l ivres remai ned 
in the hands of her testamentary executor , who , however ,  never failed to pay the 
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500 livres to De La Salle as long as he remai ned i n  Rhe ims ,  and after he left , 
to the local Superior of the Brothers. Madame de Croyeres 's hei rs ,  aware of her 
i ntentions , were fai thful to carry them out .  

Thus the school i n  the Saint James parish was opened wi thou t i ncident i n  
September of that same year , 1 679 . Adri an Nyel h imself di rected i t  and found 
other teachers for the school of Sai nt  Mau ri ce .  As the number of students i n  
the second school grew day by day , i t  became necessary to employ another 
teacher . Thus there were five teachers who li ved wi th the pastor of Sai nt 
Maurice .  Father Dorign y ,  fi nd i ng i t  difficult to lodge them for 50 ecus each , 
requested 200 livres a year for each one , thei r board bei ng extra . De La Salle 
agreed to be responsi ble for this supplementary sum , as  well as for handli ng the 
payment of all the ir  expenses . 

By accepti ng this  obligation the canon was li ttle by li ttle becomi ng further 
i nvolved i n  the enterprise , bu t wi thout really consideri ng his i nvolvement or 
wish ing to do so . As yet he had nothi ng d i rectly to do wi th the two schools that 
had been established other than what his chari ty i nspi red him to do for all sorts 
of good works . Happy over the success tha t the new venture seemed to be achiev i ng ,  
he did not look any farther afi eld . He let Nyel take full charge of the teachers . 

Bu t Nyel , while g ifted wi th real pi ety , was not a man to assume responsi bili ty 
for a commun i ty . His comi ng and goi ng , the schemes he dev ised , the v isi ts he made 
kept him away too much and d id not allow him to watch over his own house or to 
remai n  qu ietly i n  i t . No sooner had he started one school than he began dreami ng 
of another . His zeal aimed at  multiplyi ng schools rather than at  concentrati ng 
on maki ng them excellent  ones. His superfici al way of acti ng led to serious 
trouble . He was nearly always ou t of the house ; his absences resulted i n  the 
teachers ' becomi ng careless and the students ' growi ng restless. Another problem 
which Nyel ought to have done somethi ng about was that each teacher taught i n  his 
own way , as his fancy suggested and his own taste preferred . This lack of un ifonn 
procedure i n  the schools which were still i n  their  i nfancy i nterfered wi th the good 
results that m ight  have been hoped for . 

The l ight of the Holy Spi ri t had already made De La Salle notice all these 
drawbacks and had i nspi red him wi th the idea of tryi ng to remedy them . God gave 
him the speci al grace needed for the work to which He called him , and this grace 
grew wi thi n  him day by day , almost i n  spi te of himself , for he still had no i n­
tention whatever of tak ing charge of the schools , much less of the schoolmasters . 
"I had thought , "  he wrote i n  a memoi r which he composed later on to i nform the 
Brothers abou t the means Div i ne Prov idence had used to establish thei r  Insti tu te , 
" that the care which I took of the schools and of the teachers would only be 
external , somethi ng which would not i nvolve me  any further than to provi de for 
their  subsistence and to see to i t  tha t they carri ed out thei r duties wi th pi ety 
and assidui ty .  11 

This care for the schools which De La Salle assumed as an addi tional oc­
cupati on , not really as part of his duti es ,  still left him all the ti me he needed 
to acqu i re the high degree of knowledge and of vi rtue which would be so necessary 
for him when the schools eventually became his only concern . He had secured the 
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Licentiate sometime before this ; he now passed the examinations, upheld his 
thesis, and fulfilled all the other requirements usual i n  the Rhe i ms theo­
logical faculty as in that of Paris ; but he still had not recei ved the Doctor 's  
cap . This he fi nally did in 1 681 at the age of  thi rty . 

It was about this time that an accident happened to him which could have 
cost him his l ife .  He was returning from the country on foot i n  perfectly 
wretched weather . A heavy snow covered everything, obliterating every trace of 
the road, and a strong wind had swept the snow i nto the ditches . He lost his 
way and stumbled i nto a deep rav i ne .  He had ample time to beg for God ' s  help , 
because none was available from men . He would have called out in vain because 
the weather prevented anyone from bei ng abroad. Man and beast had sought 
shelter;  the countryside was deserted. 

After struggling for a long time and vainly making a supreme effort to get 
out of the ditch, John Baptist could, it seemed, only recommend his soul to God 
and thus prepare to die .  Death was indeed very near and seemed inevitable, for 
the more he struggled the weaker he became . If he had become totally exhausted, 
he would have been buried under a blanket of snow. If he had spent the entire 
night there, sunrise would have found him dead . Was he hel ped by God i n  some 
sensible manner? No one can say ; his humility never allowed hi m to say so . At 
least Divine Prov idence, Which was watchi ng over his life, succeeded without 
visi ble m i racle in drawing him out of this sort of abyss by favoring the new 
efforts he made to get out . 

He fi nally managed to escape, but the accident left him with a rupture 
caused by the v iolent efforts he had made to save his life . Later oh, this in­
jury helped him to remember the extreme danger from which God had delivered him 
and the thanks he owed Him . The event gave him matter for some deep meditations 
on God ' s  protection which he had enjoyed and new motives for servi ng Him with 
greater fervor . He was so touched by this consideration that he never spoke of 
the incident except with great expressions of gratitude . 

Chapter IX 

In Spite of the Extreme Reluctance Which De La Salle Feels in  
the Depths of  His Soul to Live with People so  Little Polished 
as the School masters, His Love for the Good Which Could Be 

Done Makes Hi·m Decide to Bri ng Them Closer to Him, to Superv ise 
Them, and Finally to Admit Them to His Own House . 

An undertaking never bears a more v isible sign of being God ' s  work than 
when it  is marked with the cross . When everythi ng in the world takes up anns to 
overthrow it, when all hell rises up to destroy it ; when it is assailed on every 
side and seems withi n  an i nch of perishing, yet does not succumb; or i f  it does 
falter, it rises again immediately and draws new strength from its fall--all 
this is a sign that the hand of the Most High supports it and that it is His 
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wor k .  A man of God never shows more clearly that his mission is from heaven 
than when he nourishes in his heart ,  like Jeremiah the prophet ,  a deep dis­
trust for works that bring him public attention ; when , like Saint John the 
Baptist , he undertakes these works only if God orders him to do so ; when to un­
dertake them he needs to act in spite of his repugnance ; when he must sacrifice 
his own tranquillity and repu tation . 

In these traits one can recognize a surrmary portrait of De La  Salle and 
of his Institute . When his wnrk was beginning , nothing but thunderbolts and 
tempests greeted it .  On every side it encountered nothing bu t viol_ent and 
continual attacks , yet it subsisted . Although frequently poised on the slopes 
leading to destruction , it did not fall . If it  seemed to suffer momentary 
eclipse , the · next day saw it rise from the darkness . 

When he began , De La Salle did not fully realize in what he was involved . 
He thought he was only lending a hand . As he became more deeply involved , his 
entire being revolted at the thought of the design which he was putting into 
operation . He yielded only when he felt he saw God 's  will clearly marked ou t 
for him . This obedience would call upon him to despoil himself of all his 
worldly goods , to give up the comforts of life , and gener ally to accept the 
deprivation of everything that the heart of man most cherishes . 

Meanwhile , the world would give free rein to its criticism and calumnies 
against his work . His every move became a crime .  He was scru tinized , examined , 
ta ken to task ; nothing in him escaped malignant tongues .  After giving all his 
actions a ridiculous i nterpretation , the public would not even allow him credit 
for good intentions . Men called him ambitious , one eager to win a name for 
himself in the world . He was , they said , ready to sacrifice his canonry , his 
patrimonial wealth , his family ' s  interests , his relatives ' good name , in order 
to purchase for himself the title of 1 1 Founder . 1 1 It is a glorious thing to ap­
pear as a saint , and that is what he was after . Such was the phantom he pursued 
with his broad-brimmed hat , his flat , thick-soled shoes , his external appearance 
so strange and uncouth . All this was what the world soon started saying about 
him . 

Withou t waiting for the future to give the lie to these malicious tales by 
the remarkable examples of dependence , humility , and submission which he so often 
gave to his spiritual children , the Brothers of the Christian Schools , we can see 
how unjust these reproaches were simply by observing his dispositions at the time 
and the sacrifices he had to make . What  worldlings call chance and wha t Christians 
call Divine Providence had brought him into contact with Adrian Nyel and his com­
panion . He did not know where God was leading him when He convinced him to take 
an interest in the schools . He found himself involved in caring for them bu t 
hardly realized his growing commitment ; even less did he want to take charge . One 
step led to another ; when he finally emerged on the path where Divine Providence 
had brought him bli ndfolded , God ' s  will was made clear to him by those whom he 
consulted and whom he listened to as oracles of the Holy Spirit . 

For fear that the reader may think that we are simply imagining these dis­
pas iti ons of his , 1 et us 1 i sten to what he himself had to say .  1 1 It was , 1 1 he de-
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clares in the memoir mentioned previously , 1 1 by these two events ,  namely by m y  
meeting Adrian Nyel and by the proposal made to m e  by this lady (Madame de 
Croyeres) , that I began to take an interest in the boys ' schools . Prior to 
this I had never given them a thought . The suggestion , of course , had been 
made to me before . Several of Canon Roland 's  friends had tried to hint to me 
to become involved , but the proposal had never made any impression on my mind , 
and I had never considered carrying it out . 

" Indeed , if I had ever thought that the care I was taking of the school­
masters out of pure charity would ever have made it my duty to live with them , 
I would have dropped the whole project . For since , naturally speaking , I con ­
sidered the men whom I was obliged to employ in the schools at the beginning as 
being inferior to my  valet , the mere thought that I would have to live with them 
would have been insupportable to me . Indeed , I experienced a great deal of un ­
pleasantness when I first had them come to my house . This lasted two years .  

11 lt was undoubtedly for this reason that God , Who guides all things with 
wisdom and serenity , Whose way it is not to force the inclinations of persons , 
willed to commit me entirely to the development of the schools . He did this in 
an imperceptible way and over a long period of time ·so that one commitment led 
to another in a way that I did not foresee in the beginning . "  

It was , then , entirely wrong for people to accuse him of ambition and of 
seeking in a lowly condition and a poor and austere life the means of exalting 
himself and of winning worldly honor . 

Interest in the progress of the schools , however , was growing in De La Salle 
i n  proportion as he took more complete charge of them . The grace of leadership , 
which unknowingly he already had in their regard , afforded him much insight as 
to the best manner of conducting schools . The Spirit of God not only showed him 
the serious flaws in the existing schools , but likewise indicated to him the 
proper way to correct these . As we have said , one source of the trouble was the 
man who had promoted the entire undertaking . Adrian Nyel , while capable of run­
ning a school , scarcely knew how to direct the teachers . He did not give ad­
equate attention to the details of directing the residence , was not insistent 
enough on having regulations observed nor faithful in giving to the others an 
example of the necessary stability of conduct . 

This was the first reason for the disorder . De La Salle could do little to 
correct it unless he was closer to the Brothers . It was necessary for him to 
draw nearer to them or to bring them into closer contact with him . They needed 
to be gathered under one roof and under his eyes if he were to control them to 
any extent and establish among them a unifonn and regular manner of life . 

This conviction led him to rent a house not far from his own mansion where 
they could live and where he could visit them more often . To cut down on expenses , 
he had their meals prepared in his house and brought to them . Thus he induced 
them to adopt a less independent lifestyle . All this was done . The schoolmasters 
moved into the residence near De La Salle 's  at Christmas , 1 679 . The dedicated 
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canon urged them to l ive a more orderly l ife and prescribed some regu l ations 
for them to observe .  

Al though Adrian Nyel had no capacity for directing a community, he was 
nonethel ess eager to do good . Happy over what was being accompl ished, he wi l l ­
ing ly  su pported the i nitiative by his exam pl e .  He g l adly agreed to the new reg ­
u l ations and was the first to confonn to them . Whil e  hi s objectives and those of 
De La Sal l e  were quite divergent, the two men agreed when it came to the means 
for making them succeed . 

De La Sal l e  wanted to bring some order into the schoolm asters ' manner of 
l iving ; Nyel dreamed only  of opening new school s .  The fonner, by having the 
schoolmasters l ive near him, found it easier to guide them and was c l oser at 
hand to watch over them . The l atter, being thu s partly rel ieved of a vigil ance 
which interfered with hi s activi ties, enjoyed greater l iberty to indu l ge in his 
preferred occupations . He did just  that ; for no sooner was the transfer to the 
new house effected than he importuned De La Sal l e  to l et him open a third school 
in it .  When opened, this new school soon became better discipl ined and enrol l ed 
more pupil s than either of the other two . 

These first  attempts at  br ing ing some order into the undertaking, however, 
merely made the pious canon real ize more acutely how sore ly the schoolmasters 
needed direction and how much stil l remained to be done in this regard . The 
regul ations covering a few points simply  showed how unsystematic the school ­
masters remained in many other respects . Rising and retiring, mental prayer, 
holy Mass  and meal s were as signed to fixed times, and these the men observed ; 
but the rest of the time was theirs to dispose of . Masters of their actions as 
wel l  as  of their persons, they fol lowed their own whims in everything when Nyel 
was absent.  Each one ' s  devotion or caprice decided when he received Communion . 
They went out every Sunday morning and on feas t days, wherever they fel t l i ke 
going . In the house, as wel l  as outside it, there was no obedience, no sil ence, 
no true conmunity l ife . 

Nyel 1 s rel igious spirit, which ought to have made al l these points the main 
object of his zeal ,  found its exerci se el sewhere . He did make it a s trict duty 
to be as siduous ly  present in school , to bring the students to high Mas s on Sun­
days, to make new acquatntances and to keep up with his old ones in  view of 
winning peopl e ' s  favor for his projects for new school s .  Since he was a lmost 
never where he shou ld  have spent his time in order by his presence to create a 
spirit of community among the school mas ters --a spirit of order, sil ence, reg­
ul arity and obedience--the resu l t  was that in spite of the efforts of the vig­
il ant canon, disorder reigned in the residence . 

De La Sa l l e  saw a l l this and deplored it, but what cou ld  he do to remedy 
the situ ation? Nyel was not a man who cou ld be expected to make a vow to stay 
pu t .  I doubt that this wou ld have been possibl e for him with his restl ess, 
roving disposition . If the canon cou ld have taken Nyel ' s  pl ace and m ade up  for 
his absence, everything wou ld have run more smoothly ;  but what chance was there 
that a canon wou ld give u p  his position and his choir duties in order to as sume 
responsibil ity as  the su perior in a house for schoolmasters ?  How could  a man 
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burdened with so many other obligations forsake them to run a community of six 
schoolmasters? 

At all events ,  De La Salle had plenty of time to think the matter over , for 
he had rented the house next to his for a year and a half . He therefore had 
leisure to consider the means by which he could eventually introduce more order 
and greater regularity among the schoolmasters . As neither his reflections nor 
the passage of time suggested any foolproof solution for the problem , he remained 
uncertain as to what he should do . He could see only two possibilities : lod§e 
the masters in his own home or continue renting the other building . He did not 
know which alternative to choose , and this uncertainty threw him into some per­
plexity . 

He could not b'ring himself to let the schoolmasters continue to live as they 
pleased , with no order or standards of behavior , and consequently without true 
piety . He would have preferred to stop l ooking after them entirely . Himself a 
man who lived by rule , he wanted this same attitude to prevail wherever he went .  
As he could not live without order , he could not pennit those u nder his care to 
live without a determined schedule . 

To invite these men into his house , lodge them under the same roof , asso­
ciate with them and start living a common life with them was an arrangement that 
promised many difficulties . Nature grew alanned over it , and within himself De 
La Salle felt a very great repugnance to adopt this course . His human reactions 
and his natural inclinations revolted at the very thought . He also foresaw that 
if he went through with it he would have to contend with the oposition of his 
colleagues in the Chapter and of his relatives and friends . 

Because the more he reflected the less he felt able to come to a decision , 
it became necessary for him to seek a solu tion for his doubts in the advice of 
some person familiar with God ts ways . Docile , humble , ever on guard against his 
own judgment , he preferred to follow the guidance of others in acting . ·  But whom 
could he consult on such a delicate matter? Was there in Rheims a man suffi­
ciently enlightened or courageous to advise him to do what was most perfect ,  
whatever the . cost to his own reputation and a t  the risk of provoking a thousand 
recriminations from the angry De La Salle family and from an entire city up i n  
anns? 

, 
Father Nicholas Barre was , of all men , the one who on this occasion seemed 

the best qualified to give De La Salle advice according to the mind of God . An 
eloquent man , successful in his undertakings , well versed in the ways of the in­
terior life , knowing more than most abou t Christian schools , proof against all 
human views and fears , he had only the greater glory of God at heart .  Those who 
listened to him felt inspired with a noble liberty to seek this glory at the 
expense of their self-love .  

He was the man whom the canon was inspired to consult , for he was the orig­
inator and first founder of Christian and gratuitous schools in France . He pos­
sessed a special understanding of this subject . Moreover , he knew Adrian Nyel ; 
nobody was better qualified than he to give advice concerning him . Aware that 
as long as a man of Nyel ' s  character remained in charge of the schoolmasters it 

63 



was useless to expect to find among them order, regularity or community spirit, 
he did not hesitate to urge De La Salle to take the schoolmasters into his home 
and to live with them . 

His advice was certainly wise, necessary and inspired by heaven ; but it was 
easier for him to give than for De La Salle to carry out .  In following i t  De La 
Salle had to expect that he would meet with perplexities insunnountable for any­
one less courageous than he . He understood the obstacles thoroughly . His real­
ization clashed with his conviction of how necessary it was to adopt the advice 
he had been given . This opposition led him to suspend his decision and to put 
off its execution . 

On the one hand, the spiritual benefit for the teachers, the good done in 
their schools, and his own liking for order and regularity were powerful motives 
which impelled him and did not pennit him to turn aside from such a desirable 
course of action . On the other hand, his aversion for associating with such 
uncultured people, the horror he felt at having to live with men who for the most 
part lacked social polish, refinement of manner, good-breeding, and the capacity 
of taking part, not so much in an agreeable conversation as even in a rational 
one, put his impressionability to the torture and warned him not to go too fast 
in making up his mind . 

This natural distaste he secretly felt was fortified by human reasons capa­
ble of making a deep impression on a man belonging to a noble family, who was a 
good brother and a considerate relative . He had his three brothers living with 
him ; it was his responsibility to look after their property , their education and 
their guidance . What could justify sending them away from his home in order to 
replace them with schoolmasters? But to make them live a common life with these 
men was simply unreasonable from the human point of view . Still, he had to 
choose between these alternatives ; neither one would be popular with anybody . 
His decision would necessarily bring down on him trouble and contradiction from 
his family , who would be shocked and irritated by this mixing together of people 
of such divergent social conditions . His relatives would not fail to consider 
this change a dishonor and to reproach him with it  as with a crime . 

The devil, who pleads nature ' s  cause, added his voice to these clamors . 
What, people asked him, can you really want to lodge these peasants in your home 
and live with such scum?* What will people say? What will your family think? 
What will even your most pious friends feel about it? At least, consult them 
before you undertake such a course of action , and listen to their advice lest 
after acting rashly you may have good reason to regret what you have done . If 
you will not heed them, a t  l east consult your own weakness ; have pity on your­
self ; do not take upon yourself a yoke too heavy and burdensome for your deli­
ca te constitution . Such were the considerations which nature suggested and the 
devil advanced and which were reinforced by the protests of human reason . 

* In French, canaille --perhaps the most opprobrious word that a polite writer 
li ke Bl ain could possibly have used . 
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Before anything else , he needed to get his three brothers to agree to this 
plan , one which naturally was not likely to appeal overmuch to them . Conse­
quently , to bring the project about with wisdom and due precaution , he had to 
temporize and to wait for the right occasion .  All these considerations upset the 
canon ' s  mind and preven ted him from coming quickl y  to a final conclusion .  Sev ­
eral months went by as he remained in uncertainty . Time , of course , did not 
solve the problem for him , and the trouble i n  the schools was getting worse . 
Undecided , wavering , he was awaiting God ' s own good time , trusting in one of 
those moves by Providence which by causing projects to be born or to die show us 
the way out of our indecision and , when we least think of it , disclose to us the 
path we must follow. 

In the end , Divine Providence did show Itself , and in so doing it forced De 
La Salle to declare himself and to make up his mind . This is how it came about .  

The mayor and the councilmen of the city of Guise , having heard of the suc­
cess achieved by the gratuitous schools in Rheims ,  asked Nyel to establish a 
school in their town . This proposal , so conformable to his inclination ,  was a 
temptation for Nyel , which , clothed by his imagination in the garb of God ' s  will , 
did not take long to win his assent. While willingly yielding to this tempta­
tion , he convinced himself that he was only obeyi ng God ' s orders . All the cir­
cumstances of time and place should have opened his eyes and made him see that 
in thus carrying out a premature project there was more of nature than of grace 
involved , more natural impulsiveness than true desire to do God 's will . 

In vain d id De La Salle try to show him the imprudence of such a step . He 
observed that Holy Week was not the proper time to make such a trip to Guise , 
still less to throw himself into all the comings and goings required for the 
opening of a school . His absence would leave five or six teachers to their own 
devices , thus exposi ng them to greater disorder ; and neither he nor they would 
be able to spend the holiest period of the year in the recollection ,  piety and 
edification which it calls for . Again , the proposal made to him was not a defi­
nite one ; unless he let the idea mature he would see it come to nothing (which 
is precisely what happened ) ;  finally , De La Salle remarked that it was point­
less to build up with one hand while tearing down wi th the other . 

If Nyel cared to g i ve the matter a moment ' s  ser i ous reflection ,  he would 
agree that by founding a school at Guise he would destroy the ones he had es­
tablished in Rheims, since he had nobody in the latter place to carry on what 
he had started . Conmon sense itself spoke through the mouth of John Baptist , 
buy Nyel would not l isten . The prudent canon was wasting his breath on a man 
convinced he was right , one who could not see anything but God 's  will in what 
he h imself wanted . The canon ' s  remonstrances fell upon deaf ears . Nyel de­
parted , and his going obliged De La Salle to resolve to invite the school­
masters to come to his house for their mea 1 s .  

Thus does God cause all that occurs to work convergently for the fulfill­
ment of His plans. De La Sal le was still hesitant and uncertain · about what 
final decision to make with regard to the schoolmasters . Nyel ' s  departure , 
which left them at the mercy of the ir  own whims and which left that work he had 
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started only half established, should, it would seem, have indisposed De La 
Salle towards the whol e business . On the contrary, it was this circumstance 
that began to attach him to it more closely than ever and to get him more di­
rectly involved in it . 

Human prudence would have judged that Nyel ' s  departure would be a blow to 
the newly founded schools ; but in God 's designs it was necessary and helpful 
because it brought in De La Salle and substituted him, the man destined to be 
the founder of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, for the man who, as regards 
that bigger enterprise, was simply an outsider . 

Chapter X 

Beginnings of Common Life for De La Salle 
and the Schoolmasters . The World Is Aroused ; 
His Family Complains and Objects to This New 

Type of Life . 

De La Salle had at last resolved to start living with the schoolmasters . 
How was he able to bring himself to take up a type of life which inspired ·him 
with such great repugnance? Would he have thought, just two short years before, 
that he would ever come to such a decision? True, he had only taken one step in 
their company, and for the moment he did not intend to go any further ; but this 
first step would lead to many others of which he still remained ignorant. He 
would have drawn back, perhaps, if he had foreseen how far he would later go . 
Divine Providence led him by the hand, as one · leads a blind man .  He will be sur­
prised indeed one day when he finds himself in the midst of people he previously 
shrank from, yet with whom he will bind himself in a society lasting for his 
whole lifetime . 

At first, De La Salle did not bring the masters to live in his house . He 
limited himself to inviting them to come for m eals so that he could begin to 
regulate their actions . After morning m ental prayer they heard Mass at six 
o ' clock, then they came to his house which was close by theirs . They remained 
with him until time for night prayers after which they went back home to sleep . 
In the canon ' s  house there already existed a fixed regulation . Good books were 
read during meals, and prayers were recited at fixed times. Thus the presence 
of the schoolmasters did not call for any great changes in the daily routine . 

At this time, however, the m eals were served in the dining room with in­
dividual portions for each, and a set time was assigned for each action of the 
day . De La Salle took advantage of the fact that Nyel was gone for the week 
to study the schoolmasters . Once he had them under his eyes, he did not take 
long to notice a number of minor disorders among them, brought about by the 
negligence of their leader who had not watched over them closely enough .  
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What he saw convinced John Baptist that a man who was a stranger i n  his own 
house , where he was seen less  often than elsewhere ·on account of the v i s i ts he 
paid , his early departure each morn i ng for school and hi s late return each eve­
ni ng ,  was not the man to i ntroduce order into an establishment nor to insp i re 
hi_s i nferiors wi th s tability . The schoolmasters , for the ir  part , willi ngly 
conformed to regulati ons and seemed to show good will in observing them . Sev­
eral d i splayed real piety and made the new superior hope that they would ad­
vance i n  their prayer life . They seemed like new men since they had begun 
living in an orderly fashion and s i nce obedience , by regulating thei r acti ons , 
also governed the i r  wills . 

These first signs of the change which had come over them convinced the 
canon that he should indeed take charge of them himself and should encourage 
them to keep on comi ng to h i s hou se so that they might live a more regular 
life . But bei ng very wise , he proceeded slowly to make sure he made no false 
step i n  so thorny a matter.  I n  the ci rcumstances he had to study both the 
master ' s  di spos i tions wi th regard to the ir  new manner of livi ng and those of 
his own brothers wtth regard to these s trangers--not to menti on the reacti ons 
of the public and of hi s relatives concerning thi s new mode of life . 

Although he d id not i ntend to let hi s family d ictate to h im , he would have 
preferred not to i rritate i ts members , and he did all he could to avoid clash­
i ng with them . While payi ng li ttle attenti on to what  the world said , he 
avoided i nsofar as he could g iv i ng anyone grounds to criticize him . Though 
hi s brothers were not the rulers i n  hi s hou se ,  he d id not want to d i splease 
them and would have been very happy had they shared hi s i ntentions . As for 
the schoolmasters , it would have been useless to try to bind them by rules and 
obedience so long as thei r hearts d id not consent thereto . Vi rtue is the re­
sult of grace and the cooperation of the human will ;  u nless the latter is won 
over and surrenders i tself to God , all external confonnity is merely so much 
window dress i ng and hypocri sy .  

These were the considerations that the zealous canon had to pay a ttenti on 
to and whi ch he did consider carefully . He went  ahead li ttle by little and 
wi thout rushing anything . He felt he had to humor all the people interested 
and to prepare them for what he planned to do . As he had not found any i nsur­
mou ntable opposi tion to h i s  first attempts ,  he decided not to push thi ng s  any 
farther for the present and to have the masters continue , after Nyel ' s  return , 
the lifestyle they had adopted duri ng his absence . They had not yet had time 
to ti re of i t . Fervor that lasts for a week i s  not too rare . Bu t would it  
hold up? Only experi ence would tell . To fi nd out , De La  Salle wanted to take 
more time . 

If the schoolmasters were to grow weary of a regular life and show the i r  
di s taste for i t, De L a  Salle wou ld not have to withdraw from any s tance he had 
taken . He could renew the lease -on the hou se he had secured for them and 
which was about to expi re ,  or he could rent  another one nearby which was avail­
able and then g ive over the d irecti on of the teachers once agai n to Nyel and 
leave them to thei r own devices .  Meantime , the schoolmasters conti nued , from 
from Easter to the feast  of Sai nt John the Bapti s t  ( June 24 ) to live the regular 
type of 1 ife they had begu n .  
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Duri ng this period the canon, who had been narrowly observi ng them, saw on 
the one hand that they seemed to li ke this new sort of li fe but, on the other, 
that the instabili ty of Nyel, who sought nothi ng but occasions for stayi ng 
away, made i t  i mpossi ble to count on hi m .  Hence he made up his m ind to have the 
men come and live completely i n  his house . Accordi ng l y, they moved i n  on the 
feast of Sai nt John the Baptist, his patronal feast, i n  the year 1 681 . Nyel, 
who really wanted what was best and who reali zed that thanks to this  move he 
himself woul d be freer than ever, came wi th them . 

This step was decisive .  It was bound to cause a good deal of exci tement 
and much talk in the ci ty and to provoke complai nts and loud outcries from the 
De La Salle family . But John Baptist was prepared for all this .  He expected 
that the world, whi ch up  to this time had held i ts fi re, would certai nly 
censure him now; and that his relatives, narrowly observ i ng his course of action 
and shocked by this last decision, would no longer restrai n thei r i ndignation .  
In fact, they did not .  

On this occasion the world expressed every disparag i ng remark that i t  could 
thi nk of aga i nst good works i n  general and agai nst those who devote themselves 
to them . Wi th regard to this parti cular project and to i ts au thor, everybody 
expressed all the cri ti cism, mockery and ridicule that the world ' s  false wisdom, 
i ts characteristi c spi r i t and i ts natural maligni ty suggested . The canon was 
ci ted to answer for his behav ior before as many tri bunals as there were fam ­
ili es i n  the ci ty .  Everyone i nvestigated him and set himself u p  as a judge ; 
there were as many di fferent sentences handed down as there were judges. But 
however diverse these verdi cts were, i n  one respect they all agreed : he was 
gu ilty and should be condemned . 

Some people cri tici zed him because of the sort of men he was associ ati ng 
wi th ; others, because of the type of occupation he was going to take up . Sev­
eral mai nta ined that h is  reason had been affected and that too much devotion 
had upset his m ind.  Among his fri ends some reproached h im  wi th the bizarre 
nature of his conduct ; others expressed p i ty and compassion for hi m through an 
all too human senti ment . Few approved him ; the most moderate contented them­
selves wi th adm i ri ng his zeal, wi thou t venturi ng to judge him . 

As for his relati ves, the wisest ones or those who· cared for him the most 
did not presume to address any reproaches to him but did let thei r silence 
speak the ir  discontent .  Others, less restrained, gave vent to the ir  chagri n  
by caustic i nvecti ves . They accused him of sta i ni ng the honor of the family, 
of blotting the escu tcheon by associ ating wi th people of such low standing . 
They sa id he was not li v i ng up to his blood, and that he besm i rched i t  by hav i ng 
these strangers si t at his table ; that i t  was ridi culous for him not to make any 
distinction between them and his own brothers and to subject both to a type of 
li fe so mu ch ou t of the ordinary and which, to beg i n  wi th, did not su i t  ei ther 
group . Fi nally, they complai ned that he was dri v i ng away all the decent people 
from his house and that there was no longer any honor to be had i n  v isi ti ng him . 

Havi ng prepared himself for this sort of onslaught and hav i ng expected i t, 
De La Salle made use only of silence and patience to defend himself . He let 
everyone say his piece and paid no attention bu t went ahead wi th his plans . Al-
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though undecided and hes i'tant for so long , he had come to reali ze in  hi s ser ious 
reflections what the deci s ion that God had inspi red him wi th would cos t him . 
Hav i ng finally m ade up hi s m i nd ,  he remai ned s teadfast .  It may even be said that 
the tri bulation he went through in com ing to hi s resolution was the greatest 
tr i al he had to endure in thi s whole m atter . Hi s acceptance beforehand of all 
the sacr ifi ces he wou l d  have to make obtai ned for him abundant grace to endure 
everythi ng i n  peace and sereni ty of soul . 

When people saw that De La Salle remai ned as firm as a rock i n  the midst 
of all the waves and crosscurrents and s torms whi ch evil tongues had sti rred 
up aga inst hi m ,  they finally let him alone . They washed their hands of hi m ,  
saying that he was a s tubborn man , obstinately attached to hi s own opinion ,  and 
that nothing would be gained by new attempts , even if i nspired by zeal and even 
if more empha ti c than the prev ious ones . Their next thought was to remove hi s 
brothers from hi s control . Had they been able to do so , they would have wi shed 
to put him under a guardi an himself ,  rather than let him be responsi ble for hi s 
brothers .  

Hi s three brothers , whom he was bring i ng up i n  the house and educating wi th 
true solici tude , took the ir meals in  the same din ing room as the schoolmas ters . 
The eldest  of the three , deeply attached to John Bapti s t ,  was a s incerely pious 
lad who willing l y  .confonned to the same rules i nsofar as hi s s tudi es perm i tted . 
Such conformi ty the family could not bear to see . They resolved to wi thdraw 
the three brothers from the house . The ir  efforts , however , remained frui tless 
as regards the oldest .  Hi s affection for hi s brother-guardi an and hi s personal 
pi ety could not be swayed . 

It was di fferent wi th the next lad . He li s tened to what hi s pas s ionate 
brother- in-law told him and adopted the latter ' s  point of v i ew. L i ttle by 
li ttle he took a di sli ke for h i s  tutor and benefactor . Di scontented , thi s  
young man did not long delay i n  followi ng the adv i ce g i ven him .  He left the 
home of hi s brother the canon and went to live wi th hi s s i s ter and brother-i n­
law. Hi s departure was soon followed by that of the youngest boy . At first 
hi s relati ves requested John Baptist to g ive hi s consent to thi s move . When 
he refused , they gathered together and decided to send the boy to the Canons 
Regular at Senli s .  They did thi s  to mortify the canon on a poi nt whi ch they 
knew he would feel most  keenly , s ince i t  made him appear to be li ttle concerned 
over the honor of hi s fami l y  and the remonstrances of hi s relati ves . 

However , God was directi ng all these events i n  v i ew of the ful fillment of 
Hi s des igns . The fam i l y thought only of caus ing De La Salle gri ef and of g i v­
ing the boy what they considered a better education . But by emptying John 
Bapti s t ' s house , God planned to afford him full li berty to follow Hi s holy i n­
spi rations and to enable him to i naugurate the m anner of li v ing whi ch needed to 
be establi shed among the Brothers . 

On thi s occas ion John Bapti s t  sei zed the opportuni ty to leave hi s own home 
and to wi thdraw wi th the schoolmasters to another house he had rented qui te a 
di s tance from the Cathedral . No doubt God had desti ned i t  to be the cradle of 
hi s  Insti tute . It was there , i n  fact ,  that the Insti tute began . The house 
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became the Brothers ' property in 1 700 when De La Salle bought it with the money 
provided by three charitable persons . The Brothers of Rheims still live there . 
It was while residing in this cradle of the Institute that he who was about to 
become its father and founder conceived the generous resolution to resign his 
canonry . This he did in 1 683 , as we shall see . 

In this new locale De La Salle felt himself perfectly free and busied him­
self only with organizing his little flock and giving it the fonn of a community . 
He naturally took the l ead as the superior ,  but he was not yet the schoolmasters ' 
confessor . It was important to choose a good confessor . Without the help of a 
good pri est who wou ld  consolidate by his direction in the inner forum what  the 
superior was trying to build up externally , no success could be expected . When 
the confessor of a community happens to be in opposition to the m axims and 
principles of a good superior , he destroys what the other builds up . He sows 
cockle where good seed had been planted . 

Having several confessors is also to be avoided in communities , because it 
brings about divers ity of opinions and divides minds and hear ts . Unity being 
the soul of communi ty ,  one of the main means of creating union in regular 
societies is to have a sing le  confessor , in addition , of course , to the extra­
ordinary confessors that the Church requires from time to time . 

Conv inced of this , De La Salle tried to encourage the schoolmasters to go 
to the same confessor . This they did , choosing the pastor of their parish . Al­
though he was a very fine man and very capable , he did not understand community 
life. Some of the masters grew disenchanted wi th him . Another confessor was 
selected , but he l ived a considerable distance away and the masters had to wait 
in line wi'th the women in front of his confessional . This waiting sometimes took 
so long tha t the m asters returned home only about eight or nine o ' clock at night. 
Such serious inconveniences cal led for attention . They would come to a sudden 
end if De La Salle would consent to hear the confessions of his followers . 

Several of them begged him to do so and even insisted in the hope of per­
suading him to g i ve in . Invoking the arguments mentioned above , they tried to 
overcome his reluctance . They added great demonstrations of high regard for him 
and confidence i n  him . In fact , filled with esteem and respect for the virtuous 
canon who had taken charge of them , they did not want to separate their superior 
from their confessor . The superior , however , was cautious and circumspect . He 
feared complications and found it difficult to accede to their request . In 
truth , he did not see too many inconveniences in the idea at the moment , but he 
felt that they m ight be htdden and might come to light later on . For this rea­
son he preferred to put off the decision rather than to make it too hastily . 
He therefore held off for a long time before giving in to the masters ' pressing 
requests . 

Finally their perseverance obliged him to yield . Their reasons were good 
and impressed him . The more the spirit of regularity took possession of them , 
the more they felt the need of being guided by their father . De La Salle ac­
ceded to the ir pious desire . The example of those who had from the first en-
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tru sted the care of their souls to him proved effective with regard to the 
others and encouraged them to show a s imilar confidence i n  their superior . 
From that time forth the Brothers never wanted anyone else but their holy 
Founder _as their confessor . They would i ndeed have been hard to please had a 
man so gentle , humble , char itable and enlightened i n  the ways of God not been 
able to sati sfy them . 

The unity of spiritual gu idance did a great deal of good for the masters 
because it helped all of them to acquire the spir it of their  father . They ac­
cepted the same max ims , had the same v i ews and sentiments . In a word , they 
had but one heart and one soul.  

The humble canon , however , ever on guard agai nst himself , had yi elded only 
with some reluctance to the desi re of hi s di sciples who wanted no other con­
fessor but him . Hi s diffidence i n  thi s  matter obliged him to consult wi se and 
enlightened persons and to beg the extraordi nary confessors to tell him whether 
they felt there was any objection to hi s combi n i ng the duties of confessor with 
the office of superior .  None of them ever suggested that he g ive up hi s double 
role . On the contrary , all of them exhorted him not to di v ide the two min i stries , 
which naturally ought to be joi ned . 

Fi ndi ng himself thus placed by Di v i ne Providence at the head of the group 
of schoolmasters , and fulfilli ng i n  the ir regard the double function of superior 
and confessor , De La Salle put forth all hi s efforts to help them sanctify them­
selves . He lived among them as one of them , caus i ng them to forget what he had 
been as completely as he h imself seemed to forget it .  Affable , gracious , ki nd ,  
compass ionate , charitable , he won their  hearts and made them surrender to him 
the key thereto only so that he could open the door to Jesus Chri st .  Through a 
charity li ke that of Sai nt Paul , he made himself all thi ngs to all , to the ex ­
tent of seeki ng to rid himself , amid these unpoli shed men , of the aura of re­
fi nement which nature and a noble education had g i ven him . I would almost say 
that out of charity he affected to become common with these commoners .  

Thi s adjustment requ ired a heroic effort on hi s part because nothi ng had 
i nspired him with more repugnance for joi n i ng them than the rudeness of manners 
which m ig ht be the consequence of a plebe ian origi n and education . In him words 
and actions were of one piece . If he gave the masters beautiful lessons about 
v irtue , at the same time he afforded them even more stri k ing examples of it .  
Si nce the mouth speaks from the abundance of the heart , the first v irtues which 
he sought to cultivate i n  thei r  souls were those that he himself already pos­
sessed to a high degree : modesty , hum ility , i nterior spir it , mortifi cation , 
regular ity ,  docility , charity , forgetfulness of i njuri es , poverty , love of ab­
jection and patience--all v irtues which would become the bas i s  of the spiritu al 
edifice he was going to bu ild :  the soul and the sp irit of the Institute of the 
Brothers of the Chri sti an Schools . 

Wi shi ng to make of h is  companions men of solid v irtue and pi ety , he strove 
solely to br i ng them to God through their wills , to attach them to Him by the 
bonds of love , to make them truly i nter ior Chr i sti ans . In thi s endeavor , so 
confonnable to hi s humility ,  he did not want to i ntroduce anythi ng by mere 

7 1  



author i ty .  He contented h imself wi th i nspiri ng them with h is  own spirit , and 
thus he gave them the flatter i ng satisfaction of th i nking that they themselves 
had orig i nated their new manner of life and their practices , and that they were 
maki ng their own laws for themselves . To lead them i nto the paths where he 
wanted to see them walk , he made use only of exhor tation and example . He prac­
ticed what he taught , f irst of all ; and the shame of not imitati ng h im  obliged 
the least fervent ones to conform to h is example . 

It did not take long , however , for h im  to perce ive that several of the 
schoolmasters were already relax i ng their efforts i n  the pursui t  of v irtue and 
that perfection i s  not for everyone . Such a stri ctly regulated life appeared 
too constrai ning to some of the men who had lived so much more freely under 
Nyel i n  the neighbor i ng house . 

Novelty , which at first is always attracti ve to some extent , had made them 
willing to try the new lifestyle during the first months ; bu t to keep on liv i ng 
this way seemed to several an uninv i ting prospect and beyond their  modest virtue . 
The yoke of a li fe of retreat ,  silence , obedi ence, and regulari ty began to seem 
heavier and heav i er so that i t  overwhelmed those wi lls which were too slugg ish 
and not sufficiently fortified i n  the practice of v i rtue . To keep on doing un­
til death what they found so difficult now at the beg i nn i ng , seemed to them more 
than they could bear . They could see that no m i tigation was to be expected from 
a man like De La Salle and that , on the contrary , si nce his own fervor grew day · 
by day , i t  would demand that they follow i n  his footsteps or else endure the dis­
grace of not im i tating him . 

Thus several preferred to leave . It was not an easy decision for them to 
make , for on such occasions one ' s  conscience struggles wi th the attraction of a 
more comfortable life and of greater li berty ; but i n  the end they left . De La 
Salle was li kewise obliged to dism iss some others who , while pious enough , did 
not have much apti tude for their  work i n  the schools and who had been employed 
mostly ou t of necessi ty .  

Thus he was obliged to replace nearly all his personnel i n  the space of 
six months . Only one or two of the orig i nal schoolmasters remai ned wi th him . 
The new lnsti tu te 's tomb seemed desti ned to be erected close by i ts cradle . 
Its failure seemed about to follow upon i ts launchi ng .  But He Who calls back 
from the grave and g ives l ife even to the dead did not delay i n  rev i v i ng this 
falteri ng society by sending i t  new recrui ts who had the talents needed for 
teaching ,  a basic piety ,  and a strong determ ination to become true disciples of 
De La Salle . 

It was , then , towards the end of 1 681 or the beginni ng of 1 682 that the 
group of schoolmasters began shap ing up as a true cormnuni ty .  Good Adri an Nyel , 
who remained wi th them until Chrisbnas , 1 681 , was agreeably surprised at the 
changes taking place beneath h is eyes , delighted by the good order established 
among the men , and edifi ed by their new mode of liv i ng ,  so regular and recol­
lected . He loved all that was good and felt happy to see all that was bei ng 
accomplished i n  the establishments he had started . 
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_ It would �eem that Nyel should _ have b�come part of the cormnuni ty and taken 
up h i s abode wi th the others ; but li ke a migratory bi rd which seems to want to 
vi s i ! !he whole earth �i thou t �toppi ng to res t anywhere, Nyel could not abide 
stabili ty, could not g i ve up h i s yen to keep mov i ng .  Hi s di sposi tion made h im 
as ready to wander from one place to another to establi sh schools as Sai nt 
Paul ' s  had been to found new chu rches . 

There had then taken place a complete transfonnation i n  the work of the 
schools : a new hou se, new teachers, a new way of life, new spi ri tual di rection .  
Jesus Chri s t  could have sai d  of i t, " Behold, I make all thi ngs new through My 
servant . " Not surpri s i ngly, a v i ne so thoroughly renewed did not delay i n  pro­
duci ng i ts flowers and i n  spreadi ng abroad i ts sweet perfume . As we s hall see, 
i t  soon progressed from the s tage i n  which everyone made fun of i t  to that i n  
whi ch i t  acqu i red a solid repu tation so that neighbori ng ci ties has tened to 
i nv i te with i n  their  walls the di sciples of the pious canon . 

Chapter XI 

New Foundations of Chri st ian and Gratu i tou s Schools at Rethel, 
Gu i se and Laon . Ci rcumstances Which Gi ve De La Salle the Idea 

of Res ign i ng Hi s Canonry and Later of Di vesti ng Himself 
of Hi s Fortune so as to Devote Himself Enti rely 

to the Development  of Hi s Work . 

The town of Rethel was the fi rst  whi ch asked John Bapti s t  to send some of 
h i s  new schoolmasters to teach . Delighted by thi s  request, Nyel would not have 
hes i tated to say yes ; bu t De La Salle, more ci rcumspect, felt that i t  was not 
adv i sable to employ there men whom he had not yet had time to trai n properly . 
He knew what the sai nts say on thi s subject : that premature fru i t  i s  not good 
to eat and tastes bi tter ; that b irds whi ch attempt to leave the nest and fly 
before thei r wi ng s  are fully developed become the prey of the hawks or fall to 
the grou nd never to ri se agai n ;  that children born before term seldom li ve . 

Conv i nced of all thi s, he preferred to lose the chance of maki ng a new 
foundation rather than to expose hi s di sciples, still i nsufficiently confi nned 
i n  v irtue, to the danger of a lapse . Because h i s i ntentions were pure, he 
v iewed with i ndifference the multi·plication of es tabli shments as long as they 
could not be s taffed by men of really proven v i rtue .  Thu s, the proposal from 
the mag i strates of Rethel seemed to h im a matter that called for careful con­
s ideration . He d i d  not wi s h  to hurry matters, feari ng that one of h i s  nov ice­
teachers or a fresh recru i t  from h is  li ttle commun i ty mig ht  f i nd h is  downfall 
i n  the very place where he was assJgned to work for the sanctification of others . 

Thi nki ng thus, he looked upon what he had begun to do for the i r  trai ni ng 
only as a fi rst s tep i n  leadi ng them to the perfection they needed to achi eve . 
True, the young men he then had to work wi th seemed full of good will, but he 
realized that des i re is a long way from performance, that one ' s  first efforts 
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at acqui ri ng v i rtue l eave one a great di s tance from the habi t of vi rtue . More ­
over , the exampl e of Jesus  Chri s t ,  Who spent three years trai ni ng Hi s di sci pl es 
in Hi s d iv i ne school , and Who d i d  not want to expose thei r frag i l e  v i rtue to 
the worl d unti l He had forti f ied i t  throug h the descent of the Holy  Spi ri t and 
the i nfu s ion of H i s g ifts , taught h im to keep h i s men near h im in a fervent 
novi ti ate for as l ong as poss i bl e  and not to send them out to teach unti l they 
had made suffi ci ent progress i n  hol i ness . 

These cons i derati ons restrai ned him . They conv i nced h i� that the best thi ng 
to do was to promi se to send some of h i s subjects l ater on but at present to keep 
them wi th h im to compl ete thei r train i ng .  At fi rst  th i s  i s  what he d i d .  After 
some time , however , he cou l d  no l onger act as he preferred . The Du ke of Mazarin 
so s trongly seconded the request of the Rethel authori ti es , and the zeal ous 
pastor besought him so i ns i stentl y ,  that he had to g ive i n . When De La Sal l e  
cou l d  no l onger , i n  al l courtesy , del ay the matter , he asked Nyel to take charge 
of the new foundati on . The l atter was al ways ready for such an adventure and was 
the best man i n  the worl d to negoti ate the terms of a contract .  

Agai n he  d i d  so su ccessfu l l y ,  getti ng the c i ty to prov i de for the l i vi ng 
ex penses of two schoolmasters . The Du ke and the pastor al so contri bu ted , as di d 
a certai n Mademoi sel l e  Boural l etti , who l ater l eft an annual sum of fi fty l i vres 
for thi s  school . These favorabl e  ci rcumstances l ed De La Sal l e  to buy a house 
in Rethel some time l ater , i n tendi.ng to establ i sh there a semi nary for h i s  In­
sti tute .  As soon as Nyel reached the town , everythi ng was settl ed on terms 
whi ch sti l l  pers i st today . Because De La Sal l e  found i n  the generosi ty of the 
ci ty fathers , of the Duke , and of the pastor al l that he desi red , he opened the 
gratu i tous school in 1 682 . 

We cannot omi t  here two facts concern i ng thi s establ i shment whi ch bri ng ou t 
the h i g h  degree of perfection wh i ch De La Sal l e  had attained at thi s  time . The 
Duke of Mazari n had conceived a h igh  esteem for De La Sal l e  and wi shed to know 
him better . He took pl easure i n  conversi ng wi th h im  and honored him by hi s 
vi s i ts .  

Some years after the found i ng of the school we have been speaking of , the 
nobl eman , wi sh ing to honor De La Sal l e ' s v i rtue , deci ded to add 200 l i vres a 
year to the Brothers ' i ncome , to be pai d  from the revenues of h i s  estates . He 
proposed thi s  to De La Sal l e  who accepted the offer wi th grati tude . The con­
tract was drawn up  but never s igned . I t  was to have been s i gned the fol l owi ng 
day , wi thout fai l ; i t  probably wou l d  have been except for the i ntri gues of cer­
tai n  meddl i ng peopl e who di s l i ked the good tha t was bei ng done . They managed 
to make the Du ke change h i s  m ind so that from one day to the next he appeared 
l i ke a d ifferent man . *  

*The Duke got h i s  ti tl e from hi s wife , the ni ece of Cardi nal Mazari n .  She had 
i nheri ted the l atter ' s  immense weal th . The Duke was known as a p i ous but 
fl i ghty person , unrel i abl e and gi ven to sudden changes of atti tude .  Sai nt­
Simon has l eft  an unfl atteri ng portrai t  of h im . 
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To De La Sal l e ' s  great surpri se ,  when he retu rned to the Duke l s home the 
fol lowing day to compl ete the deta i l s  of the agreement ,  he found him col d  and 
remote , even apparentl y anx iou s  to make sport of h im . The humbl e canon put up 
wi th the Duke ' s  unmeri ted reproaches and humi l i ati ng sarcasm wi thout showing 
any l ack of respect to him , but he would  not compromi se the honor of hi s own 
character.  He fi nnl y turned down certain  onerous condi tions which were pro­
posed and refused wi th a v i ri l e  reserve to go along wi th certai n  requests he 
fel t were unbecoming .  

Fi nal l y , after he had in a modest  tone and wi th a tranqu i l  ai r expl ained 
away the qui•bbl es a imed at voi'ding the contract al ready agreed upon , he took hi s 
departure , happy that he had reaped onl y contumel y  from an affai r  that had be­
gun by words of prai se and testimon ial s of high esteem for hi s person . He knew 
those who were to bl ame for thi s fai l ure ,  but never did he reproach them nor 
al l ow anyone to show them the l east  resentment for i t .  

The Servant of God did wel l to accus tom himsel f to affronts and to arm him­
sel f against  ra i l l ery and insu l t ,  for the tas k  he was undertaking would  become 
a fru i tful source of such tri al s .  The rest  of hi s l ife wou l d  be one l ong series 
of persecut ions and humi l i ations of al l k inds . Almost dai l y ,  as time went on , 
he saw stonn clouds accumu l ate over hi s head . One often grew out of another , 
and the end of the fi rst  marked the beg inning of the second . Thus , these af­
fl ictions fol l owed one another and created a tempest  which l as ted as l ong as he 
l ived .  The thundercl aps ceased to echo around him onl y when he rested in the 
grave . 

In al l such events , however , the v i rtuou s  canon considered onl y the source 
from which they sprang . He a l ways went back to thei r orig i n .  Knowing that God 
was the i r  author , however trying or d i sagreeabl e they might  be , wi th l ove and 
submission he k i ssed the hand that sent them . A man who wanted onl y what God 
wanted � and des i red nothi ng outside of Hi s wi l l ,  he was persuaded that outs ide 
of s in  nothing happens i n  thi s worl d  save by God ' s  command . Hence he remained 
indifferent to whatever occurred . 

The most  mortifying turn of events a l ways found him calm  and resigned . No 
mi shap , however d i sagreeabl e ,  ever robbed him of hi s peace or al tered the even­
ness of hi s d i spos i tion .  And yet ,  how many such experiences did he not have to 
face duri ng hi s l ife , whi l e  trying to bring hi s I nsti tu te i nto bei ng !  How many 
contradictions d id he not suffer !  What persecutions did the worl d and the devi l 
not s ti r  up aga ins t him ! The reader wi l l  marvel at  hi s tri a l s as he reads thi s 
hi s tory. 

Thi s  f irs t  establ i shment at Rethel prov ided the occasion for the ini ti al 
acts of i njustice which he suffered as the fi rst  proofs of hi s di si nteres ted 
atti tude . Two of the weal thiest persons in that ci ty had l eft him a co�sid­
erable sum to hel p  ou t wi th the foundation of the school . The donation had 
been made i n  due l egal fonn , and he had al ready received the papers and other 
l eg al instruments . Bu t the avarici ous heirs contested the l egacy . Even though 
they had received the l ion ' s  share of the i nheri tance , they begrudged him the 
l i ttl e part al l otted to him for good works .  
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Because this l egacy was intended for a pious cause , these heirs were de­
tennined not to give i n . They did not need to take any pains to circumvent the 
judges and to prepare the documents needed for the law�uit  becaus: De La _ Sall : 
himself decided in their favor and adjudged them the wi nners by w1 thdraw1 ng h is 
cl aim . He preferred to lose the money rather than to expose his peace of mind 
to the worries of a l awsu i t  and to risk wounding charity. This example of dis­
interestedness was as edifying as it is rare . 

We shall relate at this point , as be ing in its natural pl ace , another fact 
wh ich is not clearly dated in the memoirs we are using . Whether through the 
light of his natural perspicacity or through an inspiration from on high , De La 
Salle foresaw that the enterprising Adrian Nyel , as quick to lose interest in 
the schools he had begun as to found new ones , would sooner or l ater leave all 
of them to him to look after when Nyel became tired of doing so himself . He 
felt , therefore , that he needed to provide for a sufficient number of teachers 
to man the schools . How indeed could  he maintain these existing establishments 
if he had nobody to repl ace Nyel whenever he went off , for like a meteor he dis­
appeared as suddenl y as he reappeared? 

Nyel ' s  procedures invol ved consequences that the pious canon feared . By 
assuming the responsibility for providing teachers when vacancies occurred , De 
La Salle wou ld be taking on the management of the schools as well as the direc­
tion of the teachers . This meant undertaking a work which he valued and l oved 
indeed , but which he wanted onl y to have a free and voluntary connection with , 
apart from any definite engagement or obligation . On the one hand , he feared 
that Nyel 1 s schools would fail ; on the other , he could foresee that .if he did 
not have teachers ready to repl ace this man who dashed about from place to 
pl ace , he would see deterioration swiftly follow the foundation of the schools . 

In his perplexity he decided to make a retreat to beg God for enlightenment 
and to discover His hol y will . To make this retreat in deeper recollection and 
silence he rented a smal l garden near the Augustinian church , next to the city 
ramparts . This spot was the first witness of his transports of fervor and of 
his mortifications . After having given his orders to his household and left 
word at the community of Sisters entrusted to him by Canon Rol and , he withdrew 
into sol itude , letti ng his spirit pl unge undistractedly into mental prayer and 
practicing mortification wi thou t sparing his body . 

11Ah , 1 1  decl ares the memoir which we are transcribing here , uif the wal l s  of 
the tiny room wh ich he used as hi s cell could speak , what would they not tell 
us of the bloody disciplines and other pious excesses which he yiel ded to as a 
resu l t  of the spi ritual inebriation which the ' new wine ' produces in those who 
begin to drink deep of i t ! " The bl ood which bespattered this little cell gave 
testimony to the holy cruel ty with which he treated his flesh and to the sacri­
fices he made for God . There , at the start of a trul y new life , he drew up a 
first pl an for the most sublime perfection he hoped to real ize . 

During this time the founding of the gratuitous schools at Rethel made the 
people at Guise revive their - project of having similar ones in their city . We 

76 



menti oned above that their i ni ti al plan had fallen through because Nyel had 
wanted to go too fast and had not followed the adv ice of De La Salle . Now the 
request was made agai n, and the matter was satisfactorily arranged . The of­
fici als of the ci ty prov ided a house for the masters, and Mademo iselle de Guise 
endowed the gratui tous schools, which opened that same year, 1 682 . Others were 
established at Chateau Porci en i n  July the same year and at Laon at the end of 
the year . 

The circumstances of this last foundation were as follows . The pastor of 
Saint P ierre-le-v ieux i n  that ci ty, hear ing of the great good produced by the 
gratui tous schools, felt that they could nowhere be of greater utili ty than in  
h is  parish, si nce the majori ty of  h is  parishi oners were poor . His eagerness to 
provide for the ir  i nstructi on and his desire to enrich wi th spi ri tual blessings 
those who were depri ved of the g i fts of for tune inci ted him to wri te to De La 
Salle, begg ing him for two of his d i sciples . Nyel was as enthusi astic for this  
new establi shment as he  had been for the prev i ous ones .  H is  impetuosi ty on 
this  occas i on, however, gave Di v i ne Providence an opportuni ty to deli ver De La 
Salle from a man who was certai nly a good person i n  his own way but who by rea­
son of his temperament could never have adopted John Baptist ' s  spir i t  or con­
fonned to the latter 1·s manner of liv i ng .  

At thi s  time Nyel was a t  Guise, where he had gone after a si x months ' stay 
at Rethel . From Gu ise he went to Laon where he found everythi ng i n  readiness 
for the openi ng of the schools . The ci ty fathers, in fact, did not limi t them­
selves to g i v i ng penniss i on for the foundation ; they furnished the schoolmasters 
wi th a residence and contri buted to the ir maintenance . They were joined i n  
their good work by the Abbot o f  Saint Marti n  and the pastor of  Sai nt Peter ' s, 
who later became a canon of the Cathedral and who is  still li vi ng .  This foun­
dation was made in  1 683 . The pastor took advantage of this  opportuni ty to es­
tablish a fast fri endshi p  wi th De La Salle, i n  whom he felt an unbounded con­
fidence and whose v i rtue he admired . Nyel opened the school and remai ned there 
for two years . That  was a long time for a man of his character . 

Not surprisingly, at the end of th is time he took i t  into hi s head to re­
turn to Rauen . But how could he manage to do this? He had taken over the d i ­
recti on of the schools i n  Rethel, Guise and Laon . To lay aside his obli gati ons 
in  an honorable way, he decided to place the three establishments into the care 
of De La Salle . For this reason, i n  1 685 he v isi ted the canon i n  Rheims and 
begged him most earnestly to accept his res ignati on as head of these schools . 
The pastor of Sai nt Peter ' s  in  Laon, who desired this soluti on as much as Nyel 
did, joi ned him in  hi s request .  At f irst  De La Salle was fi nn i n  h is  refusal ; 
he d id not g i ve i n  until he saw that these schools would be abandoned by the 
man who had founded them . 

While the pi ous canon bus ied himself enti rely wi th the care of his li ttle 
flock, Satan was devisi ng ways of scatter i ng h i s  sheep a second time . Knowi ng 
full well, thanks to his profound malice and his long experi ence, that the 
greatest ev il, li ke the greatest good, often beg i ns in  a very small way, he 
thought up another scheme to cause this work to perish before i t  really got 
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started . He foresaw that i t  would develop to his detriment and was begi nni ng 
to fear the progress i t  was maki ng . 

The way to su cceed i n  his endeavor was to tempt the masters to l eave the 
communi ty by dang l i ng before the ir eyes various marve l l ous prospects whi ch the 
human spiri t wou ld tend to consider as unquestionabl e real i ti es .  He had al ready 
su cceeded i n  this once before . By usi ng similar enti cements he had managed to 
get near i y all the first compan ions of De La Sall e to l eave him . If he cou ld  
onl y make the same dev i ce work a second time , he fel t sure that he  cou ld destroy 
the i nfant Insti tute .  Indeed , i f  the mal i ce of Satan had achieved his aim no­
body could  speak of the Insti tute today ; i t  wou ld have been wrecked by a second 
whol esal e exodus of the teachers . 

The devi l ,  therefore , put forth renewed effor ts to s ift these men , as Jesus 
Christ said , even as one s ifts wheat , and to do so a second time , s i nce he had 
su cceeded so wel l  before . Bu t he di d not use exactl y the same strategy .  

The first  schoolmasters , accustomed to a free and easy life , had i n i ti al ly 
found the practi ce of obedience and the observance of a rule easy enough ; but 
1 i ttl e by l i ttl e the dev i l  had managed to enf eeb 1 e their  wi 1 1  s and to exti ngu ish 
by boredom and ennu i the first spar ks of fervor whi ch had been enk i ndl ed i n  their 
hearts . The conti nual and un iform round of pious exerc ises had impressed them 
at first;  bu t l ater i t  seemed too constrai n i ng .  Feel ing their l i berty too re­
str i cted and the ir senses too closel y restrained , they dreamed onl y  of throwi ng 
off a yoke whi ch the ev i l  spiri t represented to them as desti ned to grow heav ­
ier day by day till i t  became real l y  i ntol erable . 

But whi l e  the dev i l  was busy , De La Sal l e ,  who had real i zed the potenti al 
probl ems faced by the teachers , did not remain idl e .  He did al l that under 
such c ir cumstances a man of God filled wi th zeal cou ld do . It is easy to imag­
i ne what he fel t i n  a s i tuation of this k i nd .  As a v ig i l ant super ior and a ten­
der father he had told these man struggl i ng i n  the grasp of temptation everythi ng 
that the Spir i t  of God had suggested to him , hopi ng i n  this way to show them the 
true face of the temptation and how to overcome i t .  This chari tabl e physi ci an 
of sou ls  had used every means at his disposal --ki ndness , exhortations , warni ngs , 
predi ctions about the future-- i n  order to heal the wounds that the mal i ce of the 
dev i l was i nfl i cti ng on these s impl e sou l s .  His concern over su ch regrettabl e 
developments did not allow him a moment ' s repose . 

Seei ng his sheep ready to take to their  heels  and to wi thdraw from the 
vig i l ance of their shepherd made his heart break . The masters , though ,  had made 
up their mi nds , and i t  was i n  vai n  that he spoke . His tears of fatherly ten­
derness were as usel ess as his friendl y reproaches . Men capabl e of forgetti ng 
God cou ld  not be expected to remember the benefi ts they had recei ved from De La 
Salle and the du ties they had assumed i n  his regard. Men resol ved to asser t 
their  own wi ll  and to prefer the ir  own freedom were not li kel y to consider as a 
wise counsel l or and a true fri end a man who proposed to them nothi ng but the 
sl avery of the Gospel . 
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Thus, De La Salle witnessed their desertion after observing their disturbed 
lives . What anguish it caused him to see these f i rst followers, like the 
Prodigal Son, leave his house and thus tear themselves away fran his anns! With 
sorrow he beheld the vessel on the poi nt of foundering when he had just laid his 
hands on the tiller . Surely his reaction is not hard to understand . Amazed, 
and almost disconcerted to find himself abandoned by all except one or two of 
the schoolmasters, he could have addressed them in the words of Christ, " Will 
you too go away?" 

When the zealous canon had taken over this work, for which he felt no nat­
ural incli nation, he had i n  v i ew nothing but the instruction of the poor and 
the good of the Church . It would seem that he should have had a right to ex ­
pect better cooperation . But, 0 depths of God 1 s judgments !  God puts His glory 
only i n  the carrying out of H is will, in submission to His providential decrees ; 
that is where we must seek it . Although God may inspire His serv ants to under­
take great works to honor Him, still He very often permits these to end i n  dif­
ficulti es, and sometimes in  ruin, or at least be on the brink of ruin, so that 
later on He can revive them with all the more glory for Himself . 

He i t  is Who pennits death and g i ves back life, Who leads down to death, 
and Who calls back from the grave . A hundred times, at  His death and after His 
Resurrection, the little flock of Jesus Christ was dispersed, scattered, and on 
the slope leading to destruction ; and a hundred times it revived wi th renewed 
vigor . Because all God 1s works pass through similar trials, it was no wonder 
that this one had to experience them as well . 

Enlightened as to God 1 s ways, De La Salle did not lose courage on this 
occasion . He gathered together the remnant of his little flock on which all 
his hopes rested . He spared neither care, advice, exhortation nor acts of de­
votedness to preserve these few from the bad example of those who had left .  
His efforts were not in va i n ;  his tears themselves were soon wiped away . He  had 
reason to praise and bless God when he saw a number of new recrui ts possessing 
talent, health and good will come to repeople h i s  little communi ty and to re ­
place the deserters . 

He set about fanning a new group, more numerous than the prev ious one, 
which he was able to regulate even better than before . Having to work with new 
subjects only, he did not have to beg i n  by correcting the defective attitudes 
tha t the free and easy ex istence under Nyel had caused the other to acqui re .  
This  time he had the consolation of discovering that he was sowing the seed in 
good earth . 

All he needed to do was to warn his men ag ainst their natural i nconstancy, 
a weakness that the ones who had left had taught him to fear . Persuaded that 
the best means of maki ng them staunch in the i r  vocation was to strengthen them 
in virtue, he had put forth every effort to help them acquire it . The result 
corresponded wi th his labor as his disciples made great progress in pi ety, 
thanks to his example and his teaching . He himself made even greater headway 
through his fideli ty to grace and his docili ty in letti ng himself be led by the 
Spirit of God . He was one of those generous souls who, far from refusing God 
anything, give Him everything He wants as soon as He asks for it . 
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Still ,  i n  spi te of all his care and v ig ilance , he could not protect his 
disciples from the most i nsidious of all temptations , the most cunni ng and 
subtle wi th which the ev il spir i t  could bedazzle them , except by becom i ng an 
example of poverty himself , and by seeki ng i n  a general renunci ation of all his 
worldly goods an effective remedy against the decei ts of the seductor . It was 
not love of li berty , the ted i um of a constrain ing life , or d isrelish for ex­
ercises of pi ety that the dev il used to cause trouble a second time among the 
zealous canon 's  l i ttle flock and to bring about yet another exodus . Now it was 
concern for the ir  future and the fear of lacking the necessi ties of life some 
day .  

These m isgi v ings are found i n  all men who are not established i n  perfect 
confidence i n  God ; this d iffidence is li ke a hidden worm which attacks the best 
disposed wills and makes them g ive up the loftiest ideals when pure charity has 
not taken possession of them . It was easy for the malevolent spir i t  to use 
this  angle of approach and to take by surprise these men who were still nov ices 
in v irtue . Certai nly , by assailing the ir  hearts on th is , the ir weakest poi nt ,  
he would have conquered them sooner or later in  spi te of the prayers and remon­
strances of De La Salle , if the latter had not countered the ruse of the tempter 
by a heroic example of detachment and by embracing poverty voluntarily . 

What led to this  decision on his part  was the rather curt answer he re­
cei ved from some of the schoolmasters who were strongly tempted to leave their 
state and to see k i n  another a surer refuge aga inst  poverty . Li v i ng on the bare 
necessi ties ,  wi thout fixed incomes or revenues of their own , they could look 
forward only to an uncerta in future , and their gnawing anx iety allowed them to 
see no resource to fall back on i n  the ir old ' age other than shameful beggary .  
The devil played upon the i r  imag i nations , exaggerati ng the motives for the ir  
concern and showing them v i v id pictures of thei r fu ture ex istence . 

If illness or incapaci ty were to overtake them , the ir  lot would be the poor­
house . As a reward for all their  work , as a compensation for the you th and en­
ergy which they had lavished on a sterile and unrewardi ng task , they could ex­
pect sooner or later to be reduced to a state of penniless indigence i n  whi ch 
they would not be guaranteed even a crust of bread for the ir  decli ni ng years . 

"True , "  they said  to one another as they d iscussed the harass ing doubts 
which obsessed them, "we can hope to find a sure haven from such poverty in  the 
generos i ty of our father , as long as he l ives .  But when he dies , what then? 
As long as we pu t our trust in  h is charity , we shall find i n  his good heart and 
in his wealth a bulwark against beggary . But he may d ie  tomorrow ; and once he 
is gone what will become of the schools he is supporting?  What will become of 
us teachers whom he prov ides for and whose father he is? Where can we go? 
What can we do when De La Salle is no longer wi th us? " 

Such were the questions they asked one another and which the dev il kept re­
peati ng to them so that they could not d ism iss them from their thoughts . These 
concerns , ever present to their  m i nds , adm i tted nei ther reply nor contradiction .  
A thousand fears arose which d iscouraged them , m ade them less enterprisi ng i n  
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thei r work , and cast  them i nto somber mel ancholy ,  The i r  v i o i l ant Superi or who 
kept watch over al l the moti ons of their hearts and who read the i r most se�ret 
di sposi tions , did not ta ke l ong to di scover the sou rce of the troubl e whi ch the 
wi cked spi ri t kept s ti rri ng u p  day after day .  

To hel p the Brothers overcome the i r  temptati ons , h e  joi ned prayers to ten­
der exhortations so as to bu i l d  up the i r confi dence i n  God and thei r abandonment 
to Provi dence . Bu t their  soul s remai ned i nsecure . l i ke hal f-ru i ned houses wh i ch 
peopl e try to prop up  and whi ch ,  s tand ing thanks only  to su pports from wi thou t , 
conti nue to fal l i nto decay .  Thu s the schoolmasters , scarcely recovered from 
thei r fi rst  bou t of dJ scouragement ,  fel l back i nto i t  and kept eyei ng the door . 

The reason for thei r  continued restl essness was that they had not yet tol d  
h im everyth i ng they had on thei r  mi nds . The fact was that they had a ready 
answer to a 1 1  the exhortations thei r  Su peri or addressed to them on the subject 
of abandonment to Prov i dence .  As yet , respect and a certain  di ffi dence had kept 
them from .maki ng the i r pos i ti on pl ai n .  Thei r observati on , al though true enough , 
was not very cons i derate ; they feared i t  might offend a man who was so good to 
them and about whom they had no compl a int  to make . 

But these forthri ght peasants , who had never cul ti vated the art of di ssimu l a­
ti on , cou l d  not keep back forever the reply that they had on the ti ps of thei r 
tongues--an answer as strai ghtforward as i t  was tel l i ng . Al though not very cour­
teous , i t  did have a ri ng of truth abou t i t . Because of i ts apparent s i nceri ty , 
i t  was abl e to produce al l the effect that God i n tended i t  to have .  However ,  
they kept qu i et for some time . Duri ng thi s  per iod when thei r tongues di d not as 
yet reveal the worki ngs  of their mi nds , the weal thy canon kept i ns i s ti ng on con­
fi dence i n  God and exhorti ng them thereto by quoti ng the very words of the Gos­
pel on  ful l  abandonment to the care of Prov idence . 

uMen of l i ttl e fai th , 11 he said , " by your l ack of trust  you s et l imi ts to a 
Goodness that has no l im i ts i n  I tsel f .  I f  that Goodness i s  i ndeed i nfi ni te , 
universal , and con ti nual ( as you do not doubt ) , I t  wi l l  a lways take care of you 
and never fai l you . You seek as surance , but does not the Gospel prov ide i t? 
The words of Jesu s Chri st are your i nsurance contract;  there i s  no contract more 
rel i abl e because He has s igned i t  wi th Hi s bl ood ; He has affixed to i t  the seal 
of Hi s i nfal l i bl e truth . Why , then , do you grow di strus tfu l ? If  the pos i ti ve 
promi ses of God cannot cal m your uneas i nes s and your concern for your future , 
what i s  the poi nt of l ooki ng for stocks that wi l l  produce a comparabl e i ncome? 

" Cons i der the l i l i es of the fi el d ,  for i t  i s  Jesus Chri st Himsel f Who 
urges you to refl ect on them and on the wi l d fl owers of the countrys i de ,  and to 
see how richly God has adorned them and beauti fi ed them.  They l ack noth i ng , yet 
Sol omon himsel f i n  al l h i s gl ory was l es s  spl end idl y  atti red . Open your eyes 
and see the bi rds that fly through the ai r or the l i ttl e animal s whi ch creep 
upon the ground : not a s ingl e one of them l acks what i s  needed . God prov i des 
for thei r neces s i ti es . Possess i ng neither cel l ars nor barns , they fi nd every­
where the food that  Prov i dence has prepared for them .  They do not sow or reap , 
yet they fi nd the i r  sustenance . The heavenly Father takes care of them . I f  
H i s  generous and ki ndl y concern extends to even the l eas t i n sects whi ch men 
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trample underfoot and to even the grass  that dries  out and serves as fuel for 
the f i re ,  how can you beli eve , O men of little faith , that He to Whom you con­
secrate your labor will abandon you in your old age and leave you to fi n i sh i n  
m i sery a li fe spent i n  Hi s service?  

"Therefore , sti r up your trus t in  H i s i nfi ni te goodness and honor Him  by 
leav i ng in Hi s hands  the care of your persons . Be not troubled about the pres ­
ent or d i squ ieted about the future , but be concerned only about the moment you 
must  now l i ve . Do not l et anticipation of tomorrow be a burden on the day that 
i s  pass i ng .  What you lack i n  the eveni ng the morrow will bri ng you , i f  you 
know how to hope i n  God . God will work m i racles rather than let you suffer want .  
In add ition to the words of Jesus Chri s t ,  I offer you as  proof the uni versal ex­
perience of the sai nts .  Providence performs m i racles daily and they cease only 
for those who have no trust. " 

Such true words m i ght have been deci s i ve i f  he who uttered them with such 
convi ction had been as poor as he was v irtuous . But the speaker was a wealthy 
canon . Because i n  a r ich prebend and i n  h i s own fam ily fortune he enjoyed a 
secure refuge agai n s t  i nd igence , he lacked the grace to persuade others to for­
get the ir  own i n terests enti rely . I t  was easy for him to talk about perfect 
abandonment to Provi dence . He h imself had nothi ng to worry about ,  and Providence 
had prov ided him abundantly , not only with the necess i ti es of life , but even with 
the superfluous . Before he could address others i n  thi s  language of perfection ,  
he had to come down to the level of those he was address i ng .  

Once John Bapti st had d i vested him self of everyth i ng , h i s benefice and hi s 
fam ily i nheritance , and had g i ven the example of total trust i n  Providence , hi s 
words would be heeded . They would prove effecti ve i f  backed up by hi s example . 
Words can be res i sted ; speci ous arguments can contradict sound ones ; miracles 
can be doubted or at least questioned . But example admits of no reply . It i s  
a force which carries  its own evidence withi n itself and forestalls all qu, bbl es . 

The pious canon ' s  d i sciples felt hi gh esteem and veneration for hi s v i rtue . 
The deeds of hum ili ty , mortification , recollection and charity which they s aw 
him perfonn every day had won for him the i r enti re confidence . Stil 1 ,. he was a 
rich man . As long as  from the shelter of h i s  well-prov ided-for s ituation he 
attempted to i nspi re them with courage to face old age , illness ,  i nfi rm i ty and 
the uncertai nty i nseparable from them , he could nei ther fi nd much of a heari ng 
nor expect them to asp ire to the heroic degree of abandonment which they had 
not yet seen exempl ified i n  h i s person . 

Thi s  d ichotomy left the dev il  an opportuni ty to undermi ne the power of the 
canon ' s  words i n  the i r souls . Satan kept rem i nd i ng them that the one who spoke 
so eloquently of abandonment to Providence was a wealthy m an and that i f  he were 
i n  the same condition as they he m i ght. not talk quite so loftily of such high  
perfection . He m ight even be the fi rst to want to make sure that he had some­
thi ng to eat i n  hi s later years . 
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T�red of s imply thi nk ing these thoug hts , one day the schoolmasters surmnoned 
up thei r cou rage to the po int of com ing ou t wi th the ir  gri evance and gave De La 
Sal l e  one of those bl unt , di rect repl i es that the heart feel s i s  unanswerabl e .  

" You sp:ak  i n spi ri ng l y  amid  your ease , "  they tol d  h im , 1 1 for you l ack nothi ng . 
You hav: a ri c� can�nr� and an equal ly  f i ne· i �heri tance ; you enjoy security and 
protecti on agai nst  i nd i gence . If our work fai l s ,  you ri sk  nothi ng . The ru i n  
of our enterpri se woul d not affect you . We own noth i ng .  We are men wi thout 
possess i ons or i ncome or even a trade to fal l back on . Where can we go , and 
what can we do i f  the school s fai l , or if peopl e ti re of us? Desti tution wi l l  
be our only porti on and begg i ng our only  means to rel i eve i t . 1 1  

Al though nei ther courteous . nor graci ous , thi s reply contai ned enough truth 
to penetrate an upri ght heart . De La Sal l e  had not expected such a remark .  
Because unforeseen , i t  proved al l the more effecti ve . Hi s sel f-l ove d id  not de­
cei ve h im .  The schoolmasters ' reproach was i ndeed ungraci ous , but he pai d  no 
attenti on to thei r manner bu t only weighed i ts veraci ty .  H i s probi ty forced him 
to adm i t  that they had been right in speaking to him thu s .  The Holy Spi ri t joi ned 
Hi s voi ce to the irs and cal l ed to him even more cl early and vehemently in the 
depths of h i s  heart . 

He saw that he real l y  had nothi ng to reply  and that only g i vi ng up  al l h i s 
worl dly goods wou l d  afford them a proof that h i s  heart had spoken when h i s  l i ps 
had uttered such beauti fu l  thoughts about abandonment to Prov idence . He wou l d 
have to coupl e actions wi th h i s words i f  he wi shed the l a tter to prove effective . 
When he was as poor as h i s compani ons and i n  the same condi ti on as they , he wou l d  
have the grace to ask them to wal k after h im i n  the path of detachment from al l 
thi ng s , forgetti ng al l personal i nterests . 

The remarks of the school masters made De La Sa l l e  th i nk seri ous ly  and pl unged 
h im i nto much perpl exi ty .  On the one hand , to make h imsel f as poor as they and 
to become by choi ce what they were by necess i ty ,  to res i gn h i s canonry and gi ve 
away h i s fami ly  fortune in order to devote himsel f to a work sti l l  i n  i ts i nfancy 
and whi ch he wou l d  have to undertake wi thout any f irm assurance of the resu l ts ,  
was certai nly a fool hardy cho i ce i n  the eyes of human prudence . Even i n  the eyes 
of fai th i t  deserved serious  refl ecti on . 

On the other hand , i f  he remained ri ch and wel l prov i ded for whi l e  deal i ng 
wi th men who were poor and l acki ng i n  resources , he wou l d  have to refrai n from 
speaki ng to them about di sregardi ng the future , abou t not bei ng concerned over 
the precauti ons the future cal l s  for.  He woul d have to g i ve  up h i s exhortati ons 
on abandonment to Provi dence , whi ch wou l d  mean l eav i ng h i s fol l owers defensel ess 
aga inst  the wi l es of the Ev i l  One who was attacki ng them preci sely at  th i s ,  the 
weak spot i n  the ir  armor . Then what ·wou l d  become of hi s l i ttl e fl ock? No doubt 
Satan was goi ng to di sperse i t  agai n ,  and thi s  second deserti on wou l d be a second 
vi ctory for h im . 

If  Satan managed to get thi s  group of teachers to fol l ow the exampl e  of thei r 
predecessors , h i s  tri umph wou l d  be compl ete . By smothering i t  i n  i ts cradl e ,  he 
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would have brought about the destruction of an undertaki ng which he had begun to 
fear . Such were the various considerations which occupied De La Salle and whi ch 
threw him i nto great perplexi ty .  In the followi ng chapter we shall see how he 
magnanimously overcame these doubts , thanks to a generous resolution to g i ve up 
all thi ngs after the example of the Apostles, to resign  his canonry and renounce 
his personal wealth i n  order to attach himself to Jesus Christ naked on the Cross. 

Chapter XII 

De La Salle We ighs the Reasons for G iv i ng up His Canonry ; 
the Reasons Which Lead Him to This Generous Resolution . 

He Makes the Decision , bu t Does Not Venture 
to Carry It Out Until He Has Been Author ized to 

Do So by His Spiri tual Director . 

The spir i ted and u nadorned answer that the schoolmasters had g i ven to their 
Super ior was not one of those replies which disconcer t a person momentarily and 
br i ng about only a passi ng disturbance i n  the mi nd .  It impressed the canon so 
deeply that i t  could not be effaced . The f irst effect i t  produced was to make 
him thi nk deeply about the matter . After thought came deli berati ons and consul­
tations .  The f i nal effect was the actual renunci ation . 

The first idea which occurred to the pious canon was to use his i nheri ted 
wealth to endow the schools . What better use could he make of i t? His rela­
tives were rich and did not need any legaci es from him to lead comfortable li ves . 
" If you wish to be perfect , "  said Jesus Chr ist , 11go , sell all that belongs to 
you ; g ive i t  to the poor . 1 1 Gi ve i t  to whom? To one ' s  relati ves? If they needed 
i t , then chari ty rightly u nderstood would make this a duty , .for chari ty requ ires 
order , and order g i ves first place among the poor to one ' s  needy relatives . Duly 
ordered char i ty would beg i n  wi th one 's  fam ily i f  one were to distri bute the alms 
which the desire for perfection would lead one to di vest oneself of . 

But i f  relati ves are well-to-do , must one g i ve them the sums raised by the 
sale of one ' s  goods , as the Gospel advises? No . Such g i v i ng would only be a 
burden to them wi th superfluous wealth which m ight prove an occasion of spir i ­
tual loss . It would simply be g iv i ng them a deposi t which they would have to 
pass on to the poor , who really ought to recei ve the alms from the f irst owner ; 
for , as Jesus Christ says , uGi ve i t  to the poor . 11 What a lesson for the century 
in which we live ! The world does not want to hear such i nstructions . What ou t­
cr ies are raised by famili es which feel themselves robbed of whatever is g i ven 
to the poor, to the Church, or to good works! 

Still ,  the fai thful practice of this cou nsel was common i n  the early Church . 
If we wish to condemn this manner of acti ng , we must challenge an i nfi n i te number 
of sai nts .  If their example is not to be im i tated today , then we must conclude 
that the evangeli cal counsels are subject to the prescr i ption of time . No one 
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can deny , therefore , that the decision which De La Salle made at this time and 
which he carri ed out i n  fact by g i v i ng away his fortune to the poor fi nds i ts 
justi fication i n  the Gospel and i n  the examples left us by . the sai nts . If De 
La Salle had desti ned his wealth for the endowment of Christian and gratu i tous 
schools , he would have fulfilled all his aims .  

1 )  His action would have been di rected enti rely to the spi r itual advantage 
of the poor . 

2 )  It would have reassu red his disci ples and made them proof agai nst the 
temptation which troubled them and which , li ke a gnawi ng worm , was secretly u n­
dermin i ng and weakeni ng their  vocation and thei r good disposi tions .  

3 )  It would have reduced them to silence and , thanks to his heroic example 
of detachment ,  i t  would have au thori zed him to g i ve them lessons abou t perfection 
i n  regard to poverty and renunci ation of all thi ngs . 

4 )  It would effecti vely have depri ved him of his goods and i n  so doi ng 
would have made him truly li ke his poor followers . 

5 )  Fi nally , i t  would not have forced him to change his state of li fe ; he 
could still have remai ned a canon and at the same time Superi or of the new com­
mun i ty .  

Thus , his f irst thought was to di vest hi mself of his fam ily fortune , not of 
his prebend. If the fi rst transaction could not be accomplish�d wi thout bri ng i ng 
down on his head a multi tude of hardshi ps ,  the second i nvolved even greater di f­
ficulties and i nconveni ences . Thus De La Salle at fi rst did not consider i t . 
But Di v i ne Providence changed the order of his resolves and led hi m to beg i n  by 
resigni ng his canonry . 

The i nstrument that the Holy Spi ri t employed to second by his cou nsels the 
secret i nspi rations He gave the canon was Father Barre. This sai ntly Mi n im  was 
the person who had previously established Christi an and gratu i tous schools . It 
was then only natural for John Baptist to seek the adv ice of a man who enjoyed 
special grace i n  this  matter . 

As was to be expected , Barre approved the canon ' s  project , so - pi ous and dis­
i n terested that i t  won his high praise and wholehearted backi ng .  Bu t De La 
Salle ' s  design , while adm i rable i n  i tself , was not suffici ently i nclusive i n  the 
eyes of the sai ntly Mi nim . Because he wanted Christi an Schools to depend on 
nothi ng but Di v i ne Prov idence i tself , he had no use for endowments . He beli eved 
that the best and surest reliance was to abandon oneself to the care of our heav­
enly Father and that the Christian schools would be compromised i f  they were 
endowed. 

1 1 Foxes have holes , 1 1  he said i n  this connection , quoti ng Our Lord , 1 1 the bi rds 
of the sky have thei r nests , but the Son of Man has nowhere to rest His head . 1 1 

This is  how Father Barre conmented on these words : 1 1 Who are these foxes mentioned 
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i n  the sacred text? They are the chi l dren of the world who attach themsel ves to 
the goods of this earth . Who are the birds of the sky? The rel ig ious who f ind a 
refuge i n  their  cel l s .  But for schoolmasters and mistresses whose vocation is to 
instruct the poor after the exampl e of Jesus Chr ist , there is  no other portion on 
this  earth than that which fel l to the Son of Man . Div i ne Providence must be the 
onl y foundation on which Chr istian school s are establ ished . Any other does not 
suit them . This one is sol id , and the schools  themsel ves wi l l  remai n  stabl e so 
long as they have no other rel i ance . "  

Father Barre'was not a man to te l l  the truth by hal ves . Speaki ng to De La 
Sal l e ,  he adv ised that he should g i ve away his fortune , then he shoul d resign 
his canonry so that he might be abl e to devote himsel f entirel y  to this  work 
which required his und i v ided attention , and to provide h is  discipl es with a model 
of total renunci ation and perfect abandonment. The Superior would not draw down 
these graces on his fol l owers unti l he had g iven them the exampl e .  Although such 
adv ice was certainl y not very i nv iting , it  came from on high and coul d not have 
been i nspired by fl esh and bl ood . God , its real author , disposed the heart of 
the v irtuous canon to accept it by whi speri ng to his heart the same adv ice that 
the sai ntl y Minim was tel l i ng him exteriorl y .  

De La Sal l e ,  however , did not l i ke to rush i nto thi ngs and did not wish to 
do anythi ng without the adv ice of his ordi nary director of conscience . He l et 
these projects of evangel ical perfecti on mature and contented himsel f with water­
ing . them with his tears and nour ishing by his prayers these precious seeds which 
had been sown i n  his soul . At yrst the pi ous canon , deepl y impressed by the 
adv ice g iven him by Father Barre , thought careful l y  about what he should do. He 
brought his refl ections and considerations to the foot of his crucifi x ,  ask i ng 
God for His l ight and offeri ng himself to Him for the ful fi l lment of His designs .  
The more he pondered the d i v i ne wi l l ,  the more it seemed necessary to make him­
self poor so as to become l i ke his d iscipl es .  

The fol l owi ng are the reasons which convi nced him and which he kept repeat­
ing to himsel f :  

1 )  11 ! have been reduced to s i l ence . As l ong as I am not poor myself , 
I have no right to tal k the l anguage of perfection as I used to on 
the subject of poverty . I cannot speak of abandonment to Providence 
so l ong as I am comfortabl y i nsured against penury , nor about per­
fect confidence i n  God if my sound investnents l eave me no reason 
for worry .  

2 )  11 If I remai n  what I am , and the schoolmasters remai n  what they are , 
the ir temptation wi l l  persist because what produces it wi l l  continue 
to subsist. I wi l l  not be abl e  to remedy it because they wi l l  al ­
ways f ind i n  my weal th an obv ious and even pl ausi bl e  argument to 
justify the ir  doubts about the present and their  concern for the 
future . 

3 ) u sooner or l ater such a temptation , so justifiabl e in  appearance , 
wi l l  not fai l to produce the effect that the dev i l  hopes it wi l l  
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ach i eve . The . teachers , whether in  a group or one by one , wi l l  for­
s�ke me , l eavi ng my house empty for the second time and the school s 
wi thout anyone capabl e of conducti ng them. 

4 )  "Thi s desertion wi 1 1  make a good dea 1 of noise i n  the ci ty .  I t  
wi l l  fri ghten off any who mi ght have entertai ned the i dea of be­
comi ng schoolmas ters . Thei r vocati on wi l l  wi ther ; even before 
they enter they wi l l  be se i zed by the same mi sg i v i ngs  as those 
who have jus t  l eft. 

5) "Wi thou t a s tabl e s taff of teachers , the school s wi l l  fai l . I n  
thi s  case , the hei rs of  the foundations wi l l  cl aim the funds 
contri buted for thei r mai ntenance . 

6 )  "Thus , l i ttl e by l i ttl e the i nsti tuti on of Chri s ti an and gra­
tu i tous school s wi l l  be bu ri ed beneath i ts ru i ns ,  and i t  wi l l  
be usel ess ever to th i nk of rev i v i ng i t .  

7 )  " Even suppos i ng that al l these resu l ts do not fol l ow ,  must  I ,  
can I even , act as the su peri or of these s choolmasters wi th­
out g i v i ng up my canonry? How can I combine my ass i duous  
presence i n  the hou se , so a s  to be  at  thei r head duri ng the 
exerci ses of pi ety and to keep watch over them , wi th a ttendance 
in the choi r for the canoni cal Offi ce? Are these two pos i ti ons 
compati bl e? If not , I mu st g ive up one or the other . 

8 ) "True , a canon ' s  prebend i s  not i n  i tsel f an obstacl e to good 
works ; and sedu l ous attendance at the Offi ce to chant God ' s  
pra i ses does not prevent one from renderi ng other servi ces to 
the Church or from devoting onesel f to the sal v ati on of sou l s .  
One can di v i de one ' s time between these two nobl e functi ons 
and prove that a canon does not have to be i dl e outsi de the 
cho i r .  He does not need to seek i n  thi s  ti tl e a pl ausi bl e pre­
text to l eave the cho i r  only to enter upon a res t that l asts 
al l day ,  to grow stou t i n  sweet i ndol ence , and to do no work 
i n  the Lord ' s  v i neyard .  But can I at the same time be  a good 
canon and a fai thful superior of a commun i ty whi ch requ i res my 
presence cons tantly? I f  I fu l fi l l  thi s l atter functi on properly ,  
I wi l l  have to omi t  al l the duti es of the fonner , s i nce i f  I 
mus t  al ways be in  the house  I can never be in  the cho i r .  I f  
these two duti es cannot be  reconci l ed ,  I must  choose between 
them . Fi ve or s i x  hou rs a day spent i n  reci ti ng the Di v i ne 
Offi ce woul d make too great an i nroad on the ass i duous presence 
whi ch I owe to the house I d i rect. 

9 )  1 1Now , i n  the cho i ce I mu st  make , what shou l d be my detenni ni ng 
consi derati on? What shal l make the bal ance ti p? The greater 
gl ory of God , the ful l er serv i ce of the Church , my own hi gher 
perfection , and the sal vation of sou l s :  su ch are the ends I 
must  propose to mysel f and the aims whi ch must govern my choi ce . 
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If I consider only these exalted moti ves , I must resign my 
canonry and devote myself to the care of the schools and to 
the train ing of the schoolmasters who direct them . 

1 0 ) " Fi nally , si nce I no longer feel any attraction to the voca­
tion of a canon , i t  would seem that i t  has already left me 
even before I have g i ven up this  state of life . This calli ng 
is no longer for me . While I entered i t  through the r ight 
gate i ndeed , i t  seems to me tha t  God is  opening another door 
before me today so that I may leave i t . The same voice that 
called me to i t  seems to be calling me elsewhere . I hear 
this  i n  the depths of my consci ence ; this  voice speaks when 
I consult my conscience . True , since the hand of God put me 
in the s tate i n  which I now am , His hand must take me out of 
i t . But is He not showing me clearly enough today another 
state that deserves the preference and towards which He is  
leadi ng me by  the hand? " 

To tell the entire truth , De La Salle considered the canon ' s  function i n  
i tself as one of the least significant i n  the Church . We state this only be­
cause he has said so in so many words i n  the Memoir mentioned prev iously . He 
wanted to be fully a priest and to exercise al 1 the pr i estly functions . He 
felt that he was burying the talents conferred on him at his ordination and 
letti ng lie idle the powers that he had rece ived wi th the priestly character if 
he confi ned h imself to the reci tation of the Di v i ne Office .  Indeed , a canon 
who is a pri est endowed wi th health , knowledge ,  talent and ed ifying conduct , 
but who limi ts himself to the simple duty of punctually ass isting at the Office ,  
does not seem to fulfill all those obligations which the pri esthood imposes on 
him .  He leaves unproducti ve a part  of the powers he recei ved by the imposi tion 
of the bishop ' s  hands for the good of the diocese where he resides . Should he 
refuse to help a d iocese which prov ides for him and the prelate who governs i t ,  
if he can help? 

If today the ti tle of canon d ispenses many from an acti ve ministry , i t  can 
be said that such was not always the case . If we go back to the beg i nni ng , we 
shall find that every priest was the bishop ' s  helper , employed i n  the ministry 
and dedicated to the culti vati on of the Lord ' s  v i neyard under the bishop ' s  eyes 
and at his orders . At the very least we must admi t that only those who lack 
ei ther the necessary talents or the b ishop ' s  consent are dispensed from an 
active ministry .  

De La Salle ' s  zeal felt too hemmed in  by  the exigencies of the canonical · 
state . The sacred desire he experienced to serve the Church felt i tself too 
constrained . Wi thout meaning to do so , hi s spir i tual director himself had helped 
make him grow disenchanted wi th a state which did not provi de the entire li berty 
he longed for so that he m ight devote himself entirely to the sacerdotal mi nistry . 
His a ttendance i n  the choir forced him to be absent often from hi s house and for 
lengthy periods . Yet his presence in the house was most necessary .  His director 
did not wish to see John Baptist neglect his duty as a v ig ilant superior of his 
communi ty even to be a good canon . Yet ,  as we shall soon see , he strongly op-
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posed the proposal that De La Sal l e  submi tted to him of res igni ng h i s  canonry .  
He d id  not agree to thi s  s tep unti l the evi dence forced h im to admi t that i t  was 
necessary to make a cho i ce between two i ncompatibl e rol es . 

Al l thi s time the doci l e  servant of God , who obeyed bl i ndly and who woul d 
not questi on the way peopl e behaved towards h im , tri ed h i s  best to combi ne these 
two duti es and to fu l fi l l the obl igati ons ari s i ng from them . He was present i n  
the choi r i nsofar as penni tted by h i s  du ti es :  the i ns tru cti on and gu idance of 
h i s  d i s ci pl es , the runni ng of the school s and the necessary v igi l ance over a 
budd i ng communi ty .  He attended choi r ,  however , wi th a secret desi re to be more 
free and to be rel i eved of an occupati on wh i ch ,  al though sacred and angel i c ,  
took up so much of the time whi ch he wi s hed to devote to an even more di vi ne 
function . 

Thi s  l ong i ng had remai ned wi th him ever s i nce Father Rol and had suggested 
that he exchange h i s canonry for a pari sh , and i t  had not been exti ngu i shed by 
the fact that to obey hi s Ordi nary he had had to g i ve u p  the idea .  The deci s i on 
of h i s superi or had i ndi cated God ' s  wi l l  to h im and had convi nced h im that  he was 
not cal l ed ei ther to be a pari s h  pri est  or to remai n a canon . Sti l l , he perse­
vered in th i s  l atter s tate and , as he h imsel f says , awai ted God ' s  command to 
abandon i t , not dari ng to l eave of h i s  own accord the p l ace where the Lord had 
put h im .  

Thus God , Who knows how to mol d the human heart wi th unspeakabl e ski l l , d i s­
posed thi s heart  for Hi s desi gns in a gradu al and natural manner . By the mys te­
ri ous operati on of H i s grace He brought the des i res of the man of God i nto l i ne 
wi th Hi s wi l 1 .  At thi s point  I th ink  of De La Sal l e  as resembl i ng a man who has 
stopped at a spot where vari ous paths d i verge . Uncerta i n  as to whi ch he shou l d 
choose , he del i berates , he consu l ts ,  he i nforms himsel f as to the one he shou l d 
fol l ow .  

God seems to s how it  to him c l early enough ;  but the sai ntly canon , confused 
as i t  were , s ti l l  cannot see tha t there i s  real l y  only one path that God i s  of­
feri ng h im . Persuaded i n  the depths of � i s bei ng by a sort of supernatural i n­
sti nct and by a secret i n timation of the di vine wi l l  that he was not cal l ed to 
remai n  a canon nor to become a parish  pri est ,  he seemed determined to g i ve him­
sel f to the devel opment of thi s  new work to whi ch Di v ine Provi dence had brought  
him s tep by s tep wi thout h i s  real i zati on , so that he mi ght  assume compl ete charge 
of i t .  

Fi nal ly , after mu ch refl ecti on i n  God ' s  presence , after many prayers and 
consu l tati ons , i t  seemed evi dent to him , " towards the end of the year 1 682 /' as 
he himsel f wri tes , " that God was cal l i ng me to take charge of the school s . "  
Si nce he had to be the fi rst  at al l the exerci ses of the communi ty ,  he cou l d  not 
assi s t  at the Offi ce as ass i duous ly as hi s di rector requ i red h im to . Conv i nced 
at l as t  by al l the reasons  we have enumerated above , he made up h i s  mi nd to re­
s i gn h i s  canonry .  Even so , he found h i s spi ri tual di rector s ti l l  u nwi l l i ng to 
agree to thi s  change . 
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Such a resolve finds few who approve of i t . It was too unusual and extra­
ordi nary for hi s director hastily to g ive  i t  hi s consent .  Prudence requ i red 
that he spend much time exami ning the principle from which thi s resolution s tem­
med and i ts true motive , and i n  determi ning whether i t  was the has ty result of a 
pass ing excess of fervor or the mature fru i t of grace and of the action of the 
Holy Spir i t .  

We all need to try our moti ves and to examine where they come from and 
where they lead . We must  not accept all these i nspirations uncr i tically i f  we 
do not wi sh to be gu ided by presumption ,  lev i ty ,  and the evil  one . Not all res­
olutions which bear the outward marks of  perfection are i nspired by God . A man ' s  
own spir i t  often sugges ts to him projects which he attr ibu tes to the Spiri t of 
God . He r i sks bei ng deluded if  he does not scru tinize wi th prudent deli beration 
the extraordinary i nspirations he concei ves . The one in  question here , which 
began by De La Salle ' s  renunci ation of hi s canonry and ended by the gi v ing up of 
hi s wealth , at first glance seemed audacious . In the eyes of human reason the 
deci s ion was a s tartli ng one . 

A wi se d irector who seeks hi s responses not i n  hi s own special i ns ights but 
takes as the gu idi ng principle of hi s d irection prudence enlightened by fai th , 
could not irranediately set the seal of hi s approval on i t . Even had he been as 
enlightened as hi s peni tent on thi s  topic , wi sdom would di ctate that he should 
not g i ve i n  to the first proposal and that he wai t unti l God ' s  will should make 
i tself clear . In fact , a resolution which would amount to condemni ng oneself to 
the severest poverty i n  order to launch a work whose success was s till so uncer­
tai n ,  the plan of which seemed so incredi ble to the eyes of the flesh , was i n­
deed a s trange and bold resolution .  

In fact,  i t  was heroi c,  prov ided the Spiri t of God really i nspired i t ;  but 
i t  would have been vain and rash if any other moti ve did .  For was i t  not i ndeed 
somewhat a tempting of God for De La Salle to 1 eave a holy and secure s tate of 
li fe i n  order to undertake another which was uncertai n ,  as yet ill-formed , and 
exposed to a thou sand contradictions , a s ingle one of which would have sufficed 
to ru i n  i t? And i n  thi s case , what would happen to the ex-canon? What further 
role could he play i n  the world after hav i ng failed as a schoolmaster? 

Put to so severe a test ,  would hi s v irtue not be in  danger of succumbi ng ?  
Would hi s fall not be proportionate to the heights he had reached? Hi s failure 
as ill-omened as hi s elevation had been i n  vain? How often has not a secret but 
pervas ive hypocri sy mas ked i tself under a gaudy type of v irtue? If De La Salle ' s  
project were to fail , what would he be reduced to? No doubt to the direst  want , 
for which of hi s relati ves would feel i nclined to provide for the necessi ties of 
a man who had become a pauper of hi s own free will , one who had g iven to the poor 
the wealth .which he could have di s tr i bu ted among hi s own relati ves?  If some such 
mi sfortune were to over take him ,  the canon who ins i s ted on becoming a schoolmas­
ter , all he could do would be to try to earn hi s li vi ng by selling hi s labor as 
other men do and setti ng a pr ice on the lessons he had fondly hoped to make gra­
tui tous and wholly Chri sti an .  
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After all , could De La Salle not save his soul in  the state where D iv ine 
Prov idence had placed him? If he was so eager to attain perfection , what ob­
stacle d id he find thereto in being a canon? The edifying conduct he had thus 
far displayed was certai nly a pledge of what his li fe in the fu ture would be . 
Judging the future by the past , could he not promise himself that he would cer­
tainly contri ve to sanctify himself , wi thout running the risk of illusion and of 
be ing decei ved by a notion of perfection , dazzling indeed bu t false? If he was 
so eager to exercise h is min istry for the serv ice of the Church , could he not 
find enough activ i ty to satisfy his zeal by following the example of Father 
Roland i n  the confessional , in the spir i tual direction of souls , i n  the govern­
ment of the communi ties he was already in charge of , in  preachi ng God 's  word 
from the pulpit or in distribu ting this heavenly nourishment to the little ones 
by g i v ing them simple catechetical instructions . 

All these tasks he had already managed to combi ne wi th his du ties as a canon . 
Since h is vocation was not doubtful and he had entered the ecclesiastical state 
and the ranks of the canons of the Cathedral through perfectly legitimate paths, 
since he fulfilled the obligations of his profession so punctually , what had he 
to fear? Why did he not remain peaceably what he was by his state and by God 's  
calling :  a good canon and a good pri est? 

All these considerations were weigh ty and justified h is director in making 
De La Salle put off the carryi ng out of his resolution . Foreseeing all the prob­
lems that would arise from such an extraordinary decision , the director was un­
easy about its consequences . A step of this nature could hardly be taken wi thout 
causing a good deal of unrest and gossip . It would generate much distrubance , 
and the cri ticism would eventually fall back on the director himself for counselors 
usu ally have to share a large par t  of the blame that people visit on those under 
their direction . 

The world imagines that penitents hear nothing but the voice of their con­
fessors and act only i n  accordance wi th their orders--although in practice this 
happens very seldom and only in  the case of very docile souls , who are few i ndeed . 
The world , however , blames everything on the director and never fails to hold him 
responsi ble for the actions , whether holy or ill-advised , that  his peni tents carry 
out .  The wave of slanderous cri ticism which De La Salle had stirred up when he 
brought  the schoolmasters to stay in his house and h ad begun living with them had 
not completely subsided ; it foreshadowed other onslaughts ,  even more furious , if 
he were to cease being a canon in order to become more like h is followers • • 

Then , in whose favor should he resign h is canonry? This was another ques­
tion which was bound to bring up more difficulties .  The v irtuous canon had a 
brother , Louis , who was an ecclesiastic , the only one of his family who had re­
mained steadfast at his side , the one who shared h is li fe wi th the schoolmasters 
in spite of the objections of the family .  If John Baptist did not leave his 
canonry to this deservi ng younger brother , what would people say? What outcries 
would fill the city from end to end? What would his outraged family not resort 
to? 
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But a man who was already beg i nn i ng to walk so courageously i n the foot­
steps of the sai nts was hardly one to li sten to the voice of fl esh  and blood 
or to confirm by hi s exampl e the pernicious custom of treati ng the emoluments 
attached to the serv ice of the Church as part of hi s family i nher i tance . Be­
cause all these d iffi culti es were obvious enough , once agai n i t  was certai nly 
not wi se for De La Salle ' s  d irector to g ive h i s immediate consent to the proposal 
made to him by h i s  pen i tent regardi ng hi s res ignation from the Chapter . 

Docile , humble , obedien t ,  De La Salle was therefore obliged to put off hi s 
project before comi ng to a f inal conclus ion i n  a matter of such great importance 
to h i s  purposes and h i s circums tances . The v irtuous canon , who s till felt 
strongly constrai ned by grace , was thus prevented by obedience from followi ng i ts 
i nspiration . Unwilli ng to have anyth i ng to. reproach h im self wi th , he remained 
resolved to adopt all poss i ble means to di scover God ' s  will .  On the one hand , he 
feared to res i st the Holy Spiri t and to s ilence Hi s voice by li s teni ng to human 
reason ; on the other hand , i n  hi s diffidence and modesty he dreaded to be de­
ce i ved by m i staki ng for God ' s  i nspiration some phantom of hi s own imag i nation or 
some decepti ve scheme orig i nati ng i n  the ev il spir i t ,  who i s  so s killful i n  
counterfei ti ng God ' s  action . 

To overcome thi s new perplex i ty ,  De La Salle found no better way than to 
consult the wi sest and mos t enlightened persons i n  the ki ngdom . He made a tr ip  
to Pari s ,  but i ns tead of f ind i ng hi s difficulties resolved , he saw them com­
pounded on account  of the var ious opi nions he rece ived from those whom he con­
sulted . Some encouraged while others opposed the resolution he had fonned of re­
s igni ng hi s canonry . 

On h i s  return he gave a detailed account of h i s  consultations to hi s d irector . 
These i nterv iews only added to De La Salle ' s  irresolution because h i s d irector , 
see i ng that hi s opi n i on was shared by several of the enlightened pr i ests De La 
Salle had consulted , grew all the more convi nced of the r ightness of hi s own 
pos i tion and even forbade hi s pen i tent to thi nk  any more of h i s generous des ign . 
Such adv ice ,  however , was beyond the capaci ty of the v irtuous canon , for the 
thoug ht followed him everywhere .  The Holy Spiri t Who i n spired i t  constantly re­
called i t  to hi s m i nd and kept urg i ng him to implement i t . Under such i nner 
complus ion he kept com i ng back to the subject and wi th pious i ns i stence begged 
h i s d irector to agree to h i s  plan . 

Duri ng the ni ne� or ten months which thi s  sort  of debate lasted , every day 
seemed to bri ng to the pious canon a new moti ve for res ign i ng hi s prebend , or 
perhaps the same reasons impressed h im  more s trongly day after day . In mentioni ng 
them to hi s confessor , he tri ed to g i ve them as much cogency i n  the latter ' s  m i nd 
as they had as sumed i n  hi s own . Fi nally , to secure a favorable deci s ion he joi ned 
wi th hi s own solici tations those of another eccles iastic who was li v i ng wi th hi m 
and who poi nted out to the director wi th total clari ty the i mposs ibili ty of con­
cili ati ng the two pos i ti ons John Bapti s t  was tryi ng to do jus tice to . The director 
fi nally gave i n  to these arguments and to hi s pen i tent ' s  des ires , but only after 
thi s  long and ser ious exam i nation . 
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I have almost forgotten to state that of all those whose advice De La Sall e 
had sought , Father Barre was the one who most strongly backed him in his resolve 
to renounce his canonry and to give up his patrimony so that he might abandon 
himself to God ' s  Providence exclusively , as he was urging those to do to whom he 
was affording such perfect lessons on this subject . Father Barre , a saintly re­
ligious , was one of those men who cannot abide mediocrity and who always inci te 
those who consul t  them to aim at the most perfect , at least when they deal with 
souls as noble and magnanimous as that of the pious canon . We cannot too highl y 
respect the admirable docili ty of De La Sal le ' s  truly l ofty soul , ever ready for 
total sacrifice .  Without reasoning , without argui ng ,  wi thout objecting , he 
heeded the oracles which the Holy Spirit supplied him with by the mouth of the 
holy religious and subm i tted thereto with respect. 

Called like the Apostles to leave everything for Jesus Christ ,  his heart 
gave its consent  as soon as this sacrifice was proposed to him . From that mo­
ment on he tried to hasten its execution insofar as obedience to his director 
of conscience al l owed . What generos ity ,  what faithful ness to grace , what de­
votedness to evangelical perfection ! John Baptist cared for nothing ; nothing 
could stop him--neither his wealth nor the amenities of a comfortable life . He 
laid it all down with the same promptness with which one might l ay aside a use­
less p iece of furniture or a heavy burden . He reminds me of the publican, 
Matthew ,  who at the first word spoken to him by Jesus Christ arose and fol l owed 
Him , forgetting how rich he had been , happy and proud to be able to offer God 
the sacrifice of all he had and of all he was by generously exchanging his worldly 
goods for the poverty of Jesus Christ . 

Coul d such a step , so distasteful to nature , have been due to ambition or 
the desire to make a name for himself in the world? Such a motive is what cer­
tai n  unfair and prejudiced censors taxed him with at the time . If they had been 
willing to look into their own hearts and to study their own inclinations , they 
would have discovered that such resolutions can only come from on high , and that 
to call such a proposal ambitious was to attribute to Beelzebub , the prince of 
demons , a miracle of grace and the prodigies that only the Holy Spirit of God 
can bri ng about in souls . 

Chapter XIII 

How De La Sall e Proceeds to Divest Himself of His Canonry , 
Once His Director Permits Him to Do So . 

The Opposition He Encounters and How He Overcomes It . 

Our pious canon , convinced that secrecy is the key to success in one ' s  un­
dertaki ngs , neglected none of the precautions that prudence suggested in  order 
to keep his project quiet ;  but his care was in vain . Rumors began to spread 
throughout the city , from house to house . A step of this kind coul d hardl y be 
taken without giving rise to considerable comment . Since it was necessary to 
disclose it to certain persons , and since it is impossible to count on complete 
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discretion on the part of all, some i ndiscreet tongue always betrays the secrets 
which his soul is incapable of preserv ing .  

Once De La Salle ' s  proposal was known, it is easy to i magi ne how it was 
rece i ved by the public, what criticism it provoked from his fellow canons and 
friends, and how much disappoi ntment it occasioned i n  the De La Salle family . 
A "sign of contradiction, " li ke his di v i ne Master, John Baptist on this occasion 
had to experi ence reproaches, rash judgments and mockery from all sorts of people . 
The worldly concluded that he had lost his m i nd, had exhausted his psychic  re­
sistance by leading too retired a l i fe and by his exaggeratedly mortified and un­
soci al behavior . They believed that his m i nd was enfeebled, that he wanted to 
raise himself up to unprecedented heights and launch off i nto the empyrean, soar­
ing above the usu al flights of the perfect, in  order to wi n a place for himself 
among the venerable founders of orders . 

In the opi nion of the worldly-wise and the politically m i nded who clai m  to 
see i nto and to probe men ' s  characters i n  order to pronounce a defi nitive verdict 
on their actions, our canon, by g i v ing up his state of life, was merely following 
his temperament which always led h i m  to exaggerate everything . The irrelig ious, 
who always f ind ways to pour scorn on everythi ng and who love nothi ng better than 
to mock the devout, sa id that John Baptist, who was sangu i ne and impetuous by 
nature, was bored with staying qu i etly i n  a -state of li fe i n  which he was happy, 
of exercisi ng his zeal only by si ng ing the praises of God i n  a place where many 
simply rest and some even fall asleep in the darker recesses of the sanctu ary .  

The indi fferent affi nned that this  scheme was nothi ng but a passi ng fancy ; 
he was letting hi mself be fasci nated by the unusual character of an extraordi nary 
type of li fe .  His desire for higher perfection was just an ill usion . He listened 
to no one ' s  advice and followed nothing but his own ideas . How could any di rector, 
they asked, be so easy-going or so lacki ng i n  good judgment as to approve such an 
extravagant proposal? So spoke the world, and the pious canon let it speak on . 

His fellow canons and his friends took a di fferent tack but with the same 
end i n  v i ew.  While reproachi ng him i n  affectionate terms for wanti ng to leave 
their company, to renounce thei r friendship, to bid them a fi nal adi eu, they 
spoke to him at length about the state he was thi nk i ng of abandoni ng and about 
the one he i ntended to embrace . Each of them put forth all his rhetor ical powers 
to pai nt i n  v i v id colors all the advantages afforded by the f i rst and all the 
drawbacks they could thi nk of in  the second . 

What did they not say, goi ng i nto the details of the troubles, sufferi ngs 
and contrarieties which he would have to face in such a lowly state to which he 
seemed to feel such a strong attraction? His lot was indeed to be deplored . 
They felt sorry for him, and they added that they could not endure the thought 
that he was going to throw i n  his fate with such rustic people and condemn hi m­
self to lead a wretched ex istence li ke them and with them for the rest of h is  
life . Other fr i ends, li ke Job ' s  asked, " Have you dishonored your character by 
some secret crime? Is i t  to expi ate this  that you want to exile yourself from 
the company of decent people? If you wish to do penance, must you do it i n  a 
conditi on of sordid and wretched poverty? Can you prefer this to your present 
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state wi thout di shonori ng the l atter , without caus i ng peopl e to thi nk i l l  of 
your fel l ow canons and of one of the most i l l u strious Chapters i n  Chri stendom , 
because of your strange preference? "  

Everyone , assumi ng the rol e of a prophet , made sure to tel l  him that he 
wou l d  not take long to repent of what he was about to do , that he would acknowl ­
edge hi s mi s take as soon as he had committed it ,  but that perhaps i t  would then 
be too l ate to remedy i t . 

S i nce everybody was tal ki ng about the affai r and wanted to have hi s say on 
the subject ,  even good peopl e and the devout got i nvol ved i n  the debate and 
added thei r critici sm to the verdict which the voice of the publ i c  pronounced 
aga inst the v i rtuous canon . They i nqu i red , " Does not the voice of the publ i c  
reach hi s ears?  Is he ignorant of al l that i s  be i ng said i n  the city? If he 
knows i t ,  why does he not make peopl e hush by g i v i ng up hi s fool i sh project? 
Shou ld  hi s very pi ety not make it a duty for him to sati sfy hi s fami l y  which i s  
so upset? To reconci l e  himself  with hi s friends and rel atives who are di s­
pl eased? 

"Why does he make everyone tal k about him so much? Why g i ve the i rre l ig ious  
an occas ion to make fun of rel ig ion and to ridicu l e  devotion ?  Has he refl ected 
suffici entl y on the importance of the step he proposes to take? If after some 
days he i s  unhappy with it , regrets i t ,  and agrees with the publ ic i n  condemni ng 
it ,  what an embarrassment it wi l l  be for him , what a blot on hi s reputation for 
piety ! If he remai ns firm i n  hi s resol ve (whi ch he may wel l  do , s i nce he i s  so 
hardheaded) ,  what a spectacl e wi l l  he not offer the world when he , a canon , be ­
comes a schoolmaster ! When he pl aces himself at the head of a band of beggars* 
and becomes a beggar l i ke them! 

" In truth , i s  he not tempti ng God? Does he not real i ze it? Why does no 
one try to make him understand what he i s  doi ng ? Is i t  poss i bl e  that he al one 
can be bl i nd to what i s  so pl a i n  to everyone el se? That di sregardi ng the future 
he does not foresee the wretched lot he i s  prepari ng for himself and the mi ser­
abl e condition i nto which he i s  goi ng to precipitate himself?  The story of hi s 
l ife wi l l  teach posterity ,  at hi s expense , that one must be ' wi se with sobri ety , '  
and tai lor one ' s  undertaki ngs to fit one ' s  strength . "  

Others asked , "What can our fel low-citi zen be after? Some sort of chimerical 
perfection? I thought he had more sense ! He is l etti ng himsel f be l ed astray by 
pious i l l us ions . For , after al l ,  what i s  thi s work he i s  tryi ng to start i f  not 
a pure del us ion?  How surpri sed and how embarrassed wi l l  he not be when he sees 
al l hi s dreams fade i nto nothi ngness !  And can any other resu lt  be expected? 
Suppose that he does succeed i n  getti ng thi s project off to a good start , does 
he possess enough i nfl uence and authority to ward off al l the bl ows of mi sfortune 
and to bri ng hi s work to fu l l  devel opment? " 

*The French , gueux i s  expressi ve of extreme contempt . 
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I would never end if I wished to set down everything that people said. We 
know well enough how worldlings can talk on such occasions . In a word , the 
v i rtuous canon had everybody against him . If he had chosen to defend himself , 
he would not have been able to furnish enough answers to the countless accusa­
tions made against his project . His only defense was to keep silent ;  as a rule 
this is the sole weapon that the saints resort to in similar circumstances . It 
was the only one used by Jesus Christ Himself . "Jesus remained silent , 1 1  says 
the Gospel , when they accused Him and when everyone cast his vote to condemn 
Hi m .  On such delicate occasions silence is the most eloquent apology ;  sooner or 
later it makes the public retract what it has said and modify its first judgment ,  
too hastily passed . This heroic silence is the sign of innocence and the most 
authentic testimonial to the presence of the Holy Spirit in a soul . The more 
difficult and rare it is to practice such silence , the greater merit it wins . 

This glorious silence was the only defense that De La Salle resorted to. 
I do not know whether he was much hurt by everything said about him ; but if he 
was , he did not let it appear . No doubt , he could not help feeling the dissat­
isfaction and disappointment that his resolve occasioned among his relatives . 
While virtue opposes nature , it does not always suppress all natural feelings . 
A saint does not cease to be a man .  In fact , one can say that the saints are 
more human than the rest of us in this sense : that because they have a better 
natural disposition , less self-love and more real charity for their neighbor , 
they often possess more tender and sensitive hearts , and the depth of their 
feelings gives to their sacrifices an added value and greater merit .  

De La Salle ' s  relatives , disconcerted and alanned by his resolve , joined 
their outcries to those of the public , hoping to make him change his mind and to 
oblige him to avoid giving them this new reason for discontent . It was all in 
vain ; he had chosen . Flesh and blood had not inspired him , and the Holy Spirit 
Who had suggested his choice gave him the courage to carry it out . If I may 
apply to him this eulogy of the Protomartyr , the virtuous canon "full of grace 
and strength" resisted all the attacks directed against him . The Holy Spirit 
dwelt in him ; without making him insensible to the blows dealt him , He rendered 
him victorious over them . 

For we must not im agine that ,  even though he seemed immovable on the out­
side , this generous servant of God was never i.nteriorly disturbed when the demons 
joined forces with men and launched desperate efforts to m ake him yield . More 
than once he himself admitted to his disciples that at  this time hell raised more 
stonns against him than the world did , and that he would not have been able to 
hold out against these furious attacks if the hand of the Almighty had not been 
stretched out in his defense . 

The devil , infinitely more clever than men in presenting to us with artful 
imposture the liveliest and most seductive images , tried his best to evoke in 
the canon ' s  imagination the most somber tableaux of the wretched state i nto 
which he was about to hurl himself--tableaux which his friends had barely sketched . 
The darkest hues , applied by a supremely skillful and malignant hand , sketched 
such a horrible picture of the state he was going to embrace that it seemed to 
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him tha t by enter i ng i t  he wou ld be condemn i ng himsel f to a l l the tortures of 
the damned and al l the most terri bl e  consequences of the direst penury unti l 
death .  

It seems that the canon , a l ready prepared to g i ve up  everythi ng , cou ld  en ­
v isi on himself  a penni l ess beggar at the head of a band of men l i ke himself ,  
whom an exaggerated sense of duty had l ed him to im i tate . He saw himself the 
l eader of a group of Brothers l acki ng any prov is i on for the necessi ti es of l ife 
other than the care of Providence and the char i ty of the publ i c .  He fel t that 
al ong wi th them he wou ld be exposed to l ive in sordid poverty or to seek his 
bread i n  disgracefu l beggary . Hu nger , thirst , hea t  and cold , ragged cl othi ng , 
rejecti on , i nsu l ts ,  i nf i nniti es and i l l nesses , and the endl ess cortege of m isery 
and sufferi ng whi ch are the consequences of poverty wou ld  be his l ot after he 
had renounced his fami l y fortu ne and the revenues prov ided by the Church . 

In addi ti on , if he a l one remai ned poor and m iserabl e ,  he a l one wou ld  suffer ; 
bu t he wou ld have to endure i t  al l over and over aga i n  for each of the Brothers 
he had to prov ide for , si nce as his spir i tual sons they wou ld  cause him as much 
heartbreak as a mother feels when she sees hersel f  wi thou t bread or food , sur­
rounded by her starv i ng chi ldren . 

In a word , the dev i l l aid open before him the fri ghtful prospect of desti ­
tu ti on and showed him i n  i ts depths the abyss of degradati on i nto whi ch his i n­
discreet and rash decisi on was goi ng to precipi tate him , a gu l f  from whi ch he 
wou ld never be abl e to emerge and where nobody wou ld pi ty him . For after al l ,  
added the Father of Lies ,  you wi l l  be the onl y one worthy of compass i on ,  for the 
state whi ch you are about to embrace is the natural l ot of those whom you wish 
to emu l ate . They were born poor and have a l ways l i ved i n  that condi ti on . If 
they rema i n  poor in the school master ' s  professi on ,  they wi l l  simpl y remai n  what 
they were born to be . Hardened from i nfancy by i ndigence and brought up i n  
poverty ,  accustomed to a l i fe of hardships , they scarce l y feel the sti ng of want 
save when it reaches the extreme .  They are used to doi ng wi thou t everythi ng but 
the barest necess i ties ; they can feast on short rati ons . Bu t you were brought 
up wi th such tender care , nurtured on the best of everythi ng ! You have l i ved i n  
the l ap of l uxury . You have never known what . i t  i s  to be i n  want of anythi ng . 
Your r i ch prebend and your fam i l y  fortune have prov ided you wi th a l l  the ame­
ni ti es of l ife . To what despair wi l l  you not be reduced when , str ipped of al l 
your weal th ,  you f ind yourself  desti tute and i n  want of al l ?  You wi l l  not dare 
turn to your fonner fri ends and rel atives . They are al l angry wi th you and wi l l  
enjoy seei ng you dri nk deep of the bi tter chal i ce of m isery and m isfortune whi ch 
they were unabl e to prevent you from seek ing i n  this  new state of l i fe whi ch 
seems to chann you so much .  

What wi l l  our canon do now i n  h is  ag i tati on , troubl e and affr i ght? Wi l l  he 
draw back? Wi l l  he dare to go ahead towards a state whi ch holds out the promise 
of nothi ng but woe? Wi l l  the dev i l  su cceed in  causi ng his imag i nati on to i n­
fl uence his wi l l  through fear of impendi ng cal ami ty and despair? God forbid 
that he shou ld  erect on the rui ns of his confidence i n  God a monument to human 
reason and to carnal prudence ! The generous canon emerged v i ctori ous from this 
struggl e ,  confirmed i n  his reso l u ti on to g i ve sel f�l ove a new and even deeper 
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wound and to strengthen his first resolution by a second one , still more heroi c .  
The state he i ntends to embrace may indeed cast him into the bosom of desti tution . 
but it wi l l  not deprive him of the usual means of reliev i ng it .  Public charity 
is the remedy that God has prepared for him , and begging is the voi ce whi ch 
solic i ts char i ty .  He detennined to swallow the humiliation of beggary , if it 
should come to that . 

"Wel l then , 1 1  he replied to the devil and to hi mself , " if worse comes to 
worst the thi ng to do will be to go out and beg for alms ; if we have to , we will 
do it . " What a resolve for a young canon , a man of noble birth ,  a well-known 
Doctor , a m i nister of God 's altar , well prov ided for , thanks to Church revenues 
and his own family wealth ! Such a heroic determi nation ,  so contrary to self­
love and to one 's  natural pride , was the tri umph of charity . After a temptati on 
so bravely resisted and after a v i ctory so complete , our canon could no longer 
measure the progress he made i n  love and grace . 

Finally resolved to divest himself of everything so as to walk in the foot­
steps of Jesus , naked and poor , he went to Paris i n  July , 1 683 ,  to meet wi th his 
archbishop and to request his perm ission to resign his canonry . He was unable 
to speak wi th him at that time , however , and a few days later the archbishop 
returned to Rheims . 

Dur ing his short sojourn in Paris our v irtuous canon met wi th Father De La 
Barmondiere , the pastor of Sai nt Sulp i ce ,  no doubt for the purpose of conferri ng 
wi th this saintly man on the resolution he had taken and to receive from his 
lips new encouragement i n  carrying it out . Saints like to meet wi th saints , and 
their greatest comfort is to see their projects , whi ch worldlings oppose and con­
demn , approved and encouraged by God 's friends . 

De La Salle mentions this meeting wi th Father De La Barmondi�re but says 
nothing about what took place between them concerning his new Insti tute , for his 
hum ili ty never allowed him to reveal anythi ng that m ight turn to his own praise . 
We shall not - be far wrong , however , if we surmise that the saintl y parish priest 
gave his fullest approval to a proposal whi ch met with such universal condemna­
tion by the world , and that he warmly praised (a rare thi ng wi th him , as those 
who knew him can testify) a work which prom ised to g i ve God so much glory and to 
procure such great benefi ts for the poor . We can sunnise �his , basi ng ourselves 
on the outcome of the conversation .  Father De La Barmondiere , delighted to hear 
of the remarkable results that the new schools were achievi ng i n  Rheims ,  hastened 
to request for his vast parish such a valuable asset ,  and won from De La Salle 
the promise that he himself would come wi th two of his Brothers to open a school 
there . 

This agreement concluded to the mutual satisfaction of the two men , De La 
Salle left some of his belongings in Paris as a sort of pledge , hoping to return 
shortly and carry out his promise . But the fulfillment of the plan took longer 
than anyone expected . To De La Salle ' s  great regret , he was able to keep his 
word only six years later . Yet in this way God was prepar i ng ,  under the aegis 
of this sai ntly parish pr iest , �n entry for the Christian Schools into the capi tal 
of the kingdom , the ci ty which is , so to speak , the key to France , so that from 
there these i nsti tutions might spread to other cities.  
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The v i rtuous canon was thus obliged to go back home in  order to meet wi th 
his archbishop whom he had hoped to find i n  Paris . He did not delay i n  pre­
senti ng h imself at the archbishop ' s  palace , bu t he found the doors shut .  The 
prelate , aware of the designs of this pri est whose zeal and dis interestedness 
were no secret to him , sought  to tempori ze ,  to g i ve him time to reflect further 
on the matter , and to prevail on De La Salle to set aside his resolve . He hoped 
that  delay m ight  cool off his ardor and change h is  disposi tions ; and that h is 
own remonstrances , joined wi th those of relatives and fri ends , would make John 
Baptist g i ve up this project whi ch aroused so much antagonism on all sides . 

At bottom , Archbishop Le Telli er felt a great deal of esteem for the young 
canon whose meri t and v i rtue he had had occasion to observe . He feared , and not 
wi thout reason , that  he m ight lose th is m an fi rst for his Cathedral Chapter and 
later for h is diocese . So he did all he could to preserve for both a man of 
such rare worth . At fi rst the prelate kept the doors of his palace closed to 
John Baptist and tri ed to discourage h im  by repeated rebuffs , feari ng to hear 
from De La Salle ' s  own li ps the resolu tion whi c h  he hoped to change . 

When he fi nally had to listen to him , he told De La Salle that he h i mself 
agreed wi th the opinion of the public concerning the matter whi ch he had come 
to broach to him . He hoped to dissuade h im  from proceedi ng wi th the plan and 
to bring him to lay i t  aside . Not succeeding i n  this , he finally agreed to the 
desi re of the v i rtuous canon . He did so wi th great regret and relu ctance , al­
though he did not show i t ,  whether because he felt i t  was useless , or because 
he did not wish to add to the canon ' s  chagri n .  

Bu t when De L a  Salle had departed , the prelate spoke frankly in  the pres­
ence of several persons , declaring how deeply he felt the loss of su ch an evan­
geli cal worker , the li ke of whom was not to be found i n  the diocese of Rheims . 
He showed the same atti tude a few years later when the Servant of God wanted to 
leave Rhe ims and establish his Insti tu te in  Paris . At that time De La Salle 
found all sorts of opposi tion on the part of his archbishop . The prelate moved 
heaven and earth to keep h im i n  the diocese , not hesi tating to make him the most 
alluring offers in  the hope of preventing his departure . Archbishop Le Tellier 
even went so far as to prom ise to endow his communi ty if he would agree to lim i t  
his foundations to the diocese . The prom ise was attractive , but the Servant of 
God could not accept i t  because i t  would have hobbled his zeal and restri cted the 
work he was doing for God , a work whi ch he was i nspi red to spread throughout 
France . 

De La Salle , after expressing his most respec tful thanks , refused a proposal 
wh i ch seemed so advantageous . Because nothi ng but God ' s  interests moved him , he 
seemed i ndifferent to human advantages . We have thought i t  proper to mention 
these facts at this point , getti ng somewhat ahead of our story , in  order to 
justify the condu ct whi ch Archbishop Le Tellier fi rst adopted towards the v i r­
tuous canon . He m ight have been accused of showing himself rather harsh if the 
purpose he pu rsued was not made clear . 

At first ,  then , the archbishop refused to see John Baptist only because of 
the genu i ne esteem he enterta ined for him and through fear of losi ng him . He 
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wanted to bring him to give up his design by refusing him an opportunity of ex­
plaining it . He might have succeeded if the latter ' s  plan had not been inspired 
by God . It is well known that delay and accumulated opposition end up by making 
men renounce the plans their minds fonn as well as the undertakings they begin . 
But God ' s  plans only grow stronger with time , and delay does not affect their 
maturation . 

Still , the prelate ' s  conduct ,  the motives of which De La Salle did not know , 
led the canon to undertake further consultations , to submit his plan , which was 
so strongly opposed , to a new examination , and even to bring it before the judg­
ment seat of people whom His Excellency could not suspect of partiality . 

So the question was laid before new judges . The president of the panel , so 
to speak , was Father Philbert , a man on whom Archbishop Le Tellier relied a great 
deal , and one who enjoyed great influence at the chancery.  He was a canon and a 
professor of theology at the seminary and later on became the choirmaster of the 
Cathedral . Marvelous to relate , when the group heard De La Salle and considered 
his arguments ,  all of them agreed to his proposal and even advised him to move 
his undertaking to Paris so as to avoid all the recriminations he would have to 
endure from his family in his native city , and also in order to establish the 
work in the center of the kingdom where it would be easier to recruit more can ­
didates whom he could later dispatch all over the country . 

True it is that undertakings inspired by God simply grow stronger through 
opposition . The Almighty ' s  plans cannot be foiled by the schemes and opposition 
of men , as Gamaliel told the Jews . When God acts ,  everything else must yield to 
Him , and everything contributes to what He wishes to bring about .  He sways the 
thoughts and wills of men . He makes whomsoever He wishes speak His own language . 
When He so wills , every tongue procl aims what He has inspired . We see an ex ­
ample of this in the case of the false prophet Balaam who , bri bed to curse God 's  
people , found his mouth filled with words which did not come from his own spirit , 
but rather with blessings which his heart rejected and disavowed. 

This new consultation carried great weight with the archbishop and with the 
public .  It had a profound influence on the humble canon himself , who was doing 
the consulting , for it completed the task of setting to rest all the doubts which 
the opposition of men might have caused to arise concerning the source of his 
resolution . It made it impossible for him to doubt any longer that the Hal y 
Spirit was indeed its author , since He had won approval for it from people who 
naturally would have been expected to combat it .  Eager to pursue his goal once 
more and to obtain the archbishop 's  approval for his resignation , he went  back 
to see the prelate the day before the latter was to leave for Paris agai n .  

As the canon found the door still shut before him , he went to the Cathedral 
to make a visit to an even greater Lord to Whose presence there were neither 
doors nor barriers nor guards to stop him . At the foot of the altar where he 
was free to pour out his heart , he remained in prayer for several hours . During 
this long supplication , surrendering to the transports of his fervor , he spent 
his time offering his desires to God , abandoning himself to His will , and be­
seeching Him to carry them out without taking into consideration his own incli ­
nations or repugnances . 
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He remained too long a time in this spiritual ecstasy, motionless and as 
though lifeless, not to be noticed by critical eyes . One of his acquaintances, 
one of those false sages so numerous in the world, maliciously pitying the sup­
posedly wretched state of this man of God, said to another person who came by : 
1 1 Pray for Father De La Salle ; he is losing his mind . 1 1 1 1 You are right," replied 
the other, wiser than the first, "he is indeed losing the spirit of the world, 
but filling himself with the spirit of God . 1 1  

I t  would seem that during this long prayer God once again -whispered to the 
heart of the canon what He had inspired His ministers to advise him, and inte­
riorly urged him to go back to the archbishop and once more ask for the latter ' s  
approval .  He did go back, and this time the doors swung open before him . The 
prelate listened to him kindly .  The humble canon, who saw the person of Jesus 
Christ in his archbishop and who, entirely indifferent to what the latter would 
decide, only awaited his orders to execute them, opened his heart to him with 
simplicity and straightforwardness . 

After giving him a complete and precise report on all he had done, he pro­
posed both the plan of resigning his canonry and that of going to Paris to es ­
tablish his work there in the place most favorable for insuring its success . 
Archbishop Le Tellier, already half-convinced, merely asked him whether he had 
taken advice in a matter of such consequence . De La Salle replied that he had 
indeed consulted many people, and that his proposal had even won the approbation 
of Father Philbert.  

This latter, a canon, was at that very time in the choir . The archbishop 
sent for him . The former superior of the Rheims· seminary was somewhat taken 
aback by the question that Archbishop Le Tellier put to him in a casual tone of 
voice, inquiring whether he approved of his fellow canon ' s  resignation . He did 
not answer either yes or no but adroitly evaded the question, saying that John 
Baptist had a brother to whom he could give his prebend . 1 1 He can give it to 
whomsoever he likes, " replied the prelate, 1 1 and I will accept his resignation . "  

No sooner was this long-desired reply uttered than De La Salle seized upon 
it.  Fearing perhaps that delay might bring about some hitch, he immediately 
wrote out his letter of resignation, which his spiritual director signed and 
sealed . He then begged the archbishop to insert the name of Father Faubert as 
his successor . This was an ecclesiastic who enjoyed a notable reputation in 
Rheims at this time . His talent for preaching, which he employed with great 
success, combined with his strict regularity of life, had won for him consider­
able renown . In  a word, the pious canon did not know of anyone of more dis­
tinguished merit or more worthy of his choice . Father Faubert, however, was 
poor and of humble extraction and for this reason was not highly thought of by 
those who judge men by the standards of the flesh . 

If De La Salle had consulted his own personal feelings and those of nature, 
his canonry would not have left his family because he had a brother, Louis, who 
was already a cleric and capable of fulfilling the functions of a canon . But 
John Baptist, who like Saint Paul never heeded flesh and blood, made up his mind 
not to listen to those who counseled that he favor his brother for fear of making 
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a mistake in a matter of such moment . In order to avoid being duped by sel f­
love and so that he might choose the worthiest candidate, he found that the 
safest procedure was to prefer a stranger whose merit he knew, rather than a 
rel ative who might be l ess capabl e or of doubtful abil ity .  

But how difficul t it was for him to make such a choice when the time came 
to do it !  To prefer a stranger who was poor and of lowl y origin, enjoying l ittl e 
social prestige, to his own brother or to some other rich and nobl e citizen, he 
needed to overcome common prejudices . He had to set aside a pernicious custom 
often authorized by m any exampl es . He was obl iged to sunnount human respect, 
his famil y ' s  interests, the publ ic ' s  outcries.  More than this, he had to brave 
sl anderous tongues, publ ic bl ame, the reproaches of his fel l ow canons, the in­
sul ts of his rel atives, the scorn of the worldl y-wise and the mal icious comments 
of a mul titude of dissatisfied peopl e .  Yet that is exactl y what De La Sal l e  did ; 
nothing coul d move his heart a lready ful l y  dominated by grace . 

Consequentl y, we may say tha t this choice, under the circumstances, was 
tru l y  heroic and worthy of him for he could expect it to be unwel come not onl y  
at the archbishop ' s  pal ace but al so in the Chapter and in the city . I t  would 
surel y provoke more bitterness and recrimination from his famil y .  If he had 
wished to pl ease man, al l he needed to do was to designate his brother as his 
successor or to pick somebody e lse among the weal thy and distinguished citizens 
of Rheims . Such a choice woul d have restored his reputation among worldl ings to 
some extent, by making his resignation l ess unpa l atabl e to them . But such con­
siderations, which might have moved a heart l ess docil e to grace than his, argu­
ments which are so powerful over men who act through human motives, found no 
entry into the mind of this priest who l istened to nothing but the Spirit of God . 

The surprise that the archbishop showed when the pious canon designated as 
his successor a man who had nothing to distinguish him except his personal merit, 
preferring him to his own brother, to other rel atives or to the offspring of 
famil ies which, at  Rheims as el sewhere, begin when a chi ld is in his cradl e to 
scheme to secure for him a prebend at the Cathedral , did not disconcert him and 
did not make him modify his choice . 

The archbishop, noting that the surprise he had shown did not seem to im ­
press De La Sal l e, spoke to him in favor of his brother . Without wishing to 
dictate his choice, he tried to make John Baptist give the preference to his 
brother rather than to a total stranger . His hint was a strong one, especial l y  
for a man who looked upon his superiors onl y with the eyes of faith ; but he al so 
knew when superiors were reacting on a merel y human l evel and when they were 
speaking as the instruments of the Hol y Spirit.  Without entering into much dis­
cussion, he cut the prel ate ' s insistence short by these simpl e words : "This is 
not the course I was advised to take . " This repl y satisfied Archbishop Le 
Tel l ier, and he no l onger sought to interfere with the canon ' s  l iberty . 

The l atter ' s  brother, as it turned out, did not l ose anything by this ar­
rangement because John Baptist ' s  refusal to pass on his canonry to him secured 
another one for him which the same prel ate conferred on him of his own free wil l ,  
without even being asked to do so, as though to compensate him for the supposed 
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l oss  he had suffered when John Bapti s t  had res i gned i n  favor of Father Faubert . 
Thi s  expl anati on was g iven by the archb i shop h imsel f when he bes towed a canonry 
on the younger De La Sal l e  a few years l ater : " I  am mak i ng you th i s  present to 
repai r  the fool i shness of your el der brother who gave h i s benefi ce to a man not 
h i s rel a tive .  1 1  

I t  i s  true that the cho i ce De La Sal l e  made di d not turn ou t as wel l as he 
had hoped . Hi s successor , a poor , s impl e pri est ,  very zeal ous and hardworki ng , 
once he became a weal thy canon was eager to enjoy l i ke others an effortl ess l i fe 
and ampl e repose and l ost  h i s  zeal and h i s  l ove  for aposto l i c  work . But De La 
Sal l e  coul d not foresee the fu ture ;  God al one keeps that for Himsel f .  He had 
based h i s  choi ce , not on what Father Faubert might  become l ater on , bu t on what 
he was at the time . 

Thi s young eccl esi asti c of the di ocese of Rheims , when De La Sal l e  chose 
him as h i s  su ccessor , was the man in the di ocese who seemed to be doi ng the 
greatest good and who s howed the most  prom i se for the futu re .  I f  i n  the event 
he did not ful fi l l  those hopes and gave  up wal k ing in the path of d i sc i pl i ne and 
edif i cation i n  wh i ch he had set ou t ,  what happened to h im i s  onl y what happens 
every d�y ,  wha t  has happened at al l times to an i nfi ni te number of others who 
after beg i nn ing wel l fi ni sh  badly . 

For a certai n time , however , th i s  pri est d i d  g i ve h i s benefactor much sat­
i sfaction and joy on account of the choi ce he had made . At fi rst  he fol J owed i n  
John Bapti st ' s  footsteps , joi ned forces wi th h im ,  and s tarted a sort of mi nor 
semi nary for eccl es i as ti cal s tudents at the same time and i n  the same house where 
De La Sal l e  began the Brothers ' nov i ti ate . 

I n  al l probabi l i ty ,  as l ong as the Servant of God remai ned i n  Rheims , Father 
Faubert profi ted by h i s  presence . He d i d  not beg in  to grow rel axed unti l he l ost  
the support of  h i s benefactor ' s  i ns tru cti ons and exampl e .  The qu i et and easy 
l i festyl e he adopted after the fi rst few years of hi s hard and pai nfu l exi stence 
eventual ly detached h im from the good works he had undertaken earl i er ;  i t  made 
him grow corpul ent ,  the s i gn of a ri ch prebend . It l u l l ed h im to s l eep in the 
bosom of repose .  Fi nal ly ,  he became so s tout and heavy that i t  took ei ght or 
ten men to carry h i s coffi n when he d i ed .  Hi s death preceded by several years 
that of De La Sal l e , who experi enced the chagri n of seei ng h i s successor i n  the 
Chapter of Rheims end up i n  rel axati on after beg i nni ng hi s career i n  fervor . If 
the Servant of God had been abl e to foresee thi s ( he menti oned the fac t himsel f 
more than once ) , he wou l d no t have chosen Father Faubert from among the pri ests , 
wh i l e  he was doi ng excel l ent work and l i v i ng as a worthy di sc ip l e of Jesus Chri st 
and a fervent mi ni s ter of the Church , i n  order to g i ve h im h i s pl ace among the 
canons . 

A remarkabl e thi ng i s  that the changes i n  thei r l i v i ng habi ts seem to have 
ru i ned one man ' s  heal th and shortened hi s days as the resul t of a soft and easy 
ex i stence , whereas the ex traordinary austeri ti es and l abors of the other seem to 
have bu i l t  up  h i s  na tural ly frai l cons ti tu tion .· De La Sal l e had been born to 
weal th and brought  up  i n  l uxury ;  he mi ght not have l i ved so l ong had he been 
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less penitent and less austere . Father Faubert , who had been born in pov­
erty , would probably have lived longer if his body , accustomed to hard work and 
abstemious living , had not grown flaccid and obese as a consequence of too much 
repose and indolence . 

These details , which contain some important lessons , have been placed here 
because if they had been related in different places as the chronological order 
would require , the story would have lost some of its interest and utility . So 
now let us come back to the account of De La Salle ' s  resignation of his canonry .  

Archbishop Le Tellier , observing the heroic virtues that De La Salle ' s  
sacrifice made plain to him , began to consider with admiration this priest whom 
he had treated wi th something resembling disdain .  This prelate was not disposed 
to join in programs of extraordinary · perfection and still less to authorize proj­
ects based on real pover ty and perfect abandonment to Divine Providence . If the 
virtuous canon had explained that he intended to use his personal fortune to en­
dow the schools and the revenues of his canonry to support them , this kind of 
language (which everybody can understand) would not have proved incomprehensible 
to Archbishop Le Tellier . 

Such proposals would indeed have been very worthy ones , but they did not 
attain the sublimity of evangelical perfection . They would not have startled 
him but instead would have won his hear ty approval . But for one to want to be ­
come poor after being rich and by one ' s  own free choice to make the move from 
enjoying all the amenities of life to a state in which one would lack even the 
necessities , was a measure which to this rich and opulent lord seemed a pious 
illusion , one of those fond aberrations of devotion more apt to excite hilarity 
than to be put into effect . Indeed , when the canon had first broached the mat­
ter to him , he had laughed heartily. Had he hoped by this to disconcert him 
and to deflate by his quips the perfervid imagination of his petitioner , led 
astray by too much devotion? 

But when he saw that in carrying ou t this evangelical resolution John 
Baptist was prepared to put aside the strongest natural feelings and to prefer a 
poor priest to a beloved brother , he finally realized that there still are in the 
Church some of those " new men" whom the Holy Spirit formed on Pentecost to build 
up the infant Church--men who seek their treasure in poverty--and that De La 
Salle was one of them . Although he could not help showing his surprise , he sur­
rendered the petitioner to the action of the Holy Spirit and gave him full liberty 
to follow the inspirations of God . That was all the pious canon had wanted ; at 
last he felt himself truly happy when he saw himself free to become poor and ab­
ject and to die to the world by giving up his rank as a canon . 

He left the archbishop ' s  palace happier than he had entered it .  On his re­
turn home he gathered all his disciples to share the good news with them . As he 
had desired , he had reached the summit of fortune on the Mount of Calvary , and 
his joy was so great that , to thank heaven for the favor it had given him , he 
and his companions sang the Te Deum . 

1 04 



Chapter XIV 

De La Sal l e  Mai ntains His Decision to Resign His Canonry 
i n  Favor of Father Faubert i n  Spi te of the Renewed 

Appeals Made by His Rel ati ves, Fel l ow Canons, and Fri ends . 

The spi ri tual joys which the humbl e canon, now free to become poor and to 
l ay aside his high rank, experi enced on his departure from the archbishop 's 
p�l ace, was soon al tered ; he did not have much time to enjoy i t .  New opposi ­
ti on brought him renewed concern over this project which seemed comprom ised 
again just when he thought i t  was final l y  settl ed . The news of the resigna­
tion paper he had signed and which had won the archbishop 's approval spread 
from house to house, from mou th to mou th, as rapidl y as such tidings usual l y  
spread as a consequence of the various passions which ag i tate those who are 
curious about such things . It caused a great deal of uproar i n  the ci ty and 
sti rred up much dissatisfaction .  One coul d  hear nothing bu t murmuri ng, com­
pl ai nts and recrim i nations addressed to the pious source of al l this  ag i tation .  

In order to stand by the heroic decision he had made, De La Sal l e  on this 
occasion needed the forti tude inspi red by the Hol y Spiri t, as did the earl y 
martyrs of the new l aw.  There was sti l l  time for him to change his m i nd, to 
recover his canonry, or to bestow i t  on someone more acceptabl e to the Chapter 
than Father Faubert, someone wi th higher standing at the archbishop 's, someone 
more favorabl y regarded by the publ ic and his fami l y . 

What did they not do to make him come back on hi s decision !  Pl eas, ex ­
hortations, suppl i cations, fl attery, reproaches, threats, i nvecti ves--nothi ng 
was om i tted . Each of his friends, rel ati ves and fel l ow canons made his own 
personal attempt to bri ng him around . They al l spoke for the younger brother, 
Lou is, or at l east for some other member of the fam i l y ;  and i n  case these would  
not accept, for some other disti ngu ished friend who wou ld  honor the Chapter and 
join to the ti tl e  of canon of the i l l ustrious metropol i tan church that of a son 
of Rheims and scion of one of i ts nobl e fami l i es .  

If al l did not agree on the candidates they suggested, they al l made i t  
cl ear that Father Faubert was the wrong man .  The members of the Chapter did not 
consider him worthy to take h is seat among them and to become one of thei r re­
nowned company .  The fam i l y  considered i t  an act of i njustice to l et a canonical  
prebend sl i p  from i ts grasp and go to a stranger .  Whether this stranger was 
deserv ing or not did not concern the world i n  the l east .  In i ts eyes, and i n  the 
opinion of the fam i l y, he was not worthy to be a canon because he l acked weal th 
and gentl e  bi rth . 

There ensued a general uprisi ng i n  the ci ty against the decision . To con­
v ince De La Sal l e  to retract i t, l eading persons assured him that he cou ld not 
do anyth i ng more pl easi ng to his archbishop, who had such a high regard for him 
and who had g i ven in to his proposal onl y wi th m isg i v ings and rel uctance . His 
fel l ow canons, they said, expected that he woul d  afford them this mark of def­
erence for a Chapter which entertai ned a si ngu l ar est�em for and attachment to 
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him which considered him its glory and a man who spread abroad the good odor 
of jesus Christ. It was represented to him that his best friends were asking 
for this favor in the name of all their fel low citizens ; that this unanimous 
appeal from the entire city certainl y  sufficed to indicate where God ' s  wil l lay ; 
that if he doubted this it would be easy to convince him of it, since all of 
them were ready to sign the petition they presented to him . 

Finall y, he was told that he reall y should not offer such an affront to a 
family which had al ways loved him and which did not deserve that he should seem 
to disdain and despise it by seeking his successor outside its ranks . His famil y 
was large enough and religious enough to offer him many worthy candidates . It 
would certainl y  be disgraceful for the family and for himself if Father Faubert 
were preferred to his own brother or to one of his other close rel atives, and if 
this stranger were to fill, in one of the most illustrious clerical bodies in all 
France, the position that he was vacating . 

It was easy for him to avoid all these vexations by simply staying put ; this 
was undoubtedly the best solution, the one that everybody preferred . They added 
that he would adopt it if he did not stubbornl y wish to prove in his person that 
the most devout peopl e are also the most hardheaded . 

In the midst of al l these objurgations De La Sall e remained steadfast in a 
resolve which had already cost him such great sacrifices and which the Hol y 
Spirit Himself had built up and established on the ruins of his self-love and at 
the expense of his natural preferences . Calm amidst all these murmurs, re­
proaches and complaints, he listened to his friends ' appeals  with quiet polite­
ness, feeling that they ran counter to those of heaven . He smil ed to himself 
when he heard people impute to sel f-love, to secret ambition, to refined pride, 
to stubbornness, a decision over which nature in him had so l ong battl ed against 
grace . To execute it he had begun by impressive sacrifices . More of the same 
l ay in store for him every day he would live--more cruel renunciations which 
God al one would know about and of which De La Sal le alone would be the victim . 

A decision made according to God ' s will at the expense of fl esh and blood 
admitted neither regret nor uncertainty . A proposal so obviousl y  marked by the 
finger of God, inspired by so many invitations and inner movements of the Holy 
Spirit, arrived at after so much deliberation and consul tation, and finally 
authorized by the highest superior, should certainly not be debated all over 
again . It was foolish for people to think that they could undennine or modify 
it. When his friends saw that their entreaties were usel ess and that De La 
Sal l e  paid no attention to them, they let him alone and gave up their quest . 

The final efforts came from the Chapter . That il lustrious body was dis­
pleased at losing De La Sal le even more than at seeing him replaced by Father 
Faubert . Its members did al l they could to keep the one and exclude the other . 
With this in view, they wrote to the archbishop to infonn him how unacceptable 
to them the nomination of Father Faubert was and how much it distressed them . 
They went on to g i ve His Excell ency to understand how ardentl y they desired to 
see the younger brother succeed the elder, thus excl uding a man whose appoint­
ment they considered a disgrace for their whole company . The expedient which 
they suggested to the prel ate to obtain their aim was short and easy . 
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As the f�rmal announcem�nt had not yet been . made , it was a simple matter 
for the archbi shop to delay i t  and then to u se h i s authority over a man who re ­
spected it so highly in order to convince him either to keep his canonry or to 
confer it on someone else more aGceptable to the Chapter , the family and the 
city .  This is what . they asked Archbishop Le Tellier to do . The latter , whose 
ow� �pini�n coincided fully with that of his Chapter ,  adopted the suggestion . 
Jo1 n1 ng hi s pleas to those of De La Sal le t s fellow canons , he tried once more 
either to keep him in his place at the Cathedral or to persuade him to give his 
seat to his brother.  

The archbishop felt that Father Callou , the vicar general and at this time 
superior of the major seminary of Rheim s ,  was the man bes t qualified to handle 
this affair and to draw from a heart closed to all human motives the Chris tian 
submission which he owed to the desires  of his archbishop . This new trial was 
a subtle one , for neither private interests nor feeling s seemed to be involved . 
Apparently , the friends and family of John Baptist had not made their influence 
felt in the matter at all . Because the proposal was clothed in the trappings of 
the most venerable authority , it  corronanded respect . It attempted to make the 
Servant of God scrupulou s about not giving in to the recorronendations of his 
first superior , brought to him by the most influential cleric in the diocese , a 
man who enjoyed the highest reputation for - virtue and sound doctrine . 

What did the vicar general not do to carry out his mission according to the 
archbishop 1 s desires and those of the Chapter ,  the family and the whole city ! 
He omitted nothing to make the Servant of God feel the power that hi s oratorical 
talent gave him to i nfluence men ' s  hearts , a talent which , it seem s , he possessed 
to a hi·gh degree . After reminding him of all that might move him and presenting 
under new aspects and with added emphasis the arguments. which so many other lips 
had sought to advance , he canonized them in some manner and confinned them by 
invoking the highest au thority . 

He told John Baptist that he had come on behalf of the archbishop to beg him 
to yield . He assured him that His Excellency ' s  desire was to see him back in the 
Cathedral , or at least to see him bestow the canonry on his brother ;  that he 
could not , without causing his family a definite slight , hand over this dignity 
to another except his brother , who was by birth his closest relative and his heir ; 
and that finally , since his brother was both capable and virtuous , it would be a 
slur on him if a stranger were preferred to him . 

Although Father Callou tried his best to make the Holy Spirit speak through 
his lips , it was the man only who spoke , albeit very ably . The Holy Spirit said 
nothing to De La Salle , or rather uttered His message in the secret of his heart , 
confirming him in hi s resolve . His reply , short and to the point , brought out 
once more h i s  detachment from flesh and blood and showed that he would not li s ten 
to human considerations .  11If my brother were not my brother , u  he answered , 1

1I 
would find no difficu l ty in choosing him to succeed me in order to satisfy the 
desires of the archbishop and in giving him the preference over the man I have 
named . Bu t can I ,  and should I ,  yield to the voice of nature and to the solic­
itations which merely reecho it?" 
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Such an answer reduced the superi or of the Rheims  semi nary to s ilence and 
dried up the source of hi s eloquence . Impres�ed , edifi ed and convi nced , he 
changed hi s m i nd and approved the dec i s ion he ha� �ome to challe�ge . A!ter 
letti ng the man ·i n him speak ,  he let the Holy Sp1 r1t pronounce Hi s �erd1ct and 
ended by applaudi ng the heroic resolution he had been unable to mod i fy .  

11God forbid , "  he added , 11that I should adv i se you to do what everybody 
wants you to do . Carry out what the Spi rit of God has i nspi red you with . Thi s 
adv ice ,  which i s  the contrary of what I came to tell you , i s  truly from Him and 
the only suggestion you must li sten to . 11 He ended by encourag i ng John Bapti st 
to go ahead with hi s plan--another demonstration of the fact that the Holy Spi rit 
puts Hi s words i nto the mouth of whomsoever He pleases and causes even those 
tongues which were prepared to speak aga i n st Hi s will to declare it . 

Father Callou , better sati sfied by seei ng the Servant of God irrmovably f ixed 
i n  hi s heroic attitude than i f  he had caused him to change it  as the public 
wi shed , congratulated him on hi s f irmness and reported to the archbi shop that he 
had not succeeded i n  hi s m i ss ion .  De La Salle also wrote the prelate and can ­
didly repeated i n  hi s letter the reply he had m ade and mentioned the approval he 
had won from the superior of the semi nary who had come hopi ng to get him to adopt 
a di fferent course . 

See i ng that there was no hope of prevaili ng and that time d id not make John 
Bapti st modi fy hi s pos ition , the archbi shop proceeded with the nom i nation of 
Father Faubert , who took possess ion of hi s canonry on August 1 6 ,  1 683 . De La 
Salle alone rejoiced over it. Havi ng emerged tri umphant from the great battle 
which God had gi ven hi m the opportunity of wagi ng so as to 11 see hi m wi n a great 
victory" (Wi sdom ) , he was thus , at the age of thi rty-three , relieved of a rich 
and honorable burden .  

John Bapti st experienced more sati sfaction over hi s res ignation than others 
feel over the occupation of such pos itions after hav i ng for a long time des i red 
and av idly sought them . He still possessed hi s fam ily fortune , but it would not 
take him long to g i ve it up too , des i rous as he was to make him self perfectly 
confonnable to the One Who bei ng i nfi nitely rich made Him self poor for our sakes 
and eager to become in all thi ng s  li ke unto Hi s human brothers , exposed li ke 
them and with them to the necess ities and cares of da ily life with no other re­
source but Div i ne Prov idence . 

Who can sufficiently admire the fortitude that the Spi rit of God imparts to 
the souls which He has fully taken possess ion of and occupies completely? What 
the world abhors , what nature shri nks from the most becomes the object of thei r 
des i res and of thei r holy long i ng .  The privation of all thi ngs , the lack of 
neces sities , a state which condemns them to pai n ,  toil and abjection are what 
they aspire to . They consider _the i r  fortune made when they are poor and de­
spi sed . They have all they long for i n  thi s world when , deprived of its goods 
and pleasures ,  they keep only its woes and sufferi ngs as their  lot . The i r  
heritage i s  the dowry of the cross ;  they want no other . 

Thanks be g i ven to God Who even i n  our day still sends us some of these 
generous men who walk with courage i n  the footsteps of the Apostles on the path 
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trodden by the Man of Sorrows. Wi thout hav ing to go back to remote centuri es ,  
we find i n  our ti mes followers of the Savior who possess the qui ntessence of 
His spir i t ,  and who si gh after that which consti tutes the world ' s  and the flesh 's 
greatest menace . In our century De La Salle has g i ven us an example of these 
"new men , 11 passionately attached to suffer ing , who seem to long for nothing ex­
cept abjection , poverty arid the crucifix ion of the flesh . 

It is true that when God speaks to hearts He uses language very different 
from that of men . The most admirable trai t in De La Salle is that at the very 
time when he was doi ng such great things for God he was the only one who did 
not reali ze i t . Depri ved of his benefice , resolved to g i ve away his wealth , ere 
long poorer than those wi th whom he was associated , wi th no other resource than 
the generosi ty of our heavenly Father , i n  danger of lacking even the necessi ti es 
of life (which he indeed often had to do wi thout ) , prepared to spend the rest of 
his life i n  a state of humiliation and suffering , he was conv i nced that he had 
done nothi ng for God as yet ,  had not even begun to work at the task of his sanc­
tification .  Hence , as we shall see , he set about i t  wi th unbeli evable fervor . 

The Servant of God , hav i ng relinqu ished his rank and assumed a station as 
low as his humili ty could wish for , found himself as free as the birds of the 
air to fly wherever the glory of God might requ ire . His detachment from all 
worldly things and his perfect dedication to God 's service were the two wi ngs 
which lifted him above earth and bore him heavenward . They gave him the ag ili ty 
of pure spiri ts and a promptness equal to the irs which carr ied him wherever i t  
mi ght please God to summon him . 

The first thought that occurred to him after resi gni ng his canonry was to 
proceed to Paris. Father Philbert had advised him to do this. He had practi ­
cally promised Father De La Barmondiere to come . Father Barrl also ardently de­
si red to see hi m make this move . Each of these three virtuous persons , whose 
au thor i ty De La Salle greatly respected , had different reasons for wanti ng him 
to establish his work in Paris.  

Father Philbert felt that this change of locale was necessary :  to qu i et 
the emotions , gossip and dissatisfaction stirred up i n  Rhe ims by the example of 
truly heroic v ir tue he had _ g i ven ; to mollify the De La Salle family , irri tated 
over the manner of acti ng of a relati ve who had shown · so li ttle concern about 
i ts honor and i ts interests ; to gi ve the Chapter time to forget i ts displeasure 
at hi m and i ts prej udice agai nst the new canon ; and , fi nally , to allow the ci ty 
to recover from the shock and gossip provoked by actions whose perfections i t  
could not understand and agai nst which everyone had taken umbrage , dependi ng on 
his own i nterests or the various passions which possessed him . 

Father De La Barmondi'ere wished to see De La Salle come to Paris mainly for 
the good of his parish . He env i ed the ci ty of Rhe ims this treasure i t  possessed 
wi thout reali zi ng i t . 

Father Barr; looked at the matter wi th a wider v ision .  He wanted to see the 
Servant of God i n  Paris only i n  order to wi thdraw this burni ng torch from Rheims 
where i t  remained as though hidden under a basket ,  to manifest i t  i n  the capi tal 
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as though on the summi t  of a mounta in  so that i t  might shi ne over the entire 
ki ngdom and shed rays of l ight everywhere . 

All these arguments were powerful ones, and De La Salle was duly impressed 
by them . It was i ndeed time for h im  to wi thdraw from the sight of his fellow 
ci tizens . Some were i nd isposed i n  his regard ; others were dissatisfied w i th hi s 
conduct . They bore in their hearts wounds which only his absence would gradually 
heal . In time they would pardon him for faul ts which heaven rewards wi th great 
mer i t . 

On the other hand, there are always some among the crowd of the dissatisfied 
who get over their  prejudices and are honest enough to admi t their mistakes, their  
lack of fai th and want of v irtue . In the future these people would learn to rec­
ognize v irtue i n  one who gave them such extraordi nary proofs thereof . Later on 
De La Salle would actually have more to fear from their  approbation and praise 
than from their blame and censure . It would be more prudent to avoid, through a 
discreet wi thdrawal, this per il, more dangerous for his v irtue than the most v io­
lent persecutions . 

Among the mass of ordinary Christi ans there are always some who entertai n 
aspirations toward the perfect life and try to atta in  i t, and others who at 
least understand and esteem i t . De La Salle, although blamed and condemned by 
the greater number, still had his admirers and his panegyr ists who willi ngly 
pa id the tri bute of praise that his sacrifices deserved . Such admiration is al­
ways a snare for truly v i rtuous persons . The humble ex -canon, now only a simple 
priest, was afraid of such atti tudes . For this  reason he wanted to bury him­
self i n  Paris where he would be protected from such a subtle temptation . 

As a man of his word he wanted to keep the promise he had made to the sai ntly 
pastor of Saint Sulpice--to take a few of his d isciples wi th him and open one of 
his new ki nd of schools i n  that par ish whi ch was almost as lar;ge as a diocese . 
Fi nally, he was as anx ious to satisfy the zeal of Father Barre as he was to g i ve 
fuller scope to his own by going to the cap i tal from whi ch i t  would be easier to 
extend the benefi ts of his work throughout the ki ngdom . He felt that his canonry 
had been a sor t of chai n  binding him and that Rheims was li ke a pr ison where he 
remai ned confined ;  that he needed to get away from the ci ty just as he had gotten 
out of the Chapter, if he wanted to be truly free . There was thus no lack of 
reasons tha t called him to Paris, that even made i t  a duty for him to go there . 

Will he heed the call? Will he do so as soon as his zeal would li ke? No . 
He is a man of obedi ence ;  he will not move until i t  sends him . All these argu­
ments i n  favor of going were weighty . · All the people who i nvoked them enjoyed 
great author i ty over h is  m ind, but obedi ence held even more sway over his heart .  
He  goes when it  tells h im  to go ; he comes when it  tells hi m to come ; he does 
what i t  orders when i t  says to him, " Do this . 1 1  If his director ' s  consent did not 
accompany all these reasons for acti ng, the latter would lose all influence over 
him . 

De La �alle hel d  Father Philbert to be a prudent counselor ; the arguments 
he put forward seemed well�tounded and decisive . He considered Father De La 
Barmondi ere and Father Barre as two saintly men, two of the greatest servants of 

1 1 0  



God to be found i n  Paris .  By the light of fai th , however , he looked upon h is 
d irector as Jesus Chr ist Himself , as the organ and oracl e of His desires . In 
thi s  persu asi on he confonned to h is d irector ' s  v iews and obeyed h im wi th child­
li ke docili ty. 

He often consulted enlightened persons , eminent for their v irtue , bu t he 
d id not adopt the ir adv ice except when his d irector approved i t . In al l thi ngs 
he abided by the latter ' s  adv ice , preferri ng i t  not only to his own opi nions but 
even to the v i ews of persons of the most ou tstand ing holiness . He was persuaded 
that when a d iversi ty of judgments arose he had to follow that of his v isi ble 
angel . When the latter spoke , he forgot everything the others sa id . This was 
the only way to remain  i n  peace a,nd to be sure of followi ng God 's  will .  

If one cannot have bli nd confidence in  one ' s  d irector , one should l eave him ; 
bu t when after prayer one has made a judicious choice of a d irector ; when , freed 
from natural i nclinations and worldly prejudices and the tendencies of one ' s  own 
heart ,  one has found a director whose lively ,  pure fai th seeks nothing bu t Jesus 
Christ and listens only to Him , one must feel certai n  that one will hear God ' s  
voice from h is mouth and must ta ke his adv ice as one ' s  rule of life . De La 
Salle g i ves us a marvelous example of such doci li ty .  

He would have preferred to leave Rheims and move to Par is ;  the adv ice of 
Father Philbert au thor ized h im to do so . He had pledged his word to Father De 
La Barmondiere ; the wishes of Fa ther Barr� drew him ·th i th·er . He told all this 
to his director wi th the s impl ici ty and candor of a nov ice .  After openi ng his 
heart fully , he asked for adv i ce .  What wou ld h e  do i f  the adv ice happened to 
run counter to that of the other great servants of God and to his own personal 
preferences? He would obey the one who takes the place of Jesus Christ.  To 
him he must sacr ifice his own wishes and the wise counsels g i ven to him . That 
was what he d id . 

His director 's  opi nion ran counter to the opi nions of Fathers Philbert , De 
La Bannondiere , and Barre. His was the option which John Baptist followed , and 
ri ghtly so . If we consider his director ' s reasons and compare them wi th those 
gi ven above , we shall see that the latter ' s  pos i tion was indeed to be preferred . 

" Your new Insti tute , 11 he sai d  to De La Sal l e , " is just star ti ng ; i t  is 
still in gestation . It may be that it will not surv ive the move to Paris  to be 

- born there . Nature i tself requ ires tha t  i t  should develop i n  the place where 
i t  was concei ved before appear i ng i n  the li ght of day . One must g i ve a plant 
time to draw nour ishment from i ts native soil ,  to grow strong and to str i ke 
deep roots before thi nk i ng of transplanting i t ,  even to a more favorable lo­
cation .  If i t  is moved too soon , i t  d ies .  Your new Communi ty i s  li ke a tender 
seedling whi ch has barely sprung up in  the soil of Rheims . Before mov ing i t  to 
Paris , g ive i t  time to assume consistency , to develop suff iciently i n  the pl ace 
where i t  was born . 

" If you want another comparison , consider this .  When one wishes to erect a 
building ,  one must di g deep to lay the foundation .  As the edifice rises i t  needs 
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a skillful hand to control its progress . Your new Communi ty is this spir i tual 
structure which requires your presence . You are i ts archi tect , i ts founder . 
If you go off to Paris to start build�ng al� over . again  on new foundatio�s ,  you 
will simply ru in  what you have established 1n  Rheims . It would take a miracle 
to prevent i t  from falling to pieces . 

uvou are perfectly right to cal l your 1 i ttl e group a I ti ny flock , 1 1 1  he 
added . " You have abou t fifteen men here , i n  Laon , in Gu ise , and i n  Rethel . If 
you take a few of them with you to Par is , you wi ll divide and weaken the group . 
You will abandon to the wiles of the infernal wolf those whom you leave behind . 
For when you d iv ide your men , some of them will be away from you . You cannot 
at the same time be i n  Paris and i n  Rheims . When taking care of some , you will 
be neglecting others . 

" Just as your presence wi 1 1  do them much good wherever you are , so too your 
absence will not fail to cause harm whenever you are absent .  Disci ples who are 
still novices i n  virtue absolutely need their master to teach them . Travelers 
just entering upon the ways of spirituali ty need a gu ide to show them the path . 
The ones whom you leave to themselves , no longer hav ing you wi th them , will qui ckly 
fall away from the pr inciples you have taught them and will lose their way on a 
road where i t  is so easy to be m isled . 11  

Last of all , hi s director made h im reali ze how necessary his presence still 
was i n  Rheims by representing to him the harm that going to Paris then would do 
to his li ttle Commun ity wh ich was still only half-organi zed . He reminded him of 
the disappoin'bnents and worr ies he had had to endure i n  order to bring it to the 
point  where i t  now was , and led him to admi t that the schoolmasters still needed 
his care and watchfulness . As for the promise he had made to the pastor of Saint 
Sulpice to establish a school in his par ish , the d irector praised John Baptist ' s  
zealous desire to keep h is word . 

11 However , ' 1 he observed , "such a promise b inds you only if  i t  is  reasonable , 
possi ble , and advantageous to your Insti tu te .  So long as these conditions re­
main  unfulfill ed , your word cannot oblige you . You must make sure that in ful­
filling i t  you do not destroy what you have started in Rheims by try ing to es­
tablish yoursel f  in Paris . 11 Such reasons were too cogent to be deni ed .  It was 
not , however , their cogency that made De La Salle remai n  i n  Rheims but his 
spirit of obedience . That was all he paid attention to . His conduct was ruled 
by nothing else because he wished his management of the affairs of his Insti tute 
to be based on nothing else . 

This verdict of his d irector , wh ich De La Salle d id not allow himself to 
call i nto question , pu t an end to h is reflections and i nner debate . He wrote 
to Father De La Bannondi �re expl aining that i t  was impossi ble for him to carry 
out his promise at that time and begg ing him to be pati ent until Prov idence i n­
dicated that the right time had come , s ince It knows how to make everythi ng con­
tr i bu te to the fu l fi l lment of Its designs . He also wrote to Father L ' Espagnol , 
who had charge of the par i sh schools at Sa int Sulpice ,  saying that he had been 
adv ised not to leave Rheims and that it was not possibl e for h im to go to Paris 
yet .  
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When Father Barre heard thi s news , he was greatly d isappoi nted for nobody 
more than he longed to see De La Sal l e  establish one of hi s Christi�n schools 
in Pa�i s .  He fe1 t sure that from there they would not fail to spread all over 
the ki ngdom . Thi s  hope was what preoccupied the p ious Minim exclus ively and 
what gave constant exerci se to hi s zeal . 

As a p ioneer founder of Chri sti an  and gratu i tous schools , he had at  first 
pl anned to establi sh  them for both boys and g i rls ;  bu t since hi s efforts i n  set­
ti ng up schools for boys had not met with success , he had d irected hi s energ i es 
entirely toward multiplying those for g i rl s . He had done so all the more ear­
nestly s i nce mothers are the natural teachers of the i r  children , and hence i t  
was ex tremely important to g ive them the i nstruction they needed by a truly p ious 
edu cation . In thi s  way they would be able to educate the ir  children and bri ng 
them up i n  a Chri stian manner . 

No doubt thi s obligation applied to fathers also ; bu t they usua lly pay scant 
attention to i t ,  whether because as  a rule they have less  rel igious spiri t and 
less i nc l i nation toward pi ety ,  or whether because they spend their time worki ng 
and return home exhausted . They are also less often at home , as they go out to 
find some type of relaxation .  Father Barre had not g iven up the idea of schools 
for boys , however ; he had only put i t  off , awai ti ng the favorable moment ap­
poi nted by Di v i ne Prov idence and hopi ng to attempt i t  aga i n . He even convi nced 
himself that the success he had achieved i n  hi s establ i shments for g i rls would 
eventually come to h im i n  those for boys , when God ' s  good ti me came . As he was 
growi ng old , he also feared wi th reason that death m ight cut short his expecta­
tions .  

Thus , when he saw De La  Sal le labori ng wi th so  much zeal at  the same task 
and carrying i t  out li ke a truly apostoli c  man , g i v i ng up all thi ngs and prac­
ti c i ng the mos t  heroi c  v i rtue , he honored him as the man chosen by God for thi s  
task and did all he cou ld to encourage him to come to Pari s .  In the Mim im ' s  
opi n ion ,  Rheims could not serve as the cradle of an Insti tute desti ned for un i ­
versal d iffus ion .  Pari s was the only proper place for i t ,  the only center whi ch 
would  perm i t  i t  to a ttai n real progress . 

When he lost hope of see i ng John Bapti s t  move to Par is , Father Barr(was 
inconsolable and made no secret of h is  disappoi ntnent to all those who li ke him 
awai ted such a great b l ess ing .  There is no doubt tha t the impress ion made on 
De La Salle ' s  m i nd and heart by Father Barre, that h is au thor i ty and the cogency 
of hi s arguments , the renown of h i s  sancti ty ,  the depth of hi s i nsight concern i ng 
a tas k  for which  he had received the first i nspi ration a nd the first grace for 
execu ti ng i t ,  would have conv i'nced De La Sa lle to go to Paris if obedi ence to 
his d i rector had not kept h im i n  Rheims .  
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Chapter XV 

Wi th the Approval  of Hi s Director , De La Sal l e  Sel l s  Al l Hi s 
Fam i ly  Property and Di s tri butes the Proceeds to the Poor . 

On the advice of hi s di rector , De La Sal l e  remai ned i n  hi s native ci ty and 
gave himsel f whol eheartedl y to the work of which he now had ful l charge . True , 
i ts success , i ts progress and i ts perfection were i n  God ' s  hands , and he was 
nothi ng but the i ns trument;  but God wants i nstruments fi t for Hi s hands : men 
who are dead to themsel ves , who renounce thei r own vi ews and l i ve onl y  accordi ng 
to Hi s ,  who act onl y as He gi ves them to act . John Bapti st sought to achi eve 
thi s state of perfect death to sel f ;  he tried i n  every way to become trul y God ' s  
man , capabl e of doi ng Hi s work . To hi s own sanctification and that  of hi s 
di scipl es ,  he di rected hi s undi vided appl ication ; he des i red these goal s to the 
excl us ion of a l l e l se . 

But to wal k wi th gi ant strides  i n  the path of perfection one must not be 
attached to anything ; one must be detached from everythi ng and f i l l ed wi th manl y 
courage to fol low Chri st .  Thi s  was what the hol y priest s ti l l had to do and 
what he was about to undertake wi th heroic generos i ty .  He had broken the ti es 
that hel d  him back : hi s canonry no l onger forced him to div ide hi s time between 
the choi r and hi s Conununi ty ;  hi s res ignation had excl uded him from worl dl y soci ety 
by ma k ing him objectionabl e to the world and the world objectionabl e to him . Even 
so , he d id not yet -enjoy ful l 1 i berty . 

If he no l onger possessed an eccl es iastical benefice , he s ti l l  owned hi s 
fami l y  property .  He fel t tha t he possessed too much and that at l as t  the time 
had come to get rid of the excess . As we mentioned previous l y , he had made up 
hi s mi nd about thi s action sometime before . The moti ves which l ed hi m to hi s 
deci s ion were those gi ven above . The counsel of Jesus Chri st , Who sa id , "If you 
wi sh to be perfect , go , sel l a l l you have , gi ve i t  to the poor , and then come 
and fol low Me , "  was hi s fi rs t  and pri nci pal reason . Because he wanted to be per­
fect ,  hi s des i re made i t  necessary for him to become actual l y  poor . 

In fact , renunci a tion i s  the f irst  s tep l eadi ng to perfection . If anyone 
wi shes to fol l ow Chri s t ,  he must run after Him ; but to run one mus t carry no 
heavy burden ,  nothi ng to impede or weigh h im down . The sl ightest excess would 
retard and eventual ly stop him . S i nce the burden of weal th i s  a grievous one , 
i t  i s  necessary to despoi l onesel f  of i t  i n  order to reach Jesus Chri st .  He 
Himself goes on before us naked , s tripped of al l ;  i n  Hi s company on l y  the poor 
are found ; wi th them a rich man could not associate .  

The connection between poverty and perfection i s  so bas ic  that Jesus Chri s t  
makes the one depend on the other . " If you wi sh to be perfect , go , sel l what 
you have , g i ve i t  to the poor , "  and when you have done that " then come and fol ­
l ow Me . 1 1  He says that thi s sel l i ng and thi s g i v i ng away mus t precede our comi ng 
and fol l owi ng Him . Vol untary poverty , which g i ves one wi ngs  to fol l ow Chri s t ,  
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strong ly  a�tracted De La Sal l e . Drawn by i ts . beauty ,  he wanted poverty for h i s  
spous: , bei ng assure� tha� the treasures o f  grace and al l sp ir itual goods are 
the ri ch dowry that i t  bri ngs to those who embrace i t  for the l ove of God . 

Thi s f i rs t  cons ideration had to do wi th h i s  own perfection ; the second re­
ferred to the Brothers . The desi re for perfection cou l d  not take root i n  thei r 
hearts so l ong as sol i ci tude for the present and anxi ety for the future preoc­
cupi ed them . Thi s temptation affected al l of them . I t  i nci ted them to l eave a 
house which offered no assurance for the future i n  order to go and seek i t  el se­
where--i n vai n , mos t  of the time , and often enough at the r i sk of compromi si ng 
thei r sa l v ati on .  Thei r fai th was not suffi ciently s trong to persuade them that 
abandonment to Div i ne Provi dence i s  a sure source of support ,  and that  there 
are no contracts , no deeds , no property rights that  can so certai nly be counted 
on . 

Their  chari ty was not yet perfect enough to make them real i ze ,  through 
dai l y  experience , that confidence in God is the key that  unl ocks al l heaven ' s  
treasures . I f  the l es sons g iven them on thi s  subject by thei r father had s ti l l  
not convi nced them , i t  was because hi s own conduct had not yet l ent  conv i cti on 
to hi s words . He needed , therefore , to g ive them in h i s  person such an exampl e  
so as to conf inn them i n  thei r vocati on and inspire them wi th a yearni ng for 
perfecti on . 

., 
Final l y ,  h i s  entire work was a work of Provi dence . Father Barre had wi shed 

to found h i s  school s onl y  on thi s  infin itely sol id foundation and to address 
himsel f only  to sou l s who wal ked by pure fai th . He had not even wanted to g i ve 
hi s foundati on any other name . *  

The sai ntl y  Min im had i nspi red De La Sal l e  wi th the same atti tude and had 
begged h im not to seek , for himsel f or for h i s  d i scip l es , any other rel i ance 
but the ann of our heavenl y  Father . Grace made John Bapti s t  real i ze that when 
hi s d i sc ip l es saw him , by choi ce ,  as poor as they were through necess i ty ,  they 
wou l d no l onger hesi tate to throw themsel ves , l i ke him , u pon the bosom of Prov­
idence . In a word , De La Sal l e  wanted to be l i ke h i s Brothers . After the ex­
ampl e of Chri s t  he wi shed to become poor wi th the poor , so as to make them l ove 
thei r  condit ion as poor men . 

These three considerations urged him , therefore , to dives t himsel f of h i s  
fami ly fortune . As he d i d  nothi ng except o n  the advi ce of hi s d irector , he 
menti oned thi s matter to h im .  After expl ain i ng the reasons that had l ed him to 
thi s  determi nat ion , he besought him to g ive him the further meri t of obedi ence 
in executi ng i t . Here was another embarrass i ng deci s i on for the d i rector , an­
other s tep for whi ch peopl e wou l d  bl ame him and for whi ch  the worl d wou l d  cri t­
i ci ze him . De La Sal l e  had al ready done so many unconventional thi ngs , however ,  
that by thi s time peopl e shou l d  have l ost  the habi t of wonderi ng over hi s con­
duct . Anythi ng coul d be expected from a man of his character . The worl d i ts el f ,  

*He cal l ed the congregation he founded 11Sisters of Provi dence . 11 
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tired of censuri ng him , was somewhat prepared not to fi nd anythi ng more to cri t­
ic i ze i n  what he did . 

Perhaps the director reali zed that his spiritual son · was truly a man of 
grace and acted onl y  by the i nspi ration of the Holy Spir it so that resisti ng his 
plans was really contradi cti ng God 's purposes. Perhaps he considered his disci ­
ple as a man i nspired by heaven , one who could not be governed by the same pri nci ­
ples as ordi nary . pious souls . Perhaps he himself was secretly i nspired to ap­
prove a desire whi ch was obviously most supernatural . Perhaps , fi nally , he him ­
self was persuaded b y  the motives that actuated his penitent and agreed that he 
needed to joi n action to words , making himself li ke the schoolmasters and g i v i ng 
up all he possessed ,  i n  order to help them become perfect men . 

Whatever the reasons whi ch persuaded the director to consent to De La Salle ' s  
request , he d id  consent ; and although this last step De La Salle took was by far 
the most unusu al , heroi c and unworldly action he ever perfonned , capable of bri ng ­
ing down on his director more criti cism than the resignation of this canonry , it 
seemed to the latter that he should consent to it  more readily than he had to the 
fonner renunci ation . 

The fact is ,  this new decision presented many more diffi culti es than the 
fonner one . Su ch thi ngs simply were not done any more ; and at best it was not 
easy to carry it  out , for opposition from one ' s  family usually prevents su ch proj ­
ects from be i ng executed . Why then did the world , usually so prone to protest 
aga i nst any extraordi nary manifestation of relig ious spirit and whi ch never ap­
proves heroi c deeds of pi ety ,  raise less of an outcry when , under the eyes of his 
whole fam ily and of the entire city ,  De La Salle sold his possessions and dis­
tributed the proceeds to the poor than when he resigned his canonry? Why did 
his fam ily not object strenuously when it saw itself bei ng despoiled of goods 
whi ch its members r ightfully could have expected to i nherit? Why did they not 
try to stop him when to their  detriment he was g iv i ng away his entire patrimony 
to the needy? 

I f ind this very surprising , and i ndeed it is remarkable . For after all , 
si nce Church benefi ces do not belong to anyone as his personal possession and 
should not be handed down as legacies ,  why was there so much grumbli ng when De 
La Salle named as his su ccessor someone who he felt was the best m an qualifi ed ,  
even i f  he was not a relative? And whr d id the fam ily not remonstrate when he 
sold his property and gave the money to the poor , thereby causi ng h is relati ves 
a sort of wrong? 

One can only reflect that the world ' s  complai nts are as unjust as its judg ­
ments are illog i cal .  _ Perhaps there was as much criticism of this second deed of 
De La Salle as of the first , but we do not know about it  for the memoirs do not 
mention it .  

Perhaps also the fact that De La Salle distr ibuted his wealth to the starvi ng 
duri ng a time of general calamity made it  appear as a str i ki ng act of charity ,  
somethi ng so edifyi ng and so public-spirited that the most pitiless censors of his 
conduct found themselves reduced to silence , and that his relatives , equ ally ret-
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i ce�t under t�e ci rcumstances , _ kept qu i et for fear of appearing too graspi ng at 
a time when widespread starvati on wou l d  have made such compl a i nts seem utterly 
d i sgra�eful . They mi �ht  have provoked v i ol ence if they had attempted to i n ter­
fere wi th the generos i ty of a man who so opportunely came forward to succor the 
starv i ng poor and tried to keep them al i ve at a time when fami ne threatened thei r  
ex i s tence . 

I t  i s  a fact that De La Sal l e  had resol ved to di ves t himsel f of hi s fortune 
wi thou t deci di ng exactly what he wou l d  use i t  for . He real ly had only two a l ­
ternati ves : ei ther to g ive hi s money away enti rely to any and a l l poor peopl e 
who came a l ong , or to ded i cate i t  to the benefi t of those he was especi a l ly i n  
charge of . These two poss i bi l i ti es presented themsel ves to h i s mi nd ,  backed by 
reasons of a lmost equ al weight , so that at  fi rs t  he d i d  not see c l early whi ch 
option he shou l d choose . 

On the one hand , the schoolmasters were certai nly poor ; they were the fi rst  
needy peop l e  that Prov i dence had sent to h im , and they certai nly deserved the 
preference si nce they dedi cated thei r l ives to the i n structi on of the poor . What 
more natural  than to secure for them a decent l i v i ng and adequate subs i stence? 
Di d not the ri ght  order of charity demand that he prov i de for the mater ia l  needs 
of those who were so necessary for the spi ri tual advantage of so many poor 
chi l dren? S i nce nature i tsel f suggests to parents to l eave thei r goods to thei r 
chi l dren ( and ci v i l  l aw i tsel f obl iges them to do so ) , i t  was only natural for 
De La Sal l e , now that he was a father , to pass on to those whom God had g i ven him 
as hi s spi ri tual ch i l dren the fortune of whi ch he wi shed to deprive h imsel f .  

Furthermore , h i s  work needed support .  When urgent necessi ti es arose ,  i t  
wou l d  requ i re extraordi nary assi stance . Where wou l d such hel p come from i f  some 
publ i c  cal ami ty occurred? The worl d ,  whi ch opposed him and whi ch fel t only scorn 
for h i s  fol l owers , was hardly di sposed to hel p them . Nor cou l d he expect to fi nd 
in the homes of h i s  rel ati ves the hel p whi ch was l acki ng i n  h i s own house . He 
had done too much to antagon i ze them . I n  a sense he had deprived them of their 
expectations . He cou l d  never hope to attract thei r attenti on to h i s troubl es , 
sti l l l ess to touch thei r hearts over the hards hi ps of the s tate i nto wh i ch he 
had hurl ed himsel f i n  spi te of them . 

The remedy for al l these di ffi cul ti es was i n  h i s hands . Al l he had to do 
was to u se as an endowment for h i s  work the weal th from wh i ch he sought to de­
tach himsel f out of a des i re for greater perfecti on . 

Noth i ng cou l d  have been more appropri ate .  The schoo l s ,  sti l l  i n  thei r i n­
fancy , woul d have been more sol i d ly  establ i shed . The schoolmasters , eager for 
some ki nd of securi ty ,  woul d  have found i t  i n  thi s donati on made i n  thei r favor . 
Thei r  uneasi ness wou l d have been al l ayed and thei r  vocati on rendered more sol i d .  
Si nce their condi tion of l ife and that of De La Sal l e  had been exchanged , now 
that he had di vested h imsel f of hi s weal th i n  thei r favor , they woul d have opened 
thei r mi nds to the l es sons of perfecti on he gave them. They woul d have at l ast 
found in hi s person a stri ki ng model of perfect di s i nterestedness and abandonment 
to Di vi ne Provi dence . Thi s sol uti on had the approval of several persons di sti n­
gu i shed by thei r  p i ety and was recorrunended by the exampl e of Canon Rol and . 
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" Since you have made up your mind, 11 they told John Baptist, " to divest 
yourself of your wealth, do it in favor of your Commun� ty .  Piety _ and a sort of 
equity seem to make this a duty for you . Nobody can f ind fault wi th such a 
detennination . Your work is still just beginning ; it needs your money as much 
as it needs you direction, if it is to subsist .  As a father you have a duty 
to provide for your children ' s  subsistence and to give them the preference over 
strangers . Wisdom dictates this, and your kindheartedness can only agree . The 
worldly-wise, who might be inclined to criticize you for laying aside your wealth, 
will have to admit your wisdom in using it to consolidate your good works . The 
example of Canon Roland, whose advice you sought while he yet lived and whose 
memory you continue to venerate, should guide you in this . He endowed his schools 
for girls . Why not do the same for yours? "  

Apparently, this attitude had much to commend it .  If De L a  Salle adopted it, 
he would lay to rest the concerns of the schoolmasters and would preserve his 
little flock from all disquiet about the future . 

The ideal of total abandonment to Providence, however, had remained deeply 
embedded in his mind ever since Father Barre had taught him such sublime lessons 
on this subject .  He hesitated to do anything which might give the lie to his 
own deepest sentiments on this score . To him it seemed more perfect to cast all 
his cares, whether for himself or for his men, into the heart of our heavenly 
Fa ther, and together with them to plunge into the abyss of His Providence which 
never abandons any but those who fail to honor It by perfect trust. 

The saintly Minim ' s  maxim ran thus : " Schools that are founded (endowed ) 
will founder"* ;  and he added that since there is nothing in this world more re­
liable than Providence, nothing could afford the schools a more stable founda­
tion than to establish them on Providence . A very exalted maxim, certainly, 
and for that reason not connnonly accepted . The fact that it was so out of the 
ordinary might have made it appear questionable in practice, for that which is 
the most perfect in theory is often open to resounding failure and dangerous 
illusions and is not always the surest course to follow in practice . 

Circumspect as he was, De La Salle feared yielding to illusions of his own 
devising and choosing the less traveled road under the pretext of higher per­
fection . All these considerations disturbed his mind so that he was not sure 
which alternative he should adopt .  In his uncertainty he sought at  the feet of 
Jesus Christ the solution for his doubts . To allow full entry to the divine 
light, he felt that  the best way was to set aside all personal preferences and 
to try to place himself in a state of total indifference to everything . Nothing 
else prepares the heart better to recognize and to carry out the will of God . 

*The pun is lost in translation : fonder = to establish or endow ; 
fondre - to melt away, to founder . 
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So he began by offering himsel f to God ' s good pl easure and by abandoning him­
sel f whol ly and without reserve to Him . After this he ventured to expl ain his 
quandary to His Divine Majesty in terms something l ike these : "My God, I do not 
know whether I should endow the school s or not. It is not up to me to establ is h 
communities ; I do not even know how they should be establ ished . You al one know 
this, and it is for You to do it in whatever way You pl ease . I do not dare to 
establ ish or endow because I do not know what You want . So I wil l not contribute 
in any way to endowing the school s ;  if You endow the school s, they wi l l be wel l  
endowed ; if You do not they wi l l  be without endowment . I beseech You to make Your 
holy wi 1 1  known to me . 1

1 

It does not seem that this prayer uttered in such total sincerity was fol ­
lowed by any special enl ightenment or that an instant reve l ation of God ' s wi l l 
disclosed to him just what he was supposed to do . But at l east it was fol l owed 
by a state of perfect resignation to God . The Servant of God, at rest and 
immovabl e in the bosom of Providence, remained cal m  and unruffl ed in the future 
even though he was often enough obl iged to endure the most crucifying trial s and 
to do without the necessities of l ife . 

Eventual ly God, Whose action His servant observed careful ly, brought  about 
the right opportunity for him to carry out in the sight of his family and of the 
entire city the donation and distribution of his goods in such circumstances that 
none of his rel atives tried to stop him and nobody dared to criticize him . As 
we have said, he had first of al l secured his director ' s  approval for this act. 
At first, the l atter was surprised by such a heroic decision and had raised some 
objections in order to prevent its being carried out . But at l ast he had agreed 
when he saw his discipl e ' s humbl e dispositions with regard to himsel f  and the 
great docil ity with which he submitted- the project -to him . 

This  docil ity was indeed striking and sufficed to persuade De La Sal l e ' s  
spiritual guide that Someone even more skil lful than himsel f was l eading him in 
secret and that the Holy  Spirit Himself guided his conduct. Although convinced 
that his pl an was inspired by heaven, John Baptist did not dream of carrying it 
out save when obedience would al l ow him to do so . Here is a fact which il l us­
trates his attitude . 

After discussing with his director the resol ution he had taken of divesting 
himsel f of his weal th and asking for his approval , he added, 1 1 I wil l  not do it 
if you do not want me to ; I wil l do it in whatever measure you desire ; if you 
tel l me to keep something, even only five sous, I wil l  keep them . 1 1 

What l anguage from a man of such high  merit, a man whose heroic sacrifices 
had a lready begun to shed l uster on his name ! Would a wel l -brought-up chi ld  
speak to his parents with more submissiveness? Such l anguage indeed characterizes 
the fortunate children to whom the Kingdom of Heaven belongs , those whom we must 
come to resembl e if we wish to enter it . It is the l anguage of faith, of humil ity, 
and of obedience . If f lows as from its source when it issues from the mouth of a 
man who sees al l through the eyes of faith and recognizes Jesus Christ al one in 
his director ; a man who by reason of a basic distrust of sel f seeks in his di -

1 1 9  



rector the knowl edge of God ' s  wi l l ,  and who , bringing to him a heart indifferent 
to a l l and disposed to carry out his orders , receives them with joy and obeys 
them bl indl y .  

As a rul e such grace-favored souls consult their directors with such saintl y 
dispositions that they bring them . the l ight of the Hol y Spirit Who dwel l s  within 
them , the Spirit Who communicates Himself  to the director and inspires him with 
the right answer . It happens often enough that when such souls  approach their 
director , he suddenl y finds him sel f of a different opinion without understanding 
why or how. Moreover , the signs which prove that the Spirit of God speaks to 
these hol y sou ls  are unmistakabl e :  perfect docil ity , deep humil ity and the total 
submission of mind and heart with which they approach their spiritual guides . 
These characterize the requests they m ake of him , show that they are moved by the 
Hol y Spirit ,  and constitute irrefragabl e credential s to authenticate these heav­
enly inspirations . 

What I am saying here was ful l y  verified in the exampl e  I am rel ating . At 
first De La Sal l e ' s  director was not going to give his approval to the desire 
that the l atter came to l ay before him . The proposal he presented to sel l  his 
property and give the proceeds to the poor in a city where the principal official s 
and the l eading citizens were his rel atives was even l ess acceptabl e than that of 
resigning his canonry .  Sti l l ,  the director , who had not agreed to the l atter 
step except after long and repeated entreaties , consented to the former with 
l ittl e hesitation . How did this happen? No doubt , the Hol y Spirit inspired the 
director whil e He pl aced the right words on the l ips of De La Sal l e .  The proof 
of the speaker ' s  true inspiration l ay in the humil ity , docil ity , and submissive­
ness with which he spoke . 

In fact , John Baptist had hardl y finished when his director fe lt himself  
compl etel y convinced . To put his own conscience at rest he gave his penitent 
permission to donate and to distribute his wealth to the poor whil e l eaving to 
him the risk of facing up to whatever might happen and to what peopl e might say . 
Fortunatel y for both of them , the circumstances of the moment  were favorable to 
this heroic deed and afforded the publ ic an opportunity to express its admira­
tion for it . 

The year 1 684 had brought with i t  great distress . Champagne fel t  the ef­
fects of a l ong fam i ne which had affl icted near ly the entire kingdom . The poor 
from the countryside had come into the capital , hoping to find al ms .  Joining 
forces with those native to the city , they turned Rheims into a vast al mshouse . 
The majority of the popul ation had resorted to begging because both agricultural 
and manufacturing enterprises had had to shut down on account of the sever ity of 
the winter and the exorbitant prices of everythi ng .  Peopl e up to then sel f­
supporting went  about shamefacedly  begging for bread from the wealthy , whi l e the 
"professional poor" begged brazenl y .  

The famine was so widespread and so cruel that many  wel l -to-do peopl e could  
not make ends meet and ended in the ranks of the beggars , wi thout anything to eat , 
but stil l not daring to beg . The cost of l iving was such that very soon peopl e 
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exhausted the savings accumul ated during past years . Those who were not rich to begin �i�h soon fo�nd th�sel ves a prey to hunger and destitution . Rel igious commun1 t1 es , too , 1 ncl ud1 ng some that were weal thy  and richl y endowed , did not 
escape the common hardships and were obl iged to borrow money or sel l property 
in order to provide for their needs . 

The year of such great misfortune was al so the year that provided De La 
Sa l l e with extraordinary merit and afforded him opportunities for practicing out­
standing virtue . I t  l ed him to exerci se the most notabl e  works of spiritual and 
corporal mercy in the city where he had been so shameful l y  i l l -used .  Thus he ex­
perienced the pl easure that saints find so de l ightful : that  of feeding several 
of his enemies and of taking his revenge on cal umnious tongues by  heroical l y  
charitabl e  actions . He final l y  real ized what his weal th was real l y  worth when 
he was free to distribute it a l l to the poor. I t  is hard to tel l  which was 
sweeter to him : to have become poor himsel f or to be rich enough to be abl e  
to rel ieve the destitute . He gained the doubl e  merit of hel ping the needy whil e 
becoming one of them . 

However , he did not distribute his funds haphazardl y nor in a precipitous 
manner . As a man who did everything in a wel l -regul ated way , he succeeded in 
introducing s trict order into his charity . He made his funds l as t  as l ong as 
the famine did and extended them to the cases of real need . To avoid making any 
mistakes and to respect a sort of equity even in the practice of charity , he de­
termined that there were three cl asses of needy peopl e whom he proposed to hel p .  

The firs t  group were the chi l dren in the school s .  After their l essons were 
over , each one was given a portion of bread which mos t of them received more 
eagerl y than they did instruction . The second group was composed of the poor· who 
were ashamed to beg . To find them he had to search them out ,  for they usual l y  
dissimul ated their distress and , through mispl aced pride , preferred to s tarve 
rather than to come forward and ask for hel p .  The charitabl e priest did a l l he 
coul d  to find such persons , whil e keeping himse lf  in the background , trying to 
ass i s t  them and at  the same time to hide from them the kindl y hand that brought  
them succor whil e respecting their feel ing s .  When he  could not remain unknown , 
what did he not do and say to spare their embarrassment by the signs of compassion 
and tenderness which accompanied hi s l ibera l ity? 

The third group of needy peopl e were those who gathered at his house . There 
he himsel f, or in his absence one of the pious eccl esiastics who l ived with him , 
gave some simp le  instructions to these persons who , as a rul e ,  need food for their 
soul s even more than for their bodies , and who general l y  show their interest in 
the former onl y through hope of receiv ing the l atter . 

Seeing so many poverty-s tricken persons of al l kinds gathered together , the 
generous priest  refl ected on their spiritual needs in order to give them appro­
priate advice . By his pious remonstrances , his prudent reproofs and marks of the 
tenderest compass ion ,  he sought ,  before minis tering to their material wants , to 
heal the mal adies of their soul s ,  which most of them were unconcerned about , since 
they did not real ize that they existed . 
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This distribu tion of food at the house took place every morning . De La 
Salle came to take charge of this right after he said Mass . He displayed such 
lively and obvious signs of faith and devotion that these dispositions were 
shared by those who beheld him. Jesus Christ became visible to him in the per­
son of His suffering members . John Baptist knelt at their feet and offered 
them his alms with the signs of respect and joy which he would have exhibited 
if he had beheld and given help to Jesus Christ Himself . He did even more . 
When he had become poor in his turn, through assisting the poor, he took his 
share of the bread that was being distribu ted to them, as being one of them . 
He ate it kneeling in their midst, with a satisfaction and joy which showed the 
pleasure he experienced in the practice of poverty joined with that of charity . 

He carried this practice even further . Avidly seeking the merit of the 
most humiliating poverty, he wished to experience the shame of begging, and the 
confusion of eating the bread for which he had begged from door to door . Humil­
ity, and also necessity in the end, made this an obligation for him . Having 
given away all he had and become even poorer than those whom he had fed, he in 
his turn, sacrificing his self-love, went from house to house, asking for alms . 
After several refusals, he received from a good woman a loaf of black bread which 
ou t of respect he ate kneeling and with a joy impossible to describe . 

Soon after this incident he left on foot for Rethel to discuss with the Du ke 
of Mazarin the proposed founding of a seminary for schoolmasters for the villages 
of the Du ke ' s  domains . When the two of them came back to Rheims to confer on this 
matter with the archbishop and to ask for his approval, Archbishop Le Tellier re­
warded the charity of the one and satisfied the humility of the other by telling 
them that they were a pair of idiots. " Pardon me, Your Excellency, 11 replied the 
humble priest, " there is really only one, " meaning that this epithet belonged to 
him alone and that the Du ke did not deserve it . 

De La Salle had all the time he needed to exhaust all his resources, which 
amounted to some 40, 000 livres, during the famine which lasted two years . A 
wealthy man when it began, he was poor when it ended . At- last he saw himself in 
the state where he had longed to be . Happy to possess God and nothing but God, 
he could say with Saint Francis, that great lover of poverty, 1 1My God and my All ! 
If I have lost all for His sake, I find it all again in Him . He alone suffices . "  
He did in fact find again all he had given up in Him Who is the source of all 
good . Divine Providence, to which he had abandoned all his interests and those 
of his little flock, always remembered him and his . They never lacked necessities , 
whereas these were lacking to a great many unfortunate people . Even the rich had 
a hard time insuring themselves against the consequences of this terrible famine .  

Those who witnessed the pious generosity of the charitable priest were as­
tounded and could hardly credit what they beheld with their own eyes, namely that 
there should still be a man on this earth ready to give away everything without 
keeping anything for himself, a man who showed no anxiety for himself and his own, 
a man who withou t thinking of the morrow left all concern about it to God, doing 
so at a time when day after day the famine occasioned cruel apprehension to most 
people abou t what tomorrow would bring . 
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. �ere was a ma� who forgot h imsel f i n  c i rcums tances when everybody el se was 
th 1 nk 1 ng only  of h 1�sel f and forgetting everyone e l se ,  a man whose only concern 
was to feed and rel i eve the poor and to become poor h imsel f at the time when 
there seemed to be scarcely a s tep between poverty and death . Here was a man 
whom h i s fel l ow ci ti zens cou l d  not prai se  and admi re suffi ci ently , the same one 
whom they had buri ed under their  cri ti c i sm and sarcasm . H i s  own fol l owers , who 
cou l d  observe him more narrowly and wi tness  h i s  total chari ty ,  cou l d  not hel p 
express i ng the i r  surpr i se  to h im .  

Al though two years of famine had gone by and al though a l arge number of other 
peopl e had l acked the neces s i ti es of l i fe , hi s Communi ty had al ways been provi ded 
for by the hand of thei r heavenly Father . Sti l l , they were not wi thout concern 
for the morrow. The state of poverty and of abandonment to Di v i ne Provi dence that 
thei r father had embraced and to wh i ch they had in some measure constrai ned h im  
by thei r reply to hi s i ns tructi ons on thi s poi nt , became , i t  seems , a fresh rea­
son for di squ i et on thei r part . From a man who had gi ven away al l he had , they 
cou l d  no l onger expect the same ass i s tance i n  times of need that they woul d have 
found when he possessed a ri ch canonry and hi s fami ly  fortune . 

But that was the s tate i n  whi ch the man of God awai ted them . The moment 
was a favorabl e  one for him to open thei r eyes and make them acknowl edge the care 
Di v i ne Prov i dence had taken of them and to beg i n  aga in  hi s l es sons on trus t  and 
abandonment to Him wh i ch they had obl i ged him to i n terrupt unti l he made him­
sel f as poor as they . 

De La Sal l e ,  therefore , sei zed the favorabl e opportuni ty presented to him to 
make them real i ze how wel l God had taken care of them personal l y  and had su pp l i ed 
al l thei r needs , and to assure them , judg i ng the fu ture by the pas t ,  that they 
wou l d  never be i n  need of anyth i ng so l ong as they were fai thful i n  serv i ng God 
and i n  tryi ng to pl ease Him . 

" Do not forget , my dear Brothers , "  he  tol d  them , " the sad times we have just 
come through . You have s een wi th your own eyes al l the cal ami ti es that fam i ne 
bri ng s  down upon the poor and al l the ravages i t  can occasion to the fortunes of 
the ri ch .  Thi s whol e c i ty was l i ke one vast hospi ce where the poor i n  the i r des­
ti tuti on gathered and spent the l as t  days of a l i fe whi ch hunger woul d soon c l ose . 
Dur ing al l th i s  time , when the weal thi es t  were not al ways sure of fi ndi ng , at  
whatever pri ce , bread whi ch had become as  rare as  i t  was expens ive , what d i d  you 
l ack? Thanks be to God ,  al though we have had nei ther money nor i ncome , duri ng 
these two terri b l e years , we have l acked noth i ng .  We owe no one anythi ng i n  any 
of our houses , whi l e  some of our wel l -establ i s hed neighbors have been rui ned de­
spi te thei r resources s i nce they have been obl i ged to sel l thei r property and to 
borrow to keep al i ve . " 

By thus maki ng the miracl es wrought  by Div i ne Providence i n  the i r  favor 
pal pabl e to them , he f i nal ly  taught  them to abandon themsel ves to I ts care . 
After thi s  the dev i l  no l onger su cceeded i n  penetrating thei r Communi ty and i n  
sowing among them these doubts and misg iv i ng s  so i nsu l ti ng to the goodness of 
God , Who , when He bestowed l i fe on Hi s creatures , as sumed the task of supplyi ng 
thei r needs . 
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It was on this  unshakable foundation that  De La Sal l e  began erecti ng his 
life work . More firml y convi nced than ever that vol untary  poverty is  an i n­
surance pol icy for al l the necessi ties of life, he wanted no other sor t of con­
tract than the one that Jesus Chr ist offers us in the Gospel . On this  poi nt he 
carr i ed perfection to such a degree that he refused considerabl e sums which 
var ious persons offered him i n  v i ew of endowing .the houses of the Brothers . 
"Our Brothers, " he said, "wi l l  survi ve so l ong as they are poor . They wi l l  l ose 
the spir i t of their vocation as soon as they start procuri ng for themsel ves the 
unnecessary commodi ti es of l ife . 1 1  

What we have thus far rel ated about De La Sal l e ' s l ife i ncl udes his chi ld­
hood, his education, his entry  i nto the cl er ical state, and his pr i estl y m i n istry . 
By fol l owi ng him through the years we have shown him as an exampl e  of i nnocence 
for chi ldren, of docili ty for students, of piety for young cleri cs, of regul ar i ty 
and fervor for canons, of zeal and rel ig ious spiri t for pri ests .  Now we shal l 
see i n  him a model of the greatest perfection as he goes about organi zi ng his 
Insti tute . 

END OF BCX)K ONE 

APPROVAL 

At the behest of the honorable Keeper of the Seals, I have read this first 
volu:ne of the Life of John Baptist de Ia Salle, Priest, Doctor, canon of the 
cathedral of Rheims, and Founder of the Brothers of the Christian Schools . 
The reading of this histo:ry can only be m:>St edifying for the faithful and 
capable of inspiring in the Brothers of the Christian Schools all the 
religious sentiments of their holy Founder. It contains nothing contracy 
to gcx:xi morals and to the Faith of the Catholic, Apostolic and Ranan 
01.urch. At the Sorbonne, November 18, 1732 . 

Signed: DE MARCILLY 
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