
26. HEART -

TO TOUCH HEARTS 

Summary: 

1. The expression. - 2. Conversion through the school. 2. 1 .  Finality of the Institute. 2.2. To convert 
sinners. 2.3. To form true Christians. - 3. Who touches hearts? God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, 

Holy Scripture? - 4. What are the Brothers' concerns? 4. 1 .  An obligation. 4.2. A spirituality. 

1.  The expression "to touch hearts" is not pe­
culiar to St. John Baptist de La Salle. It forms 
part of the traditional religious language of the 
Church. Without going further back than that, we 
find it, among other texts, in a pontifical act of 
Pius V dated January 1 566 to define the attitude 
of Christians towards heresies: "It is up to us, light 
of the world and salt of the earth (Mt. 5, 1 3), to 
stimulate minds and touch hearts. We will achieve 
this through the example given by our holiness 
and our virtues" . 1 

The Founder's contemporaries who again use 
this expression are for the most part priests occu­
pied in preaching the Lenten sermons and the par­
ish missions, ideal times for conversions. 

- St. JOHN EUDES: 
excerpt from a letter dated 23rd July 1 659: 
"I cannot tell you how God has blessed this 

mission. . .  People come to the mission from villag­
es eight to ten leagues away and hearts are so 
touched that one sees nothing but tears, one hears 
nothing else but the sighs of poor penitents. The 
fruits which confessors witness in the confessional 
are marvellous".2 

- St. VINCENT DE PAUL: 
"(The mission) comes to an end with a general 
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communion lasting a day for the whole parish. In 
the first row, the children who receive communion 
on that day for the first time. It is one of the best 
means we use to touch the hearts of older persons, 
whose heart is tough and obdurate; they are the 
ones who yield to the children's piety".3 

- St. LOUIS-MARIE GRIGNION 
DE MONTFORT: 
who used to say referring to himself: "God has 

granted me the grace to touch hearts" (quoted by 
Raymond Deville in L 'eco/e franfaise de spiritua­
lite Desclee, Paris 1987, p. 1 54); 

who related thus the conversion of an officer: 
"The sword falls from his hands; his heart is deep­
ly touched; he throws himself on the floor and 
shouts: Have pity on me!";4 

and who analyses the action of the Spirit: "The 
light and the knowledge which Wisdom gives are 
not a dry, sterile knowledge devoid of devotion, 
but rather knowledge that is enlightening, unctu­
ous, effective and pious, apt to touch hearts and 
make them happy whilst illuminating the mind".5 

The idea that emerges from these texts is that 
of an action carried out by someone to bring 
about a change in life-style and notably a Christ­
ian practice. And the analysis of the two sections 
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of the expression corroborate this way of thinking. 
"To touch" in the most expressive meaning of the 
word does not only signify "to reach", "to graze", 
"to make contact" but "to penetrate" in accord­
ance with its use when dealing with weapons, 
hence the power of the figure of speech when one 
refers to the moral sphere. As for the word 
"Heart", it stands for what is most intimate, most 
deep and most personal in man, especially in 
whatever concerns the will : the intention, the re­
solution and the going into action. 

And this meaning stands unchanged when the 
expression is limited to the verb "to touch", as for 
example in the two quotations from St. John Eu­
des which follow:6 

- "Yesterday the Queen came to the Carmel­
ites' whilst I was at Montmartre: she expressed 
such great satisfaction with the mission and the 
sermons, that words fail to express it. She said 
that other people's sermons were nothing but 
words, whilst these penetrated to the very depth of 
the heart, so that all were touched by them and 
she could notice a change in the King's behav­
iour" . 

- "The extreme joy he felt when he watched 
so many people having been touched gave evident 
signs of conversion, refunding stolen property, re­
conciling themselves with their enemies, destroy­
ing bad literature, avoiding occasions of sin and 
starting an entirely new life" .7 

2. St. John Baptist de La Salle uses the ex­
pression "to touch hearts" 25 times. On another 
twelve occasions he uses expressions where only 
the verb "to touch" figures with an identical 
meaning. We note that it is always in an important 
context related to the finality of the Institute and 
the Lasallian charism: "Your employment would 
be of little use if it did not aim at the salvation of 
souls. Does your zeal for the poor make you look 
for means as efficacious as those used by St. Ig­
natius? The more you will apply yourself to medi­
tation for the good of the souls entrusted to you, 
the more will God make it easy for you to touch 
hearts (MF 148 .3) . 

But if the aim of the Lasallian school is to 
form Christians, it would be wrong to imagine 
that the way it is internally run is aimed solely at 

providing a good organisation or a smooth run­
ning of classroom activities. The management of 
the school is thought of as a contributor to the so­
cial, moral and religious formation of the stu­
dents . And when these lack discipline,8 a sin is al­
ways involved: sloth, anger, pride . . .  That is why 
the Founder keeps repeating to the Brothers the 
advice St. Paul gave Timothy about gentleness: 
"He writes to him at the same time that he should 
be patient and moderate when correcting those 
who resist, because God may perhaps give them 
the spirit of repentance. As a matter of fact, this is 
one of the best means to conquer and to touch the 
hearts of those who have committed some fault 
and to help them to repent" (MR 204,2) . 

To fulfil then their ministry with regard to the 
children, the Brothers will not only inspire them 
with a horror of sin, but also and especially com­
municate to them the spirit of Christ and encour­
age them to live by it: "Do you have a faith that is 
able to touch the hearts of your pupils and to fill 
them with a Christian spirit? It is the greatest 
miracle that you can make and that which God 
demands of you since that is the aim of your 
employment" (MF 1 39 .3), "You too can perform 
several miracles with regard to yourself and to 
your employment. As regards yourself, by entire 
fidelity to grace not allowing any inspiration to 
pass without corresponding there-to fully. As re­
gards your employment, by touching the hearts of 
the children entrusted9 to your care; by rendering 
your children obedient to, and faithful in the prac­
tice of the maxims of the Gospel" (MF 1 80.3) . 

"Rest assured that as long as you remain deep­
ly attached to the practice of poverty and all that 
can humiliate you, you will bear fruit in souls and 
that the angels of God will make you better 
known and will inspire fathers and mothers to 
send you their children to be instructed; and that, 
even through your teaching, you will touch the 
hearts of the poor children and that most of them 
will become genuine Christians" (MF 86.3). Be­
come children like them, not in wisdom, but in 
malice, as St. Paul says. The more you make your­
self small, the more will you be pleased to be treat­
ed as such, and the more ardently you cherish 
persecutions and humiliations which befall you, 
the more easily you will touch the hearts of those 
you instruct and the more easily you will induce 
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them to live like true Christians (MF 79.2). We 
will have other opportunities to recall these strong 
and rich quotations. 

3. Of course, in matters of conversion, it is 
God who has the initiative and who proceeds with . 
the task until it is crowned with success. The 
Founder is categorical about that: "My God you 
are the only one who can truly touch and convert 
a heart. . . "  (CL 1 7. 1 79), often "Beg of God the 
grace to touch hearts like Him" (MF 8 1 .2). "It is 
what this Saint has done so effectively through 
preaching the word of God and frequent and assid­
uous meditation to obtain the gift to touch hearts 
(MF 1 59 .2) . "He knew that it is up to God to 
touch and convert their hearts" (MF 1 68.2) 10 and 
in a letter to Brother Robert, dated 1 709: "I ask 
you to pray God to touch your heart and to make 
you docile to his will" (CL 61 .4) . 1 1  

In the DEVOIRS D'UN CRETIEN and the 
ABREGES, St. John Baptist de La Salle dwells on 
the conversions operated by Jesus Christ during his 
apostolic life: "Jesus also touched the heart of the 
chief publican named Zacchaeus" (CL 2.38) and, 
about Peter: "Jesus looked at him to touch his 
heart when he had betrayed him in the praetorium, 
on the eve of the Passion" (CL 22.237). From his 
heavenly glory, the Risen Christ continues his sav­
ing mission: "Jesus Christ must touch a soul inter­
iorly to make it listen, understand and enjoy what 
he has to say" (MD 64.3). 

Consequently, the Holy Founder begs him to 
show in his regard the same kind of mercy: "Free 
me from my disorders and from my sins with the 
same kindness that you showed Zaccheus, the. 
leader of the Publicans, and arouse in my heart 
the same sentiments of contrition which touched 
his own" (CL 1 7. 1 84). "Aren't you the one who 
through the charm and attraction of your grace so 
strongly touched the heart of Mary Magdalen . . .  ? 
(CL 1 7. 1 85). "I have put your patience to the test 
by the stubbornness and insensitivity of my heart, 
you have often pressed me to repent and to quit 
sinning and I have been more willing to continue 
to enjoy sinful pleasure than to listen to the inter­
ior voice which kept inviting me from the depth 
of my heart; but at last the time has come when 
you have touched and softened my heart and you 
put an end to my suffering and to my sins" (CL 
1 7.209). 
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In like manner, the Holy Spirit plays an essen­
tial role, which St. John Baptist de La Salle does 
not underrate. He dwells on it with great precision 
when he deals with attrition "a divine gift and a 
movement of tn.e Holy Spirit who does not yet 
dwell in the soul of the penitent but which only 
urges on and touches him and thanks to which he 
paves the way for justice and, although this contri­
tion cannot by itself without the sacrament lead 
the sinner to justification, it prepares him neverthe­
less to obtain God's grace in this sacrament" (CL 
20.290). A similar remark concerns the sin against 
the Spirit: "You cannot commit this type of sin 
without despising the means which the Holy Spirit 
uses to touch the heart, to convert us and save us" 
(CL 2 1 . 127) . Finally, it is the presence and action 
of the Holy Spirit within the Lasallian apostolate 
that makes the latter efficacious: "You are enga­
ged in a ministry where-in you have to touch 
hearts. 1 2 But you cannot possibly do this without 
the assistance of the Holy Spirit. Beseech God to 
confer on you to-day the same grace as He gave 
the Apostles, so that after filling you with His Spi­
rit for your own sanctification, He may confer it 
on you for the salvation of others also" 
(MD 43 .3) .  

The Founder underlines once more the privi­
leged action of Scripture: Oh how powerful is 
God's word to touch hearts! It is, says St. Paul, 
living and efficacious, it penetrates the heart better 
than would a two edged sword; it enters and pe­
netrates in the very folds of the soul" (MF 1 80.2). 
"The spoken word is fleeting and touches the heart 
but once, whereas the written word remains.  Thus 
it is that St. Luke's works continue for all time to 
bear fruit and are able to convert souls throug­
hout the ages, right to the end of the world" (MF 
1 78 .3). He quotes the example of St. Augustine: 
"The reading of a single passage touched him and 
converted him" (MF 123 .2) .  That is why he urges 
the Brothers to have a constant recourse in class 
to the Bible: "The teacher will not quote any 
example except from either of these two treatises 
and will in particular put into practice those taken 
from Holy Scripture, for hearts are more strongly 
impressed 1 3  and more easily touched, since this is 
the Word of God" (CL 24.46). 

St. John Baptist de La Salle applies this re­
mark to other spiritual books which the Brothers 
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use; if God, in fact, acts personally through his 
grace on the souls of the faithful, he also inter­
venes through secondary causes: "As it is not the 
book nor the arguments that one hears that 
touches the conscience but God who uses these 
means, in the same way, we must ask from him 
the grace to operate in us the effects he meant it to 
have" (CL 15.107). 

4. Among the secondary causes God uses, the 
most appropriate for man is man himself, whether 
he works at his own sanctification or that of the 
others: "It is our duty to carry out and finish the 
work of our redemption" (MF 191.1), "God ... 
wishes that all be saved but he cannot want it re­
ally without giving each the means to do it and 
therefore without giving the children teachers who 
help them to carry out that plan" (MR 193.3). It 
follows that, as is said in a passage quoted in 
Point 3, the Brothers "are obliged to touch hearts" 
(MD 43.3). 

The word "obligation" does not have in the 
XVIIth century the present meaning of "compul­
sion". It expresses only a moral bond which arises 
from a free agreement between one person and 
another ... 14 Hence, one can consider the Brother's 
obligations as consequences of his commitment to 
God's service in the Institute. 

We have already come across the expression 
(cf note 12) "the obligation to win hearts" (MF 
115.3). Here is a third one, still on the same theme: 
"The obligation you are under to obtain graces 
not only for yourself but also for others and to 
strive to touch hearts, ought to encourage you to 
commit yourself in a particular way to meditation, 
an exercise which God has chosen to provide you 
with his graces (MF 129.2). 

Because for St. John Baptist de La Salle, who 
combines a practical sense and the spirit of faith, 
to bind oneself by these obligations implies, be­
sides taking concrete pedagogical means ( as a 
matter of fact the whole of one's teaching experi­
ence), the support of a spirituality which will help 
them to bear "fruit", 1 5 i.e. which will make their 
apostolate spiritually fruitful. 

That is why he recommends particularly to his 
teachers: 

- FAITH: "Do you possess a faith that is 
able to touch the hearts of your pupils and to in-

spire them with a Christian spirit? It is the greatest 
miracle which you can perform which God de­
mands of you, since it is the purpose of your em­
ployment" (MF 139.3). 

- OBEDIENCE: "Such is the fruit of obedi­
ence. It draws down the blessings of God so abun­
dantly on what we do, that we obtain all we wish. 
It gives us a great facility in doing good and 
touching hearts, when we have the advantage of 
working for the salvation of souls, and when we 
do so through pure obedience" (MD 57.2). 

- HUMILITY AND POVERTY: "The humbler 
you are, and the more you like to be considered as 
such, the more will you love persecutions and humi­
liations which will be aroused against you, the more 
capable will you be to touch the hearts of those 
whom you instruct and will encourage them to live 
true Christian lives" (MF 79.2). "Rest assured that 
so long as you continue to practise poverty and all 
that can humiliate you, you will bear fruit in souls 
and the angels of God will make known to you and 
inspire their fathers and mothers to send you their 
children to be instructed; and that, even through 
your lessons you will touch the hearts of these poor 
children and that most of them will become true 
Christians" (MF 86.3) 

- GENTLENESS: "One of the best means to 
conquer and touch the hearts of those who have 
committed some fault and to dispose them to re­
pent" (MR 204.2). 

- THE SPIRIT OF PRAYER: "The more 
you apply yourself generously to meditation for 
the good of the souls entrusted to you, the more 
God will make it easy for you to touch hearts (MF 
148.2); often "ask God to give you the grace to 
touch hearts as he does, it is the grace that suits 
your profession" (MF 81.2). See also MD 43.3 
and MF 129.2 already quoted in the 2nd section. 

Let us conclude with a quotation particularly 
felicitous and meaningful: "Ministers of God and 
of the Church", careful to "touch hearts, the 
Brothers carry out their mission with that "ardent 
zeal" which the Lord's work requires (Rule, 
1987.21). 

1 Quoted in Esprit et Vie Febr. 7, 1 99 1 .  p. 37. This text 
has been chosen because of its Lasallian connotations since the 
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action of touching hearts is linked there, on the one hand, with 
that of animating the minds and, on the other, with the witness 
given by holiness and virtue, the whole being based on three 
Scriptures. 

2 Claude Guillou: En tout la volonte de Dieu Cerf, Paris 
198 1 ,  p. 68-69. 

3 Pierre Coste St. Vincent de Paul: correspondance, conver­
sations, documents Gabalda, Paris 1 920- 1925, Vol. III p. 1 19. 

4 St. Louis-Marie Grignion de Montfort L 'amour de la sa­
gesse eteme/le Seuil, Paris 1 966, ch. 1 1  No. 1 29. This work was 
published while the author was still alive in 1 705. 

5 Idem, ch. VIII No. 94. 
6 St. John Eudes: Letters and booklets Lethielleux, Paris 

195 1 ,  pages 3 1 8  and 81 respectively. 
7 Note however that the verb "toucher" used in isolation 

does not always have the meaning we have just seen, e.g. as a 
short cut for the expression "to touch hearts". It possesses its 
own usage and usually means to impress the intellectual faculty 
and sensitize the will, as for example: "Are you touched by and 
sensitive to what concerns God only?" (MF 1 25.3) Letter 1 1 1  
which the Founder wrote to the Aldermen of Chateau-Porcien 
offers a very significant example: " .. .I would be insensitive not 
to allow myself to be touched means here to convince, hence 
the two consequences drawn by the author, one negative: "It 
would be very wrong of me, gentlemen, not to send you any 
school teachers . . .  " (L 1 1 1 .2), the other positive " . . .  as early as 
next Saturday, I will send you two school teachers" (L 1 1 1 .3). 

8 This word has a very strong meaning in the writings of 
St. La Salle. It does not only mean discipline inside the school, 
but refers to the universal order intended by God, of which this 
discipline is only one of the innumerable effects. 

9 In the XVIlth Century the word "libertine" first meant 
impious, irreligious (Cayrou: Lefranfais classique Didier, Paris 
1 948, see also: Fr. Raymond Brisebois Etude de mots du voca­
bulaire lasal/ien Region France, Paris 1989, p. 64). 

10 Today we think this meditation was not written by the 
Founder cf. CL 47.539. However, his way of thinking has been 
respected. 

1 1  This sentence has not been listed in the Vocabulaire La­
sal/ien. 

Complementary Themes: 

12 Sometimes, this sentence is quoted incompletely, as if 
ending after "toucher les coeurs" (as if St. John Baptist de La 
Salle had placed a fullstop instead of comma and so the expla­
nation which he is careful to add is omitted. In this total com­
mitment it is possible to infer the pedagogical advice to estab­
lish between teacher and pupil a relationship founded on affec­
tion and trust, that seems to be what the heart is all about. To 
shorten the sentence is to empty it of its supernatural and pas­
toral content. In order to convey his concern about the frater­
nal relationship, the Founder employs the expression "to win 
hearts over". For example, "You must consider the obligation 
you are under to win hearts over as one of the principal means 
to urge them to live in a Christian manner" (MF 1 1 5.3). It goes 
without saying that if the Brother must strive to win over the 
hearts of his pupils, it is not for his own personal satisfaction 
but to win them over to God: "They should be totally dedi­
cated to their pupils' welfare to win them over to Jesus Christ" 
(CL 24. 1 86). 

1 3  If the expressions by means of which St. John Baptist 
de La Salle designates the impact made by an action on 
another person to transform him (in particular the Brother's 
apostolic activity towards his "disciples") "to impress strongly" 
would take its place just before "to touch hearts". The first ex­
pression shows an immediate effect, important but not wholly 
efficacious. The second already leads the way to a definitive re­
sult. "To touch the heart" of someone is the "final impression" 
made on him. God has nothing else to do but to bring about 
his conversion. 

14 Cf. Gaston Cayrou: Le frantais classique. At the begin­
ning of the XXth century, people still used to say of someone 
to whom a service had been rendered that he felt "an obliga­
tion" to whoever had helped him, that he had in his regard "an 
obligation". 

15 Many texts could be quoted such as the following: "If 
you wish to bear much fruit in souls through your ministry . . .  " 
(MF 1 36. 1 ), " . . .  your ministry in favour of those whom you in­
struct will be fruitful" (MF 148,3). 

Goodness, Christian, Heart, Conversion, Correction, School, Church, Employment, Holy Spirit, 
Exercises, Fidelity, Faith, Formation, Humility, Instructions, Justice, Teacher, Maxims, Ministry, 
Obedience, Mental prayer, Poverty, Prayer, Renewal, Sacraments, Salvation, Vigilance. 
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