
34. BROTHERS OF THE 
CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS 

Summary: 

1 .  A bit of H istory. - 2. What happened between 1682 and 1686? 2.1. Schoolteachers of our 
Community. 2.2. Wearing a special dress. 2.3. The change of dress led to change of name. - 3. 
Brothers of the Christian Schools. 3.1. From a profession often i mprovised ... 3.2. To a ministry 
one is trained for. 3.3. And which is exercised in a useful and eff icient school. 3.4. Where peo­
ple behave l ike "disciples of Jesus Christ." - 4. God's work. 4.1. Through the personal commit­
ment of De La Salle. 4.2. As "a poor man among the poor." 4.3. " In order to hold together and 
by association." 

Why and how did De La Salle choose the 
name BROTHERS OF THE CHRISTIAN 
SCHOOLS? A sequence of events consisting of a 
succession of commitments will build up the whole 
itinerary 1 of the Foundation. The name Brothers 
of the Christian Schools describes A COMMU­
NITY whose traits will appear progressively. 

1. A BIT OF HISTORY 

De La Salle helped Mr. Nyel and later more 
and more frequently acted as his substitute with 
the teachers because "he (Mr. Nyel) had spent all 
his energies looking for new foundations without 
trying to consolidate the existing ones".2 So much 
so that at Christmas 1679, La Salle rented a house 
near his own where the teachers could meet. He 
then admitted them into his own home for meals; 
later he received them there the whole day "except 
during school time" 3 and finally on June 24, 1681, 
he accommodated them there. A year later, on 

June 24, 1682,4 he went to live with them in a 
house on the Rue Neuve; there they will observe 
"a uniform rule covering all the hours of the 
day".5 

From June 24, 1682 to June 9, 1686, the ac­
tions of La Salle and his companions will consti­
tute the stages of an itinerary which will tum this 
small group of men into a Community following 
the pattern of the Religious; thus out of a group of 
teachers, a Community of Brothers was formed. It 
was in fact on June 9, 1696, at the end of the first 
Assembly of the "principal Brothers" that they 
made their first vows: the vow of obedience. 

2. WHAT HAPPENED BETWEEN 1682 
AND 1686? 

- the group of teachers adopts and follows a 
daily schedule; 

- they select the dress they will wear; 
- they give themselves a name. 
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16 LASALLIAN THEMES 

Moreover throughout this structuration pro­
cess, La Salle takes some important decisions: 

- he resigns his canonry, August 1683. 
- He distributes his possessions to the poor 

(Winter 1683/84). 
- He shares fully his teachers' life. 

These actions are so many commitments; four 
years during which came into being what De La 
Salle had written in "Un memoire ecrit de sa main 
pour apprendre aux Freres par quelles voies la di­
vine Providence avait donne naissance a leur lnsti­
tut", 8 namely: "God who directs all things with 
wisdom and moderation, and who does not force 
the will of men, wishing to have me take full re­
sponsibility for the Schools, did so in a very im­
perceptible manner and over a long period of 
time; in such a way that one commitment led to 
another without my being aware of it".9 

2. 1. "Schoolteachers from our Community" 

A first commitment was that of the common 
life, i.e. "a life controlled by the same set of obser­
vances for all".10 The biographer Blain writes: "At 
the beginning of 1682, the house of the school­
teachers began to look like a genuine communi­
ty".1 1  Bernard, for his part, notes: "It was then 
that the same exercises as are held today were held 
for the first time". 12 Whilst Maillefer refers to 
"new regulations". 

So the group gives itself a daily timetable. This 
will form the first element of a manuscript entit­
led: "Practice of the daily timetable" .14 Brother 
Maurice Auguste 15 expresses the hypothesis that 
"this manuscript dated 1713 probably contains in 
several of its parts, fragments of a much older text 
going back to the first years of the Community". 
In it we find a very detailed timetable of the Daily 
Exercises of the House, from "the rising at all ti­
mes at half past four" until the "thirty strokes of 
the bell" at nine in the evening. Quoting hapha­
zardly, we then come across the Rules for Sun­
days, for Feast days, for Holy Week, etc ... 16 
Brother Maurice Auguste shows clearly 17  that 
these Regulations are now part of the Rule, thus 
justifying Blain's remarks: "Through practices, he 
introduced imperceptibly what he wanted to in-

elude permanently in his wise Rules". 18 It is a new 
"style" of life in common, a manner of life that is 
going to give rise little by little to a "community 
spirit". Blain speaks of "a uniform way of li­
ving" 19 characterised, on the one hand, by the 
Rule of Silence (which will always be the object of 
a Chapter of the Rules) and, on the other, by "to­
getherness" during exercises of piety, meals, re­
creation, the rosary when going to and coming 
back from school, the study of catechism, etc. 

One feels like criticising this uniformity; we 
would find it difficult if not impossible to abide by 
it; De La Salle desired to ensure cohesion and sta­
bility among his teachers. This group finds cohe­
sion and stability in the exercise of its profession 
as schoolmasters and the practice of a life of 
prayer. The profession and prayer fill the day. Fi­
delity to these two activities gives rise to a Com­
munity observing the Rule which will become little 
by little a Community of Communion. "The 
Brothers will show and will entertain a true com­
munity spirit".20 It is this expression "Community 
Spirit" which must be remembered. When he gets 
this group of schoolteachers to live side by side, el­
bow by elbow, La Salle does not aim at creating 
anonymity; he wants each one to draw, from his 
contact with others, trust and perseverance. The 
first text of the 1705 Rule will only mention what 
was already being practised. "The Brothers will 
possess nothing they may call their own, every­
thing will be in common even clothes and other 
items the Brothers will need". Thus, the evangeli­
cal option of poverty has been adopted by the 
group. 

Whilst the Community is being set up, La Salle 
suggests at the appropriate time, the practice of 
asceticism in matters connected with food. Maille­
fer tells us: "About this point, he simply accepted 
what had been done so far. He set up rules for 
meals and ordered that only ordinary meat of the 
cheapest type be served".22 He himself sets the 
example, and at what price!...23 of the spirit of 
mortification but, he insisted, "without any com­
pulsion". 24 In whatever concerns the Community's 
food, Blain will refer to "the spirit of poverty and 
that of penance". 

De La Salle wrote, certainly at the end of 1689, 
beginning 1690,26 what has been called the 
Memoire sur / 'Habit to defend the Brothers 
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against the meddlings of Mr. Baudrand, parish 
priest of St. Sulpice. 27 In its article 2, this Memoire 
specifies that in this Community "people live by 
the Rule, depending on each other in everything , 
without anything being owned in private, and in 
perfect uniformity". Brother Maurice Auguste 
underlines the importance of this text when he 
writes: "This text is in more than one place, a judi­
cious reminder of the conditions in which the 
Community 
lived".28 

Of course, we are no longer in 1682, but the 
expression "one lives in it" makes one understanq 
that the events took place years ago ... And what is 
one to think "the Rules"?29 To live "in perfect 
conformity", there is the daily timetable. But to 
live "dependently .. . and without owning anything" 
requires more than the daily regulation; the latter 
cannot lead to a choice of life bound by fraternity 
and obedience. It seems to us therefore that La 
Salle was able to form a group whose members 
live as "persons cut off and retired from the 
world" (Art. 40). There! the word has been utte­
red. On the other hand, doesn't the type of life li­
ved by this group of persons correspond to the de­
finition of Community given in the 17th century 
dictionary? "Communaute: ( congregatio) persons 
who have secluded themselves from the world to 
live together in the fear of God and to ensure bet­
ter their salvation, abide by a set of rules and wear 
a special dress" .30 That is why Georges Rigault re­
marks: "If there were yet no "Brothers" in 1 682, 
there is already a Community brought close to­
gether in a group through love and obedience, liv­
ing under the guidance of a priest who holds him­
self responsible for their souls".3 1 That is what La 
Salle states when he writes to the Mayor and 
Councillors of Chateau-Porcien on June 20, 1 682: 
"I would be quite wrong were I not to send you 
schoolteachers from our Community».32 

2.2. "Wearing a special dess" 

According to the biographer Bernard, "what 
made La Salle make up his mind, were the const­
ant requests of the Brothers to give them a dress 
which would distinguish them completely from the 
rest of the people".33 Maillefer specifies that "the 
dress was poor and uniform and by its singularity 
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and simplicity distinguished them from seculars" .  
And he hastens to add: This new style of dress fit­
ted perfectly the modest nature of their employ­
ment and, by inspiring respect for their persons it 
made them behave with more self-control in their 
actions. "Le Memoire sur l'Habit" goes back over 
these ideas and supplies an interesting description: 
"The Community's dress is a kind of cassock 
which covers the body as far as the middle of the 
leg. It is buttonless and is closed by small black 
hooks from the neck down to the middle of the 
body, and from there downwards, from one end 
to the other. The lower part of the sleeves is not 
folded over the fist and is closed by means of invi­
sible hooks. This dress is called a robe to avoid 
giving it the same name as that worn by the clergy 
from which it differs in shape. By way of mantle, 
they wear a capote with hanging sleeves, without 
collar or buttons on the front, its sides being held 
together by a large hook on the inside".35 

The Memoire sur /'Habit specifies: "This habit 
has been worn for five years".36 It is therefore dur­
ing the winter of 1 684- 1 685 that the habit was 
adopted. For La Salle and his first disciples to 
wear this "peculiar dress" 37 was on the one hand, 
to wear a dress which was neither secular nor cle­
rical" 38 and on the other, "to consider themselves 
members of a community 39 who are all "lay".40 

These persons by the nature of their "state" "sec­
luded and retired from the world41 live in poverty. 
That is why La Salle insists on such details as but­
tons and hooks. Brother Maurice Auguste ex­
plains: "Such a stress is nevertheless significant. 
Ecclesiastical as well as civil fashion multiplied the 
use of buttons and hooks in those days on the 
front of the clothes, on the sleeves and on the fa­
cings. And these buttons were of necessity the ob­
ject of great refinement and often of ostentatious 
luxury: precious metal, mother of pearl, at the 
very least. Visible hooks could act just as well as a 
pretext for the use of all sorts of more or less 
sophisticated ornaments". 42 

The profession of "one who teaches" renders 
necessary the use of a practical dress against the 
cold 43 and in the exercise of one's duties; on the 
other hand, in this connection, Articles 15  and 62 
of CL 1 1 , p. 254 are not lacking in a sense of hu­
mour! 44 • • •  It is important also that this dress dis­
tinguishes he who wears it from a schoolteacher 
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and that it "makes the pupils respect the wearer" .45 

Thus, "this peculiar dress" becomes a visible sign. 
It enables its wearer to feel that he belongs to a 
community grouped around La Salle. It enables 
those who meet him to identify these new school­
masters of Rheims. It is well known that they hold 
a gratuitous school in the district, that they ac­
company the children to Mass on schooldays 
where they supervise them but refuse to perform 
any clerical function. It is also known that they 
teach catechism every day. On Sundays and Feast 
days, besides the catechism in the morning, they 
lead the children to High Mass and, in the after­
noon, to Vespers in the parish. This "singular ha­
bit" was also the visible sign which La Salle him­
self wished to wear when "he was compelled 
through a shortage of teachers, to teach school at 
Saint-Jacques for a fairly long time", as is testified 
by Bernard. 46 Maillefer and Blain also stress this 
event and Blain particularly wishes to bring out 
the humility of their hero. If one is not forbidden 
from seeing in this a longing for humiliations, one 
may also see in it the Founder's participation in 
school work. From the start, he showed equality 
with his teachers; on taking the habit, he became 
one of them. The experiment had lasted long 
enough47 to make him see from the inside what is 
meant by "to hold schools gratuitously". It is 
therefore not surprising that he wrote: "Commu­
nity exercises and the job of teaching engages one 
fully". 48 Did he not have in mind this experience 
when he wrote in some of his meditations that this 
profession is "holy", it is a "ministry" and even a 
"holy" ministry in which one plays "the role of 
guardian angel" whilst accomplishing "God's 
work" for the benefit of pupils who have become 
"disciples" whose "heart is to be touched".49 

Referring to what Bro. Maurice Auguste calls 
"a first taking of the Habit",50 Bro. Yves Poutet 
writes: "La Salle saw in the wearing of the habit 
which was neither ecclesiastical nor secular, an ex­
cellent means, 1 st, to induce young men to join a 
community which in that way became manifest, 
and 2nd, to make the Masters conscious of their 
belonging to an organisation bound by special 
rules".51 

2.3.  The change of Habit 
brought about a change of name 

Biographer Blain is about to regale us with one 
of these developments of which he held the secret. 
In spite of its length, it deserves to be read attenti­
vely: 

"The adoption of the new garb brought about 
a modification in the Community's name. That of 
Brothers was the one that fitted them best, so they 
chose it, leaving the name of schoolmasters to 
those who practise this profession for gain. Humi­
lity and charity suggested giving up that name: it 
had not been fitting for men who professed to run 
schools only so that Jesus Christ might reign in 
them, and so that they might teach Christian doc­
trine gratuitously. If the name of schoolmasters 
had been acceptable up to this time in a house 
where uniformity of lifestyle and equality in all 
things had not yet bound the subjects together, 
and where some of them were still vacillating in 
their vocation, it was no longer proper now that 
they had joined together to form a single body. 
Consequently, the name Brothers truly belonged 
to them - a name which nature gives to children 
who share the same blood and the same father 
on earth, and which in religion describes those 
who have the same spirit and the same Father in 
heaven. 

In this way the denomination Brothers of the 
Christian and Gratuitous Schools became hence­
forth the official name of the sons of De La Salle 
and, from now on, we shall call them by no other. 

This appellation is the correct one, because it 
includes the definition of their state and indicates 
the mission proper to their vocation. This name 
reminds them that the charity which gave birth to 
their Institute must be its life and soul; that it 
should preside over all their deliberations and plan 
all their projects; it should initiate and help to 
carry them out, control all their activities, and ani­
mate all their words and work. 

This name teaches them how excellent is the 
duty they have assumed, the dignity of their state, 
and the holiness proper to their profession. It tells 
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them that as Brothers they owe each other mutual 
proofs of tender but spiritual friendship; and that 
considering themselves the elder brothers of the 
children who come to be taught by them, they 
should exercise this ministry of charity with truly 
loving hearts".52 

"The name 'schoolmasters' was given up". 
Their garb "neither ecclesiastical nor secular" pla­
ced the people who wore it in a special category. 
The name "Brothers" will establish clearly the 
identity of those who will be called by that name. 
The 17th century vocabulary reserved the word 
"Brother" for members of Religious Orders who 
were not priests. 53 La Salle is willing to abide by 
this system typical of an extremely hierarchical so­
ciety. This group of men will become a community 
of consecrated non-priests. A schoolmaster fulfils 
an employment for which he draws a salary. The 
Brother exercises his profession which is a minis­
try lived for the poor and in poverty. The two ro­
les cannot be confused: La Salle does not mix 
them up. He is already convinced and he will 
make this clear later on in this article of the Rule: 
"Those who belong to this Institute will call them­
selves Brothers and they will not allow anyone to 
call them by any other name";54 "they will vow to 
keep schools gratuitously". 55 They will be the 
Brothers of the Christian Schools. Neither eccle­
siastical nor secular but "retired from the world" 56 

will be the status wanted for them by La Salle and 
for this he will fight, 57 he will explain it to them 
and make them live it. 

Blain stresses very strongly that "this designa­
tion is justified". He explains all its relative aspects 
in detail. "Brothers to each other" and "elder 
Brothers" for their pupils. The Brother is at the 
same time a community man and a school teacher: 
he is a Brother of the Christian Schools. It is 
worth noting also that the taking of the habit was 
later to be accompanied by the change of the fa­
mily name. This is what one reads in the Cata­
logue of the Brothers of the Christian Schools: 
"Brother Antoine, family name Jean Partois, ente­
red the Institute in September 1686.58 It is a break 
with the secular state, a sort of death to the world. 
Fran�ois Blein, Charles Frappet become Br. Am­
broise and Br. Thomas, and it is by these names 
that they will be called in Community, in school, 
in the district or the parish. 
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3. BROTHER OF THE 
CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS 

3 . 1 .  "of a profession often improvised" 

Blain points out that "this name: Brother of 
the Christian Schools indicates the duties of their 
vocation". 60 La Salle is involved with and by M. 
Nyel in the schools for boys of the city of Rheims. 
Very quickly, he becomes aware that it is not with­
out reason that the image of the schoolmaster is 
often negative. It is worth recalling that the 17th 
century historians have often underlined as did 
Jean de Viguerie, that "the teacher has other obli­
gations to fulfil besides teaching... He must also 
sing in church and teach handwriting... In turn: 
teacher of youth, mayor's secretary, sacristan".61 

As for Pierre Giolitto, he calls the schoolteacher, 
"the assistant or better the factotum of the parish 
priest and so that the reader understands perfectly 
what it is all about, this historian lists the activities 
as varied as they are numerous which are his lot. 
And as if that were not enough, he specifies that 
"the master in order to add somewhat to the mon­
thly salary, does a variety of jobs".62 La Salle wan­
ted his men to be first and foremost and at all ti­
mes, full-time teachers. It is therefore not surpris­
ing to find under his pen in the Memoire sur /'Ha­
bit: "Community exercices and school duties re­
quire total dedication".63 And "it seems out of 
place to give a purely clerical habit to lay people 
who do not possess and cannot exercise any func­
tion, or to wear the surplice in church".64 Their 
"peculiar habit" makes of them members of a 
"Community of Brothers of the Christian 
Schools". A Community where "people are em­
ployed to hold school gratuitously in the towns 
only".65 The profession of schoolmaster engages 
full-time. 

3.2 .  To a Ministry for which one is trained 

The teacher's image is often negative because 
of a lack of formation, and sometimes even of any 
formation. The image is all the more negative if 
one is to believe La Salle's words,66 that they lack 
·not only "knowledge" but skill and "self­
knowledge". It is therefore right to help them ac­
quire this knowledge; aware of M. Nyel's draw-
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backs, Blain faces La Salle with the dilemma: "He 
absolutely needs to get closer to them and get 
them closer to him" .67 The good name which the 
Christian Schools secure in a very short time 
shows eloquently to what extent the word and 
example of La Salle had been convincing and 
Community life had borne its fruit. 

Formation will be from the start of his Insti­
tute, the chief preoccupation of the Founder. The 
Memoire sur /'Habit refers to the teachers for the 
countryside whom the Community is trying to 
train for their employment;68 youngsters who join 
the Community and "who are trained to meditate 
and to perform the other exercises of piety, who 
are taught all the parts of the catechism and to 
read and write perfectly".69 The Brother must ac­
quire much "knowledge" but especially that of the 
Catechism. In particular he must acquire skill in 
reading, in writing and even more learn "how to 
behave" so that through his conduct, he may give 
his pupils good example, and be their model. 70 In 
the spirit of La Salle, "to give a Christian educa­
tion to the children and teach them how to live 
well" 71 is to exercise a true ministry. That de­
mands preparation. 

3 .3 .  And which is exercised in a useful 
and efficient school 

De La Salle realised very soon that the existing 
schools were not suitable for the needs of the 
children of the poor. Study sessions were too long 
and too remote from the daily preoccupations of 
manual workers. Moreover, they are paying 
schools, and when they are gratuitous, segregation 
sets in, the rich on one side, the poor on the 
other . . .  and sometimes they are left out; this en­
courages them to miss school in a disastrous man­
ner.72 The school La Salle has in mind is open to 
all, strong or weak, gratuitous for all, poor or 
rich; a school that is useful and efficient, which 
forms simultaneously men and Christians. For 
that purpose, the simultaneous method will be 
adopted, repeated checks on what has been learnt, 
the teaching of basic elements: reading, writing 
and arithmetic, starting with the teaching of read­
ing in French. An innovation which the Founder 
had often to justify. He even did it in a text writ­
ten for his friend Mgr. Godet Desmarets, bishop 

of Chartres, of which here is an extract: "When 
French youngsters are being taught to read 
through French, they know at least how to read 
when they leave the schools; knowing how to read 
well, they can go on teaching themselves the 
Christian doctrine, they can learn it in the printed 
Catechisms, they can sanctify Sundays and feast 
days reading good books and through prayers said 
in French . . .  Finally it is useless to spend a long 
time teaching to read Latin well to persons who 
will never use it".73 To form man, through the ac­
quisition of practical skills. To form the Christian: 
give him the possibility to fulfil "his two duties to­
wards God which are to know him and love him" 
and, teach him to live "as a genuine disciple of 
Jesus Christ".74 

3 .4. A school where people behave 
as disciples of Jesus Christ 

Such a school has to be the CHRISTIAN 
SCHOOL. Is that a new name? More than that. 
Rather La Salle's will is to distance himself from 
what already exists. He is aiming at an educational 
project integrating human and Christian forma­
tion. Blain puts that very clearly: "In relation to 
the children, he has not separated their instruction 
from their education, nor piety from knowledge. 
He thought he would find both in teachers who 
were pious and capable".75 In several of his Medi­
tations, La Salle will mention again education and 
instruction. Here is a very evocative passage in 
which he reminds the Brothers "to show a particu­
lar esteem for the instruction and the Christian 
education of children because it is a means to 
make them become true children of God and citi­
zens of heaven".76 It becomes evident that the 
child is at the very centre of the educational sys­
tem. Why? because he is destined to be saved 
through Jesus Christ. A salvation which he will 
achieve only if he behaves as "a genuine disciple of 
Jesus Christ". And he will learn to behave in this 
way through instruction and the example given 
him by his master. 

The school is going to become the place where 
doctrine is learnt. About 4 hours and a half are 
dedicated to Catechism every week. Every day, a 
reflection broaches the subject; whilst during the 
evening examination of conscience the duties of 
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the Christian are recalled. The school is about to 
become also the place where religion is expressed 
through gestures: the sign of the cross, bowing in 
front of the crucifix, the recitation of the rosary, 
the reminder of the presence of God, prayers ... 
One has only to leaf through the Conduite des 
Ecoles.77 And as if that were not enough, it is to be 
noted that the master just as much as the pupils is 
invited to perform these practices. For example, 
when reference is made to the "prayers to be said 
at every hour of the day, these will help the teach­
ers to renew their control over themselves and re­
call the presence of God, and the pupils to get 
them used to think of God from time to time dur­
ing the day and be ready to offer him all their 
actions". 78 

The school will also endeavour to fit its activi­
ties into those organised by the local Church. The 
pupils, led by the masters, will take part each day 
in the Mass and on Sunday in the Mass and Ves­
pers in the parish. 

The school La Salle has in mind is that in 
which "teaching is gratuitous and given for the 
glory of God".79 And in the same Meditation, he 
reminds the Brothers that he can say with St. Paul: 
"The object of my consolation is to teach the Gos­
pel free of charge, without those hearing it having 
to spend any money". Gratuity becomes a gospel 
witness. Just as much as the manner in which cor­
rections are meted out; the Conduite des Eco/es re­
quires that on those occasions, «Firmness and 
kindness go hand in hand".80 As for teacher-pupil 
relationships, the Rule specifies that the Brothers 
will "love all their pupils tenderly" 8 1 and in several 
Meditations, the Brothers are asked to remember 
that they have to "touch the hearts of their pu­
pils";82 an expression which they would find in the 
Conduite des Ecoles.83 In this pedagogical guide, 
they would also be asked "to dedicate themselves 
completely to their pupils, to win them all to Jesus 
Christ". 84 

The pupil will not only be the spectator and 
the beneficiary of this evangelical apostolate; he 
will be invited to live such values as: sharing, mu­
tual help, solidarity service to others... It is thus 
that the Conduite des Eco/es referring to the chan­
ges between lessons, specifies that "several pupils 
who are better readers must be left in class to help 
the others and serve as tutors".85 The Master must 
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act in such a way that "these pupils feel happy to 
continue listening to the lesson".86 If during a les­
son, a boy does not know a letter, the teacher will 
ask another pupil who knows it well to say it".87 
Morever, as there are "various jobs that the 
teacher cannot and must not do himself' officials 
will be appointed such as: 

A pupil who recites the prayers, one who car­
ries the rosary beads, the bell ringer, the holder of 
the school key!. .. All the pupils "bring their lunch 
with them every day". They will be taught to eat 
their meal in a polite way and to pray God before 
and after the meal". But it is also so that the child­
ren give away "the bread left over to have it distri­
buted to the poor".88 

The Brother chosen to "behave as a disciple of 
Jesus Christ" 89 is also expected to "make of his 
pupils true disciples of Jesus Christ".90 The school 
La Salle has in mind is a school which aims at 
evangelisation. Let us read Blain again: "The 
schools are like churches for children, since they 
adore God there and address their prayers to him; 
there, they sing his praises, and there they learn to 
love and serve him: they are taught to practise 
virtue, shun vice, to practise Christian maxims. 
They are taught to pray God, to make good con­
fessions, to receive communion worthily, etc ... ".91 

4. GOD'S OWN WORK 

4. 1 .  through the personal involvement 
of De La Salle 

Bernard and Blain attribute this prayer to 
John Baptist De La Salle: "My God, I don't know 
if I should set up or not set up (the Institute). To 
set up a Community or to know how to go about 
it is not my responsibility ... It is up to you, Lord, 
to know how, and to do it in the manner most ag­
reeable to you. I do not dare to found, because I 
do not know what your will is, and I will not do 
any good if I founded communities. If you set 
them up, they will be well founded, they will not 
need any (human) foundation. I beg of you, o my 
God, to let me know your will in this matter". 92 As 
a deeply spiritual man, he searched his soul. Even 
more, he would do everything to find out the will 

Lasallian Themes - Volume Two - [1992]-1997

BROTHERS OF THE CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS 
Via Aurelia 476 - 00165 - Rome, Italy

Scanned at the Lasallian Resource Center 
De La Salle Institute - Napa, CA - USA



22 LASALLIAN THEMES 

of God. Once he has found it, thanks to those 
whose advice he seeks, he obstinately commits 
himself to what he knows to be "the marvellous 
ways of Divine Providence" in his regard.93 

That is how he will give up his canonry; the 
prayers which the canons recite take up much ti­
me94 and this is therefore incompatible with his 
community responsibilities. On the other hand, his 
first disciples told him very bluntly that his inheri­
tance and his canonry make of him "a well-to-do 
gentleman . . .  sheltered from misery".95 He under­
stands that abandonment to Providence is pre­
ached better by example than by beautiful words. 
He undertakes to take the necessary steps; the pro­
cedure will be long but will be crowned with suc­
cess on August 1 6, 1 683 .  

Wouldn't his inheritance be useful to finance 
the Schools? Father Barre whom he consulted an­
swered that "having set up the schools on Provid­
ence as their foundation" ,96 he did not need to 
worry about money. The very severe winter of 
1 683- 1684 couldn't have come at a more oppor­
tune time, for in the course of an orderly distribu­
tion 97 "he gave away everything without keeping 
anything for himself,98 and "he became by choice 
what they (his masters) were through sheer neces­
sity" .99 

4.2. as a "poor man among the poor" 

A group of men has, thanks to a daily schedule 
of work, accepted to lead a community life, under 
the guidance of a priest. The exercises of piety to 
which were added the duties of the teacher, the ex­
hortations of their mentor, made these men realise 
that they were taking part in a very special event. 
They could also see the evangelical gestures ac­
complished by La Salle who had become in their 
midst "a poor man among poor men".100 Hence 
they could decide on the choice of a habit which 
besides giving them an unmistakable identity 
proved that they were poor. Because all along this 
process, their life in common has become that of a 
fraternity, they adopt the name "Brothers of the 
Christian Schools" .101 The mission given to this 
Community is to impart a Christian education 
through instruction given in schools. In these 
schools, the teachers will be called Brothers by 

their pupils. From school teachers, they have be­
come Brothers of the Christian Schools. 

In the Rules which I have imposed on myself, 
which Bro. Yves Poutet thinks could date back to 
the first semester of 1686, 102 La Salle can write: "I 
will always consider whatever concerns my salva­
tion and the foundation and management of our 
Community as God's own work".103 Bro. Miguel 
Campos quite rightly points out: "Through faith, 
La Salle understands that the task connected with 
the Society of the Christian Schools and that of 
his salvation are the work of God".104 If La Salle 
adds: "That is why I will leave all the care to hi­
m", 105 this abandonment is far from passive; it is 
an act of confidence in God and of availability. 
His prayer: "My God, I do not know . . .  " finds here 
its full meaning. Each Brother is also invited to 
take part in "God's work" that is to work at his 
own salvation and the salvation of souls through 
his apostolate in the classroom. "Do not make any 
difference between what concerns directly your 
employment, your salvation and your perfection. 
Rest assured that you will never save your soul 
better and will never acquire as much perfection as 
by fulfilling well your duties of state; provided you 
do so because God ordered it" .106 

4.3 .  "to keep together and by association" 

This whole structuring process reached its cli­
max on June 9, 1 686, feast of the Holy Trinity, 
during which La Salle and the "principal Bro­
thers" 108 bound themselves by a temporary vow of 
obedience: a religious act. The decision was rea­
ched at the Assembly which was held in Rheims. 
Later in 1 694, there would be another Assembly, 
that of "the twelve senior Brothers" .109 These Reli­
gious will vow "to hold together and by associa­
tion" gratuitous schools" .11° And on the feast of 
the Holy Trinity, each of the Brothers will say: "I 
promise and vow obedience, not only to the body 
of this Society but to its Superiors, which vows of 
association as well as stability in the said Society, 
and of obedience, I promise to keep inviolably all 
my life time" .111 This June 6, 1 694, marks the cul­
mination of this itinerary which, from 1 682 to 
1 686, had seen the birth of the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools. 
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1 The word belongs to Fr. Miguel Campos, CL 45. 
2 Maillefer, ms. Reims CL 6, p. 39. The remark deserved 

to be more subtle. 
3 Idem, p. 41. 
4 On the date June 24 cf. Maurice Auguste The date June 

24 and the origins of the Institute of the BCS, Bulletin FEC, 
Jan. 1959, No. 156, pp. 27-35. 

5 Maillefer, CL 6, p. 45. 
6 Fr. Maurice AUGUS'fE, Lasa//iana, card 08.A.07. In an 

article: At Rheims in 1686: a first essay on the General Chapter. 
He bears out the date June 9, 1686. 

7 On the meaning of "temporary" cf. CL 2, pp. 35 etc. 
8 Blain, CL 7, p. 167. This Memoir has been called "Le 

Memoire des Commencements". 
9 Blain, CL 7, p. 169. 
10 Definition given by Fr. Maurice Auguste in his confe­

rences to the CIL 82. "To live in Community in 17th Century 
France". 

1 1  Blain, CL 7, p. 179. 
12 Bernard, CL 4, p. 47. 
13 Maillefer, CL 6, p. 53. 
14 Set of Rules presented in Cl 25, under the initials RC. 

Read also in CL 11, p. 45 a commentary by Fr. Maurice Au­
guste. 

i s  Conference to CIL 82. 
16 and 17 CL 25, pp. 95 etc. 
18 CL 7, p. 234. 
19 CL 7, p. 234. 
20 Chapter 3 of the Rule; CL 25, p. 21. 
21 CL 25, p. 70. 
22 CL 6, p. 73. 
23 Cf. CL 4, p. 71; or CL 6, p. 75; or CL 7, p. 226-227. 
24 CL 6, p. 75. 
25 CL 7, p. 234. 
26 CL 11, p. 47. 
27 The complete text of the Memoire sur /'Habit is to be 

found in CL 11, p. 339-354. Read also p. 51 notes 4 and 5 on 
the use of the word "Community". The enumeration is borro­
wed from CL 11. The manuscript of this Memoir is kept in the 
Archives of the Mother House in Rome. This document will be 
quoted several times. The date when it was written is not 
within the period that concerns us. But it is a transcription in 
writing of facts that really took place; it may be considered a 
testimony to these facts. 

28 Fr. Maurice AUGUSTE CL 11, p. 51. 
29 The word "Rules" is to be found again in Art. 21, 36. 

41; in 29, the word is "regularity". 
30 Nouveau Dictionnaire FrQ11fais, 1709, Pierre RICHELET. 
31 Georges RIGAULT, Histoire Generale de /'/nstitut, Tome 

1, p. 148. 
32 Lettres de St. J.B. De La Salle, edition critique; Fr. 

Felix Paul, Lettre 111, p. 367. 
33 CL 4, ms. Reims p. 69. 
34 CL 6, p. 53. 
3s CL 11, p. 350, Art. 11, 12, 13. 
36 CL 11, p. 351, Art. 28. 
37 In this sense only: "alone, unique" according to the 

meaning of the 17th c. This word is repeated. 
38 CL 11, p. 351, Art. 18. 
39 CL 11, p. 352, Art. 42. 
40 CL 11, p. 350, Art. 9. 
41 CL 11, p. 352 Art. 40. About "poverty" see also Blain 

CL 7, p. 241. 
42 Fr. Maurice AUGUSTE: Lasalliana 04.A.20, A Reims au 

cours de /'hiver 1684-85, une premiere "prise" d'habit. 
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43 The Casaque, from a mantle worn in the street, beco­
mes a dressing gown to be worn in class and in the community 
house in winter; cf. Art. 15. 

44 CL 11, p. 354. "They would be unable to move about 
among the boys wearing that garb, or line them up and keep 
them in order when they take them to church or when they are 
there". Art. 15. 

"It has been noted that, with that garb on, one could 
knock down most of the small children from one side to the 
other when trying to line them up". Art. 62. 

45 CL 11, p. 351, Art. 29. 
46 CL 4, p. 66. 
47 Bernard says: "A rather long period of time" CL 4, 

p. 66. Blain writes: "during several months" CL 7, p. 244. To 
which may be added that St. La Salle also taught "in Paris and 
elsewhere". CL 4, p. 67. 

48 CL 11, p. 350, Art. 10. 
49 The quotations are made in this order: MD 61.1; MR 

196.3; MR 197.3; MR 197-198; MD 59.3; MR 196; MR 204.2. 
50 Expression drawn from the title written on filing card 

04.AA.20 of Lasalliana. 
st Yves PoUTET, The 17th century and /asa/lian origins, 

Vol. l ,  p. 733. 
s2 CL 7, pp. 240-241. Read also MD 60.1 what La Salle 

says on the Dress. 
s3 Nouveau Dictionnaire Franfais; Pierre RICHELET; 1709. 
54 CL 25, p. 16 RC Art. l .  
ss Idem. 
56 This expression recurs in several meditations of St. La 

Salle. Cf. for example MD 17.2; 40.1; 77.1; MF 144. l . 
s7 Remember the Memoire sur /'habit. 
58 About this Catalogue; cf. CL 3. The remark 6, p. 24 gi-

ves the origin of the Catalogue. 
s9 Names mentioned in CL 3, pp. 32-33. 
60 CL 7, p. 241. 
61 Jean DE VIGUERIE; L'Institution des Enfants. L 'educa­

tion en France, 16e-18e s. (Calmann Levy) p. 130. 
62 Pierre G1ourro; Abecedaire et Ferule. Maitres et Eco/es 

de Charlemagne a Jules Ferry. (Imago 1986), p. 133-135. 
63 and 64 CL 11, p. 350, Art. 10; p. 353, Art. 47. 
65 Expressions quoted from Memoire sur /'habit CL 11, 

p. 349 Art. 2 and 3. 
66 CL 11, p. 350 Art. 9; the Memoire sur /'habit refers to 

the Masters as "without knowledge" (i.e. not members of the 
clergy) and intellectually mediocre" and Art. 36 "most of them 
are rough, ignorant and without education". In CL 7, p. 169, 
the words of St. La Salle: "Quite naturally, I used to rate below 
the rank of my valet, those whom I was compelled - especially 
at the beginning - to employ in the schools; The mere thought 
that I would have to share their living would have been un­
bearable to me". 

67 Blain; CL 7, p. 170. 
68 Yves POUTET: Filing Card 03.A.15 Lasalliana. "Demia 

in a printed notice, and in a personal unpublished diary (soon 
to be published) recalled the example given in Rheims before 
1680 by the Founder of the FSC . . .  perhaps even as early as 
1686". See: Demia: 1637-1689, Priest of Lyons. 

69 CL 11, p. 349 Art. 4 and 7. 
70 "Example and model" are often repeated in the Medita­

tions of St. De La Salle; for example: "Teach them by your 
example" MF 153.3. 

"So that you may be models for those whom you are to 
teach" MF 132.1 

71 Rule of 1705; CL 25, p. 16 RC 3. 
72 In the Conduite des Eco/es, Chapter VI is entitled: "On 
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absenteeism"; Section III tackles the "causes of absences". 
That helps us to understand the idea the poor had of school in 
the 1 7th century. This text is all the more interesting in that it 
suggests "solutions" to absenteeism. CL 24, pp. 1 80- 196. 

73 CL 7, pp. 375-376 or CL 10, pp. l l  l - I l2 .  This Memoir 
contains ten reasons; the quotation borrowed from the 9th and 
10th. The Chartres School was opened on Oct. 1699; that is 
much later than the period under discussion. But the reasons 
given by De La Salle to the Bishop of Chartres were not impro­
vised; they were the fruit of experience, of "the tradition estab­
lished in the Christian Schools" as Blain emphasizes. 

p. 7. 
74 Expressions used in the Devoirs d 'un Chretien, CL 2 1 ,  

7 5  CL 8 ,  p .  359. 
76 MR 199.3. 
77 The Conduite des Eco/es: a pedagogical manual. The 

Preface gives this introduction: "The Conduite has been collec­
ted and put in order by Mr. De La Salle only after a very large 
number of discussions held between him and the most senior 
Brothers and those most able to teach and following an experi­
ence of several years". CL 24. 

78 CL 24, Chap. VII, p. 76. 
79 MR I9 l . l .  
8° CL 24, p .  140. 
81  CL 25, p. 36 No. I 3 .  
82 For example in MD 57.2; MF 2; MF 8 I .2; 1 29. l ;  

148.3 . . .  
8 3  CL 24, p. 46. 
84 CL 24, p. 22. 
85 CL 24, p. 22. 
86 CL 24, p. 23. 
87 CL 24, p. 25. 
88 CL 24, p. 7 and 8. 
89  MD 44. l .  
90 MF 1 16.2. 

Complementary themes 

91 CL 7, p. 36. 
92 CL 4, p. 59. Compare with Blain's version. CL 7, 

p. 128; a very similar version. 
93 It is a very fine expression used by Br. Bernard as a title 

to his biography of St. La Salle. Cf. CL 4. 
94 "A Canonry which compelled him to attend to choir 

duties five or six hours a day" thus expresses himself Br. Bern­
ard; CL 4, p. 48. 

95 These expressions are quoted from Maillefer. CL 6, 
p. 67. 

96 

97 Blain (CL 7, p. 220) supplies details of this distribution 
which was made to three categories of poor: school children; 
the poor who were too shy to beg and had to be looked for, 
and the poor gathered in the house. 

98 An expression used by Maillefer. CL 6, p. 67. 
99 An expression used by Blain: CL 7, p. 1 88 .  
100 An expression we owe to Blain; CL 7,  p. 2 1 5. 
101 In the Memoire sur /'Habit; CL l l , p. 349 Art. I .  
102 Yves PouTET, publication already mentioned p. 745 re-

mark 49. 
103 Blain, CL 8, pp. 3 1 8-3 19; cf. also CL 4, p. 255. 
104 CL 45, p. 256 "Evangelical itinerary". 
105 Continuation of Art. 8 of the "Rules which I imposed 

on myself' CL 8, p. 3 1 8 . 
106 CL 1 5, p. 1 84 IV. "Collection of various small 

treatises". 
107 According to the chronology established by Bro. Mau­

rice Auguste; Lasalliana, filing card 08.0.07. 
108 According to Br. Maurice Auguste, "Principal" inclu­

des a representative of 5 or 6 houses of the Society plus several 
Brothers chosen by St. La Salle; very probably fewer than 12  
Brothers. Cf. Lasalliana card 08.0.07. 

109 Expression used by Blain; CL 7, p. 343 . 
1 10 and 1 1 1  according to the Formula of Vows CL2, p. 42. 

Association; Catechism; Child-Pupil-Disciple; Correction; Disciples; Education-To bring up; 
Example-Edification; Exercises; Formation; God's work; Goodness-Tenderness; Guardian 
Angels; Heart-To Touch Hearts; Instruction; Ministry; Reflection; Rule-Regularity; Salvation; 
Silence; Spirit of the world; State; Vows. 
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