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THE PROCESS OF JUSTIFICATION
IN THE SPIRITUALITY OF
SAINT JOHN BAPTIST DE LA SALLE

Introduction.

The purpose of this article is to examine the way in which
the process of justification is presented in the spirituality of
Saint John Baptist de La Salle. To help me in this I shall use
as my basic texts the Meditations and the Explanation of the
Method of Mental Prayer composed by the Saint.

Although he was a Doctor of Theology, De La Salle has
not left us any systematic treatise on theology. Upon exami-
nation, however, his writings are full of teachings about the
spiritual life. At first sight, this would seem to pose problems
for this present study, but in fact it is a positive factor. While
De La Salle did not construct a theory, he was able, and very
successfully too, to present in a systematic form the way in
which he lived his faith. Before putting down anything in
writing, he lived this life of profound faith with his teachers.
It was only subsequently that he wrote about it in detail in his
Meditations and Explanation of the Method of Mental
Prayer.

When one analyses St. La Salle’s faith journey, it becomes
obvious that it was marked by a profound conversion experi-
ence. He discerned the call of God in "poor and abandoned
children". He was willing to put himself into the hands of
Providence so that God’s will should be accomplished in
him. Finally, he allowed himself to be led by the grace of God
in most unexpected directions.

It never occurred to him that, because of his chance
meeting with Nyel, God would lead him so far. All he did was
to take one step at a time towards the apostolate God was
going to entrust to him. In order to be faithful to this call and
to better understand the call of God in the person of the
poor, he had to give up his comfortable lifestyle. It is in the
successive stages of De La Salle’s radical conversion to the
poor that one perceives his process of justification: he be-
came aware of his sinful condition so that God would justify
him. And so, justified by the grace of Christ, he allowed
himself to be guided by the Holy Spirit so as to fulfil his
mission through the educational service of the poor.

Following the example of their Founder, the Brothers also
are called to acknowledge their sinful condition, so that
justified by the grace of Christ, they can be efficient instru-
ments of the grace of God in the exercice of their ministry.
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We shall see now how the six stages of the Pauline process
of justification are presented in the spirituality of St. John
Baptist de La Salle.

1. Our sinful condition.

The first stage in the process of justification is the acknow-
ledgement of our sinful condition. Our own sins are the result
of original sin. De La Salle points out that a Brother should
acknowledge his sinful condition before God, because this
sinful condition is an offence against the Creator. He sug-

gests Brothers should acknowledge their condition in the
following terms:

"Oh my God, I acknowledge that I have greatly offendedyou,
and I am constantly conscious of my sins, because it is against
you that I have sinned, and I have done so in your presence. I
was even conceived in sin." (Expl. p. 50).

For De La Salle, it is absolutely essential for a Brother to
acknowledge his sinful condition, because this is the basic
condition for God’s grace to appear in his life. But according
to De La Salle, it is not enough simply for the Brother to be
aware: he must make his pupils aware too. What is more, De
La Salle points out clearly the dangers that the spirit of the
world represents for one who wishes to respond freely to the
grace of God. That is why part of the mission of the Brother
is to keep pupils away from sin:

"This is why God has provided children with teachers... to
guide children... through all the dangers they meet in the
world... This is the main concern you must have for the children
entrusted to you. It is the main reason why God has entrusted
you with so holy a ministry..." (Med. Time of Retreat No. 5,
3).

Since a Brother must be a model for his pupils, he is under
the obligation, in the first place, of acknowledging his sinful
condition, and then secondly, as he exercises his ministry, of
helping his pupils to become aware of their sinful condition.

2. We are made free by the grace of Christ.

In his meditation for Good Friday, De La Salle writes that
the death of the Son of God is the consequence of the sins
and the evil which reigns in the world. However, the love of
God freely given makes us free through the intermediary of
his own Son. And so it is important for the Brother to express
himself in the following terms during mental prayer:

"I eamnestly beseech Our Lord Jesus Christ to show his
goodness to me by applying to me the merits he had the mercy
to acquire for me by his Passion and death, which of them-
selves are very efficacious and all-powerful; so that completely
covered by them, sin is no longer apparent in me, and in this
way I may be more pleasing to you and better disposed to
receive your grace and enlightenment in mental prayer." (Expl.
Method. p. 54).

We are made free by the grace of God in Jesus Christ who
has redeemed us by his death and resurrection. In the face
of this great sign of love, a Brother must:

“render Jesus love for love in acknowledgement of so great a
gift". (Med. 26, 3).

The first step in the plan of salvation is always God’s:

"It was necessary that God himself through Jesus Christ Our
Lord should show us the road we were to follow, and inspire
us with the desire of walkingin the footsteps of his Son." (Med.
3,3).

That is why the Brother is merely "a voice" of God (Med.
3, 1) as he fulfils his mission. He is simply a voice, receiving
from God the grace to exercise his ministry.

The fact that the first step is God’s alone is shown clearly
in the very vocation of the Brother. It is a call freely made by
God to give a Christian education to children and young
people: _

"Thank God that he has had the goodness to call upon you
to obtain such great benefits for children." (Med. Time of
Retreat, 2, 1).

3. Made free by the grace of God, we are transformed into
the sons of God.

When St. La Salle speaks of mysteries in the second part
of the Explanation of the Method of Mental Prayer, he



makes an explicit reference to the Incarnation of Jesus
Christ. In the Incarnation he sees the mercy of God who gave
his own Son for the redemption of mankind. By this merciful
act of God in the person of his Son and through the interme-
diary of the Holy Spirit, we receive the grace to be trans-
formed into the sons of God.

"Oh God, Etemal Word, I believe with all my heart that you
became the Son of Man in order to win for me the grace to
become the son of God your Father." (Expl. p. 64).

By the very fact we have become sons of God, our lives
must be guided by the Spirit of God. We must look at things
not in the way the world looks at them, but with the eyes of
faith, since God’s grace lives in us. We are the temples of the
Holy Spirit. That is why he says: "You must live and act only
according to the Spirit and by the light of faith". (Med. 43, 2).

4, Made free by the grace of Christ, we are now animated by
the Spirit. '

Since we have been made free by the grace of God, we are
now animated, renewed, led and strengthened by the Holy
Spirit. Our life is no longer guided by the criteria of the
world, but according to the Spirit of Jesus, because we have
been justified by the grace of Christ. As St. La Salle says:

"The first effect that the Holy Spirit produces in a soul that
has the happiness of receiving him is to make it see things in
quite a different light from that in which those who live accord-
ing to the spinit of the world view things." (Med. 44, 1).

A radical change takes place because of the presence of
the Holy Spirit in us. The way of looking at things changes
completely. One no longer looks at things according to the
spirit of the world, but according to the spirit of God. Ani-
mated and guided by the Spirit, the Brother looks at every-
thing with the eyes of faith. He lives according to the spirit
of faith. And when St. La Salle speaks of living according to
the spirit of faith, he means that the life of a Brother must be
animated, guided and renewed by the Holy Spirit. In fact
when St. La Salle speaks of the Spirit of Faith, he speaks of
the Holy Spirit. (M. Sauvage & M. Campos: "Announcing
the Gospel to the Poor").

§. The process of justification is accomplished by means of
the Church.

This mediation occurs through preaching and baptism,
among other means. According to St. Paul, "Faith comes
from what is preached, and what is preached comes from the
word of Christ." (Rom. 10, 17).

St. La Salle says: "It was the spread of God’s glory by the
Dpreaching of the Gospel that made up all the consolation of
this great apostle (Paul), and this must be yours as well, to
make God and his Son Jesus Christ known to the flock con-
fided to you." (Med. Time of Retreat, 15, 2).

As a follower of Christ, the Brother shares in this mission
of the Church. By baptism, he is likewise called to be a herald
of Jesus Christ. He fulfils this mission especially when he
teaches the message of the Gospel to the pupils confided to
his care by God.

In addition to preaching, the Church fulfils its mission of
evangelisation by means of baptism. Through baptism we die
to the world of sin and we rise to new life in Christ. For St.
LaSalle, the Brother has a duty to communicate to his pupils
the basic truths of the faith, since, like him, "by baptism, (they)
are consecrated to the Most Blessed Trinity". (Med. 46, 3). As
someone whois baptised, the Brother has a duty toannounce
Jesus Christ, since his pupils too have received the grace of
baptism.

In his meditation, De La Salle stresses the Church’s role
of mediation. The Brother as a baptised person shares in this
work. When he shares in this mission he must remain united
with the Church. This union will be shown by obedience to
the Pope and the Magisterium of the Church. His inssistence
on this is understandable in the light of the danger offered
by Jansenism, so rife at the time. De La Salle was invited at
various times to join the Jansenists. Had he done so he would
have received considerable financial aid for his undertaking.
He rejected these invitations, however, preferring to trust in
Divine Providence rather than in money.

6. Animated by the Holy Spirit, we become capable of doing
good.

The good that we do does not come from our efforts nor
from our abilities: it comes from God’s grace. We are trans-
formed by the Holy Spirit. That is why when a Brother prays
he can ask him:

"Come Holy Spirit, take possession of my heart. Animate all
my actions so much that it can be said that it is you who are
actingandnot I; and that I have no life, no movement no action
unless it comes from you." (Expl. p. 18).

The Brother becomes capable of doing good works be-
cause he has been renewed and justified by grace.

Grace is always a gift and a duty. On receiving this grace,
a Brother must "look upon everything with the eyes of faith, do
everything in the sight of God, and attribute all to God". In
order to do this:

"You must act through grace and show that you are moved
by the impulse of the Spirit of God." (Med. 45, 3).

Through the movement of the Holy Spirit, the Brother
must seek only God’s glory in the accomplishment of his
mission. Seeking the glory of God implies also the renuncia-
tion of self. By this renunciation, the Brother can complete
in his own body what is missing in the sufferings of Christ.
For St. La Salle, the true disciple of Jesus Christ is he who
shares in the sufferings of the Son of God:

"Like him (St. Ignatius of Antioch) you must bear in mind that
you will be a true disciple of Jesus Christ only when you love
him, and when you love suffering for his sake." (Med. 102, 3).

Conclusion.

In the spirituality of St. John Baptist de La Salle, it is
possible to identify the process of justification described by
St. Paul. De La Salle, a Doctor of Theology, had a thorough
knowledge of the teachings of St. Paul. In addition to know-
ing them, he admired them also. There are innumerable
references to St. Paulin the Meditations and the Explanation
of the Method of Mental Prayer. By this means, St. La Salle
endeavours to help his Brothers to become aware of their
sinful state, so that, conscious of it, they can be more attentive
to the grace of God, a grace which renews them, justifies
them and brings them out of their sinful state to a new life in
Christ. Once made free by the grace of Christ, Brothers can
live according to the spirit of faith, and not according to the
desires of the flesh. And so the Brother must not "look upon
anything but in view of God and must attribute all to God".

Through the action of God’s grace, the Brother as a person
leaves his sinful condition to become "a minister of Jesus
Christ" (Med. Time of Retreat, 3, 11). As a minister of Christ,
he must seek only the glory of God in his mission of educa-
tional service of the poor.

Brother Edgar Nicodem.





