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Introduction 

The full title of Brother Miguel Campos's doctoral thesis is 
L'filNERAIRE EVANGELIQUE DE SAINT JEAN-BAPTISTE 
DE LA SALLE ET LE RECOURS A L'ECR11VRE DANS S.ES 
«MEDITATIONS POUR LE TEMPS DE LA RETRAITE". It has 
been published in two volumes as Nos 45 and 46 of the Oihien 
Lasallims series. The two volumes correspond to the two elements of 
the title and, coincidentally, both have the same number of pages, 
389. At first glance, the relationship between the two parts of the
title is not self-evident, but, in fact, a perusal of the two volumes
leaves the reader in no doubt that the interdependence is complete.
The Meditations pour le Temps de la Retmite are, in Campos's
understanding, the thematic treatment by John Baptist de La Salle,
writing towards the end of his laborious life, of the spiritual itinerary
by which God had led him to found and consolidate the Institute of
the Brothers of the Christian Schools. The charting of this itinerary is
the task Brother Miguel set himself for the first part of his thesis, and
the present book is a modest attempt to convey something of the
richness of chronicle and commentary to be found in the first
volume. The Campos treatment of the MTR, and specifically of the
scriptural content of those Meditations, would be material for
another attempt to make some of his findings available to English­
speaking readers: it would be a task most congenial to the present
writer if time were to permit.

It should be mentioned also that Brother Miguel gives a sub-title 
to his work, calling it a Contribution a l'etude sur /es fondemmts 
emngeliques de la vie rtligieuse. In the course of a lengthy Introduction 
Genemle Campos presents a summary of current research into this 
aspect of the religious life, research that has been carried out since the 
Second Vatican Council. In fifty-five densely-packed pages the 
author surveys the impact of the Council documents, especially 
Lumen Gentium and Perfectae Oiritatis, on the theology of the 
religious life and on the profession by vow of the evangelical 
counsels. He concludes with an application of his survey to one of 
the Institutes of consecrated life in the Church, that of the Brothers 
of the Christian Schools. 



Again, the present work offers nothing of this rich discussion, the 
intention of the writer being only to draw upon that part of the 
thesis which relates to Campos's 'reading' of the life of Saint John 
Baptist de La Salle. And it is in keeping with this intention that we 
select for discussion from his general Introduction that part of it 
which considers the Institute's knowledge of its Founder's life, with 
particular reference to the primary· sources of that information. 

The survey has its starting-point in the concern of the first Superior 
General, Brother Barthelemy Truffet, to gather, soon after the death 
of M. de La Salle, written reminiscences and testimonials which 
might serve towards the composition of a biography of the Founder. 
Our knowledge of the life of John Baptist de La Salle derives from 
the work of the first three men to make use of the resulting material, 
aJl of them writing from the vantage-point of having known 
personally the subject of their biographies. 

The first in time of these was Jean Dauge, who was born at 
Fribourg, Switzerland, on 24th June 1697, and entered the Institute 
in March 1713, receiving the name of Frere Bernard. Very so_on after 
the death of the Founder, Bernard was given the task of writing the 
biography, and to facilitate his work he was handed the collection of 
statements and tributes that had been received together with, and 
more significantly than the rest, a document in M. de La Salle's own 
handwriting. But judging these materials insufficient for his purpose, 
the young biographer (still in his early twenties) sought to 
supplement them by interviewing one or two members of the De La 
Salle family and also some Sisters of Nicolas Roland's Community of 
the Holy Child Jesus; he consulted also the superior of the seminary 
of Saint-Sulpice. Having completed a first draft of the biography he 
sent it to Canon Louis de La Salle, John Baptist's brother, for his 
observations and corrections. The Canon, however, held on to the 
manuscript for so long that Bernard decided to make a new start and 
produce a second draft. But all that has come down to us from this 
activity on Bernard's part is a short manuscript of eighty-six exercise­
book pages, relating to the period 1651-1688 in the Founder's life. 

In a preface, Bernard informed his readers that the work would be 
divided into four sections, the first comprising six chapters and the 
second, nine. We have no information about the third and fourth 
parts, and the second part has not reached us complete. The 
manuscript that has survived is not Bernard's original but a 
handwritten, copy of it. Brother Maurice-Auguste Hermans has 
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identified the copyist as a certain Frere Romain, Charles Plansson, 
who was born in 1671 but did not enter the Institute until 1719, the 
year of M. de La Salle's death. The copy can be dated from the 
inscription 1723 on the title-page. The literary quality of the 
manuscript is of minor interest, and Bernard's chronology is shaky, 
especially with regard to facts not directly related to the foundation 
of the Institute. The author admits the stylistic limitations of the 
work but claims that these were present in the testimonials he had 
received and which he had wished to use conscientiously. 

The particular interest of Bernard's modest effort, then, is not at all 
literary. Its significance rather is that it is the first attempt to present 
a biography of John Baptist de La Salle and it is the work of one who 
had known the Founder personally and was writing shortly after his 
death. It retains, even with all its literay shortcomings, a quality of 
sincerity and spontaneous emotion not present in the other early 
biographies. But, over and above this, two important data are 
implicit in the lowly work. The first of these is contained in the 
wording of Bernard's title which, translated literally, is: Theadmimbk 
conduct of divine P1'fT1'illena in the penon of the V enembk Sermnt of God, 
John Baptist de La Salk, Priest, Docmr of Theol'l)Y, fimner Canon of the 
Cathedml of Rheims and Founder of the Brothen of the Christuin Schools, 
presented in four parts. It is a veritable fanfare of a title and it tells us 
that Bernard, who had known the Founder personally for six' years 
and had conversed with others who had known him, and had read 
many eye-witness testimonials, saw the life of John Baptist de La 
Salle as a scarcely perceptible summons of divine Providence to 
which his hero responded with total trust. Alas, it must be added 
that the author's limited ability prevented him from Jiving up to the 
promise of this title, and the specific originality of M. de La Salle's 
response hardly comes through in the text. 

The second contribution that Bernard's work has made to 
subsequent study of the Founder consists in his information about a 
certain autograph document, in the hand of De La Salle, which had 
been made available to him for his biographer's task. He refers to this 
document in these words: "Here then is the way in which the Institute of 
the Brother of the Christuin Schools came into being. The sermnt of God 
himself gives us the infom,Ation in summary form in a handwritten 
document which he kept undiscwsed for more than twenty years but which 
was fortunately discovered (during his absence in Provence)." The 
significance of this document will be discussed later. 
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The second of the Founder's biographers was a nephew of his, 
Dom Fran�ois Elie Maillefer, a Maurist Benedictine, Librarian for 
many years at the monastery ofSaint-Rcmi in Rheims. He produced 
two versions of his biography of his uncle, the first in 1723 (an 
implicit challenge, therefore, to the modest "commissioned" life by 
Frere Bernard) and the second in 1740. The circumstances which led 
him to follow his first version of La Vie de M. Jean-Baptiste de La Salle 
pretre, dt>tteur en theofl/!Jit, anckn chanoine de la cathedra/e de Rtim.t et 
lnstituteur des Fm-es des Eco/es chretiennes with a second version fifteen 
years later arc outlined by him in his foreword to the second draft. 
He says that the idea of writing the life in the first place had come 
from "several karned persons" and that these had expressed satisfaction 
with the version he had produced in 1723, to such effect that plans 
were put in hand for its publication. The death, however, of the 
admirer who had undertaken to bear the expense of the printing 
prevented these plans from succeeding and the author himself had 
made no further efforts to have the work published. 

In 1724 (continues the Foreword) the Brothers of the Christian 
Schools learned that Dom Elie had written a life of their Founder 
and they made repeated requests for a copy, at first without success. 
But "one of their number," says the biographer, "called Brother 
Thomas, WRS so insistent that I finally gave him my manuscript on condition 
that if it wm decided ta publish it, no cha� must be made in it without my 
consent. He has not kept his word. The manuscript WRS sent ta Saint-Yon in 
Rouen, and there given ta the Superwr Geneml who ordinarily resides there. 
The latter therupon commissumd a clergyman of Rouen ta compose a new lift 
and this has been published in two volumes. These have only ta be read ta 
convince anyone of the poor IRste and lack of discernment possessed by their 
author. The gnatn portion of the facts he r elates in this work are drowned, 
so ta speak, in a confused mass of poorly distributed personal rejlections. His 
style is careless, and although he has not sc"'pled ta cop,y me word far word in 
some places, he has not judged fit ta acknowledge his source." 

The "clnyyman of Rouen" referred to in these unflattering terms 
was Canon Blain, whose two volumes appeared simultaneously in 
1733. Maillefer's complaint that he had been plagiarised without 
acknowledgement by Blain is offset by the probability that for his 
1740 version Maillefer made use of Blain's work (likewise without 
acknowledgement!). 

The original manuscript of Maillefer's 1723 draft has not come 
down to us, but two handwritten copies of it, made two or three 
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decades later, are preserved in the Institute archives at Rome. The 
Benedictine's 1740 version, likewise an unpublished manuscript, is 
preserved in the municipal Library of Rheims. Both drafts, 1723 and 
1740, have been published in the CAhiers Lasa/Jiens series, with a 
comparative study by Bro. Maurice Hermans. 

Maillefer's two biographies present, in Miguel Campos's view, "a 
first-hand witness account of the De La Salle event, offered in a 
historical form certainly more technically accomplished than that of 
Bernard, and without the sometimes naive comments of the latter. 
Writing as a member of the De La Salle family, and belonging to a 
Jansenist milieu, Maillefer omits all polemical references, preferring 
to stress the spiritual qualities of his uncle. Because of his own 
proximity to the events he describes and to the family and social 
circle in which M. de La Salle was born and brought up, Maillefer's 
work has an inestimable value as a primary source." 

There remains the two-volume biography by Jean-Baptiste Blain, a 
work which has enjoyed the widest diffusion in the Institute, though 
its author has remained relatively unknown. Blain was a fellow­
student of Louis-Grignon de Montfort at the Jesuit College at 
Rcnnes and afterwards in Paris at the seminary of Saint-Sulpice. His 
spiritual director at the Paris seminary was Jacques Baiihin who had 
also been a counsellor of M. de La Salle. Blain was ordained priest at 
Noyon by Mgr. d'Aubigne who later became Archbishop ofRouen 
and invited Blain to transfer to the archdiocese in 1710. The latter 
became, in due course, ecclesiastical superior to several religious 
congregations: he composed the Rules of the Ernemont Institute 
taking as his inspiration the Brothers' Rig/es Communes and the rules 
drawn up by Pere Barre for his congregation of teaching sisters. In 
1712, during M. de La Salle's prolonged absence in the south of 
France, Blain was named ecclesiastical superior of the Brothers' 
community at Saint-Yon. Apropos of this appointment, with 
reference to Blain's role as biographer of the Founder, Br. Maurice 
Hermans has this to say: "His title of ecclesiastical superior of the 
Brothers had necessarily given him unrivalled access to the Institute's 
mother house during the final years of his hero's life. As 
representative of the Institute with the archdiocesan authorities, the 
future biographer enjoyed the confidence of the saintly Founder: the 
Brothers themselves were to be astonished at the way he was able to 
take into account certain facts which were known only to himself 
and to his revered friend ... Some years later, in 1745, during an 
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archdiocesan enquiry, more than one Brother recalled that Blain was 
a man exceptionally well-informed on matters connected with their 
Congregation." 

The biography appeared in two volumes at Rouen in 1733, under 
the title La Vie de Monsieur Jean-Bap� de La Salle, Instituteur des
Prem des Eco/es Chretiennes. It has been re-published in facsimile as 
Nos. 7 and 8 of the Cahiers Lasal/iens. An authoritative article on 
Lasallian studies, written by Pere Andre Rayez S.J. and published in 
1952 in the &vue d'AscetilJue et de Mystique, sums up both the faults 
and the inestimable value of Canon Blain's achievement in the 
following terms: "Blain is a biographer of the old school, too often 
merely a long-winded panegyrist, sometimes a clumsy apologist; the 
good Canon embellishes his own memories and improves on those 
of others; he allows difficulties to disappear without trace and 
demolishes with panache the adversaries of his hero, be they 
Sulpicians, bishops or cardinals, or - a fortiori - Jansenists or 
Quietists. But my apologies to his memory! His biography, written 
so soon after the death of the Saint, by one who was a contemporary 
of his subject and a witness of his life and who, in addition, 
questioned others who knew the Saint well, remains, whatever its 
shortcomings, irreplaceably precious as a source." 

With reference to Blain's use of documents, another 
commentator, Maurice Hermans, has this assessment: "One may 
regret that he does not always identify his sources; or that, here and 
there, he curtails quotations which would be of much more value to 
us than his own wordy commentaries. But one may not gratuitously 
accuse him of lack of rigour in his use of his sources, nor may one feel 
entitled to re-word his text." The study of Blain's sources, though 
still in its early stages, has produced a number of hypotheses. But 
(says Miguel Campos, after Rigault) one thing is certain: on the 
origins and earliest years of the Institute and on the struggles which 
the Founder had to sustain in consolidating his work, Blain provides 
a mass of information impossible to find elsewhere. 

A critical study of the references common to the three earliest 
biographies would throw light on a number of historical data and on 
the documents relating to those data. In this connection we are 
indebted to the indefatigable General Editor of the Cahiers Lasalliens, 
Bro. Maurice Hermans, for two invaluable tools of research, 
published as Nos. 9 and 10 in that series: Bernard, Mailleftr et Blain: 
Index cumulatif des Noms de Lieux et des Noms de Pmonnes (1974) and 
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Bernard, Maillefor et Blain: 1. Index analytique cumulatif II. &/eve des 
dits et des ecrits attribues a Jean-Baptiste de La Salle. (1979). But 
whatever the nature of the areas of contact relating each to the 
others, these three biographers remain the premier witnesses for a 
study of M. de La Salle's spiritual itinerary, as discernible in the 
concrete data of his existence. 

It remains true that all three considered the man they wrote about 
to be a saint and because of this their works are marked by a priori 
judgements. Furthermore, all the facts of his life arc interpreted 
according to the religious climate of the period and to the personal 
standpoint of each writer. Their reading of the "De la Salle event " 
(Campos's term), while being undoubtedly valid and rich, has to be 
viewed with a certain reserve. For the three biographers, but 
especially Blain, conformed to a particular mode of hagiography 
having its own principles not clearly discernible now. Pere Rayez, in 
the article mentioned above, while not at all questioning Blain's 
integrity of purpose, enters this caveat about his work: "When 
biographers dispense with documentary evidence and omit to make 
explicit reference to authentic sources, the chapters they devote to 
the spirit and virtues of their heroes risk becoming either collections 
of stereotyped banalities or mere spiritual treatises ... But rhetorical 
discourses . . . can lay no claim to representing the mind of the 
biographer's hero unless they arc based on undisputed facts or 
documentary evidence. In the case of Blain there is always the 
risk ... that we may take the biographer's thought and reflections 
for those of John Baptist de La Salle." 

The indispensable need, if we are to draw nearer to knowing the 
Founder as the man he really was, concludes Miguel Campos, is "not 
only to present a chronological account of what happened in his life­
story, but, still more, to make the effort to enter into that sequence 
of occurrences with the same understanding as he had of their meaning 
interpreted in faith." 
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c (Paroles-Force)) and c cEvinemen-ts-Clefs))

The originality of Miguel Campos's approach to an understanding 
of John Baptist de La Salle's inspiration and achievement imposed 
the need to devise one or two technical terms, the usefulness of 
which becomes increasingly apparent as the argument unfolds 
throughout the thesis. An important example of this ad hoc

vocabulary is the expression parole-force which Campos is at pains, in 
an introductory chapter, to define and analyse at some length. 

The author suggests that in every man's life there are a limited 
number of occasions when a particular combination of circumstances 
obliges him to pause and take stock, to assess his motives, the 
direction in which his life is moving, the value, greater or less, of 
what he has so far accomplished, his relationships with other people, 
his grasp of the multiform and ever changing reality of the world in 
which his personal life-story is unfolding. And, having taken stock, 
having reached conclusions about himself and about his life's 
purpose, he will formulate his findings, perhaps only to himself in 
the deep recesses of his conscience, but perhaps also in the tangible 
terms of the written or spoken word. Such a formulation, made at a 
critical moment in a person's life, is what (if the present writer has 
understood him fairly correctly) Miguel Campos means by a parole­
force. The clement of -force in his invented term derives, as he points 
out, from the analogy of kinetic energy in physics: the parole 
(meaning the "word", but understood in the ampler connotation of 
the versatile French term) is expressed at the moment of pause when 
the potential energy stored in the sequence of events leading to that 
moment is about to be released in decisive action for the future. 
Action, in fact, is the generating source of the parole-force, and action 
is its product. 

Campos's analysis of the term is much more extensive and 
thorough than the above summary would imply and the three pages 
which he devotes to just this penetrating analysis reveal an impressive 
expertise in the field of psychology. But the use he makes of the term 
for his purpose - which, briefly expressed, is to discover what was 
John Baptist de La Salle's own understanding of his vocation - will 
make good any insufficiencies left by the above synopsis. 

8 



Not that our author would claim to arrive at a total revelation of 
the personal spiritual experience of the Founder. There is a limit to 
such research, beyond which lies mystery. This is true for every 
human being, but especially so in the case of a man like De La Salle 
whose life was, so to speak, totally polarised by the sustained appeal 
that God made to him to accomplish a work for which little in his 
social origins, his training or his temperament seemed particularly to 
equip him. But we shall find (claims Campos) that history has, in 
fact, recorded certain paroles-forre in the life of John Baptist de La 
Salle, a careful examination of which, in their context, will enable us 
to approach the point in his intimate spiritual experience and self­
understanding beyond which the secret was between God and 
himself. 

Where then are we to locate these paroles-forre which are to guide us 
in the journey of discovery we are undertaking? First, naturally, 
among the few but precious writings of the Founder which the 
Institute happens to possess in their original manuscript; but then, 
also, in certain other writings cited explicitly or implicitly in the 
earliest biographies. Reference has already been made, in our 
introductory chapter, to one such document which was made 
available to Frere Bernard when he was asked to write M. de La 
Salle's biography. It seems at first sight to be merely a summary 
account of how the Institute originated, but it is more than that: It 
tells us much about the man who wrote it (and who, Bernard tells us, 
kept it to himself for more than twenty years). It is, in fact, an 
important parole-force in the Founder's life. 

Blain, for his part, recognised that the biographer of a person who 
has died with a reputation for holiness must utilise, in the first place, 
any personal memoirs left by the subject of the biography. But he 
affirms that for his life of John Baptist de La Salle he possessed no 
such personal revelations. Blain asserts that the only way he could 
interpret the Founder's mind and self-understanding - "ce qui se 
passait au dedans de Jui", as he himself expresses it, was co study his 
hero's actions. And for a knowledge of the Founder's actions he 
declares that he was dependent on the written testimonials "carefully 
assembled by the late Brother Barthelemy as soon as the holy founder was 
dead, and subsequently armnged by one of the Brothers". 

The fact of the matter is that Blain was more concerned to edify his 
readers than to enter into research on the psychology of the man 
about whom he was writing, not even the psychology which would 
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throw light on the spiritual physiognomy of the saint. His formula 
was to present a prolonged lesson in Christian perfection and to 
illustrate the lesson with examples drawn from De La Salle's life­
story. He was, so to speak, into his particular biographical stride 
when he was telling his readers that M. de La Salle was "a perfect 
madel of rrgularity, of silence, of w:collection, of patience, of obedience, of 
humility, of demchment from all things, of abandonment to ProT!idena, of 
resignation to the tmien of God, of disdain for the wor:ld, of attraction for the 
cross and for humiliations. " (Vol. I. p. 113). To demonstrate all these 
virtues he drew upon the reminiscences of the eyewitnesses whose 
testimonials he had at his disposal. But in point of fact it frequently 
happens that the type of sanctity of which Blain proposes M. de La 
Salle as a model is directly at variance with the Founder's manner of 
acting - as described by Blain himself - and at variance also with the 
writings of the Founder which the biographer transmits. Unfor­
tunately we know too little about the laws of the particular genre of 
hagiography practised by Blain, including, for example, the degree of 
exactness which he felt obliged to observe when quoting texts or 
testimonials. There is always the possibility, as Fr. Rayez pointed 
out, that the ideas and reflections which Blain attributes w M. de La 
Salle are Blain 's own. 

It remains true, nevertheless, that the language used by Blain (am1 
by the eye-witnesses whose testimonials he drew upon) has 
undoubted affinities with the Founder's own manner of expression. 
Once we come to terms with the style of Blain's writing we can, with 
good reason, hope to see beyond his "reading" of the Founder's life 
and inspiration into the latter's own understanding of his spiritual 
journey. Moreover, Blain's claim that he lacked personal memoirs 
and self-revealing writings of M. de La Salle himself was only 
relatively correct and that only from Blain's own point of view. The 
irreplaceable value of his biography rests precisely on the fact that he 
quotes personal correspondence and memoirs of the Saint which 
would otherwise be unknown. For example, Blain is our only source 
for a memorandum, The Rules I have imposed upon myself, which 
certainly tells us much about the Founder's spiritual experience. He 
also makes frequent reference to "a memoir which M. de La Salle 
composed later't,n to inform the Brothers about the mans divine Prur,idmce 
had used to est:Rblish their Institute". This ·is obviously the memoir 
which had already been utilised by Bernard and which, it seems, was 
passed on to Blain together with the other documents assembled 



by Bernard. As we shall see, Blain's use of this manuscript is more 
explicit than Bernard's. 

Contrary, in fact, to what he thought, Blain had available an 
invaluable documentation for an interpretation of the religious 
experience of John Baptist de La Salle. But it is clear also that his use 
of his source-material fell short of the standards of present-day 
historiography. He condensed or expanded his quotations, 
modifying their content, introducing personal reflections in a 
rhetorical style, and so on. But his less than adequate use of the 
material does not, and cannot, alter the fact that it is to Blain above 
all that subsequent knowledge of such material is owed. Therein, it is 
fair to suggest, lies his claim to the lasting gratitude of the Institute. 

Significantly, it is the Benedictine librarian, Dom Elie Maillefer, 
who seems, among the source-biographers, to have perceived most 
clearly the need for critical standards. In the foreword to the second 
version of his life of the Founder, he wrote: "The written tutimonia/s 
which were put at my  disposal and on which I have had � base this 
biogmphy were not always as det1iiled as a conscientious wish for accuracy 
would have lilud them � be. Hence certain gaps, certain omissions, will be 
found which a more nmple trmtment would hm,e � supply. I have ""'"over 
kept in mind the tnste of our pment Rge which has /ittk liki.ng for what 
mvours of the marvellous, and have left out s-everal imidents which would 
have stmined the credulity of my readen. Those of the sort which I have 
included I have found� be baud on nlu,bk evidence." But even MaiUefer 
does not observe rigorous standards in his use of the testimonials. 
His controlled style of writing, nevertheless, does serve to throw 
into relief the religious experience of his uncle, John Baptist: the 
Founder's spirit of penance, his poverty and his trust in Providence 
are all to be discerned in the straightforward narrative of his career 
presented by his nephew. 

Unfortunately the notes on the Founder which Brother 
Barthelemy had collected were lost after being utilised by Bernard, 
Blain and, indirectly, by Maillefer. In the Revue d'Ascetique et de 
Mystique article of 1952 (mentioned in our introductory chapter) the 
Jesuit, Andre Rayez, presented a summary of the available source­
material for a study of St. John Baptist de La Salle and added this 
comment: "For a knowledge of the Saint's spiritual personality and 
the characteristic features of his interior life we are without guides. 
Almost no personal writings are available ... " But this assertion of 
Pere Rayez seems to Miguel Campos to resemble Blain's own lament 
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about his lack of personal documentation. In each case the 
implication is that in order to know John Baptist de La Salle's 
interior life in its reality it would be indispensable to have autobio­
graphical writings detailing the nature of his relationship with God. 
So, for example, the Founder's Memoir on the Habit is seen by Rayez 
as documentary evidence relating to the foundation of the Institute 
rather than to the Saint's personal spirituality. It is undoubtedly true 
that this document tells us much about the consolidation of the 
enterprise of the Christian Schools at a particular stage of its 
existence; but to limit its usefulness to that is to imply the belief that 
only personal confidences are really valid source-material for the 
study of a saint's spiritual life. 

But, argues Campos, what has to be kept in mind, certainly in the 
case of John Baptist de La Salle, is that his religious experience 
cannot be isolated from his response to God's will as he perceived it 
in the existential circumstances of his life. His relationship with God 
developed in depth and definition certainly through his willing 
submission to the guidance of his spiritual directors, but not only 
through that. It developed no less surely from his initial engagement 
with a group of schoolmasters, through the successive steps he took 
to consolidate the Community, through his incorporating (or, to 
use Miguel Campos's expressive French term "incarnating") himself 
into the Community for what he preceived to be a divinely-ordained 
mission, through his total commitment to an evangelical enterprise, 
that of Christian Schools - a commitment unto death. To make a 
distinction, says Campos persuasively, between "God's dealings with 
John Baptist" (Blain's "ce qui se passait entn Dieu et M. de La Sa/le'7) 
and God's dealings with him together with his disciples in the 
establishing of the Christian Schools is to "disincarnate" the 
Founder's religious experience and therefore to distort and even 
totally falsify it for our understanding. 

Campos expresses this in another way by suggesting that the time 
has come to re-orientate research into the nature ofJohn Baptist de 
La Salle's spirituality. Students of this have hitherto depended 
habitually, if not exclusively, on Book Four of Blain's biography, the 
part which we know as The Spirit and Virtues of M. de La Salle. What 
future students must look at as well is the small but vitally significant 
collection of attestations deriving from the Founder himself, seeing 
these as documentary evidence relating to the origins of the Institute 
at given stages of its evolution (which is what in the first place they 
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are) but also as invaluable sources of information about the mind and 
heart, the psychological and spiritual outlook, of the man who wrote 
them. 

It is at this point in his discussion that Miguel Campos introduces 
another technical term which he has devised for the purpose of his 
investigation. This is the term evbument-clef, an expression which 
looks as if it might slip more easily into English (as "key-event") but 
which, like Jnrole-force, it seems better to leave in French so as to 
retain more surely the precise significance which Campos attaches to 
it. For we shall see that the term does not represent particular 
concrete events in the life of the Founder but rather a sequence of 
incidents, a combination of circumstances, marking a definable stage 
in John Baptist's spiritual itinerary. The word "evhtement" here 
seems to bear the more specifically root sense of "outcome" rather 
than the sense of a major occurrence suggested by the English term 
"event". 

&marking that not all the incidents recorded in M. de La Salle's 
life by his first biographers can be verified with the scientific rigour 
now expected of serious scholarly study, Campos asserts that many 
of them can stand up to the closest examination. It is from these 
verifiable incidents that our author formulates his theory that there 
were occasions in the Founder's life when he was faced with the 
necessity of making a determinative option in the course of his 
spiritual journey. Antecedent occurrences led him to particular 
points in that journey at which choices seemed available to him. One 
of these choices was the one that God willed he should make; the 
others would have led him away from the path which God had 
marked out for him. Subsequent developments arising from each 
such option proved that he had correctly discerned the choice God 
willed for him and that his courage in making that choice rendered it 
possible for God to bring him to high holiness and at the same time 
to accomplish the divine salvific purpose which John Baptist was 
called upon to mediate. It is such crucial moments in the Founder's 
life which Campos designates by the term benements-de.ft. 

Campos chooses four such evenements-c/,e.ft for particular 
consideration, and his choice of them is inspired by the existence of 
corresponding paroles-force which interpret these occasions for us in 
words written by the Founder himself or, in the exceptional case of 
one, words written to the Founder by disciples whose mind and 
spirit were so attuned to his own that, at a decisive moment in their 
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life and his, they spoke with the voice of the Saint himself. 
Needless to say, there is no question of supposing that the life of 

John Baptist de La Salle can be fragmented into four significant 
episodes with little importance to be attached to the intervening 
periods of his career. Every verifiable incident in the story of his life is 
essential to the ultimate discovery of the kind of person he was and 
the nature of his response to the God who summoned him to a task. 
But it is Miguel Campos's claim that in De La Salle's life there were 
four conjunctures in particular which not only marked major critical 
stages in his spiritual pilgrimage, and which, in themselves, shed 
especially revealing light on the man as he was (as contrasted with the 
image of the man bequeathed to us by the biographers, particularly 
the admirable Canon Blain), but which are immeasurably enhanced 
as to the degree of light they shed, by documents of unquestionable 
authenticity written, not indeed as formal interpretations of those 
episodes, but serving as such because of the providential temporal 
and circumstantial relationship linking the documents with the 
events. 

What were these four evenements-cleft and their related paroles-fora? 
First, there was the situation in which John Baptist accepted his 
vocation as Founder of a Society which would bring the gospel to the 
poor through the channel of education. The document which 
enlightens us on the circumstances which led to his recognition of 
this vocation and his acceptance of what it entailed is a memoir of 
which the manuscript is now lost but which, as we saw in our 
introductory chapter, Bernard claims to have been his principal 
source of information. This document, now conveniently referred to 
as the Memoir of the Beginnings, gives us an insight into the 
development of the Founder's thought as he passed from the role of 
well-to-do Canon of the distinguished Chapter of Rheims, giving 
wise counsel and indeed protection and hospitality to a fortuitous 
assemblage of would-be schoolmasters, to that of inspirer and 
organiser of a Community of men who were to be religious as well as 
schoolmasters and who were to have their mison d'etre in the 
educational service of the poor. 

The second bmement-c/ef is represented by the rich and complex 
period of the Founder's move to Paris. The difficulties he 
encountered there in the parish of Saint-Sulpice, the opposition 
coming from the schoolmaster corporations, the defections within 
the Community, and the rest - all constituted a sequence of tests 
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which brought John Baptist to a further point of decision in his 
spiritual journey. In Rheims he had discerned as the will of God that 
he should establish a community of religious-schoolmasters for the 
service of the poor. The Paris experience showed him that such an 
enterprise could not succeed without suffering and struggle; that 
since the redemption of mankind had been purchased by the passion 
and death of the Son of God made man, it could be mediated to 
successive generations of mankind only by participation in the 
redemptive suffering and death. It was not sufficient for John Baptist 
to make the first great option with which he was faced, much as that 
had already cost him in abnegation and blind faith: he had to endorse 
his acceptance in heroic fashion when the odds against his purpose 
showed themselves daunting and discouraging. 

Two documents shed light on this period for us: the Memoir on the 
Habit and the Formula of Vows. The former was, in the first place, the 
Founder's written defence of the kind of vesture he had given his lay­
religious schoolmasters. But its implications went much deeper: the 
attempt to change the style of dress of the Brothers was seen by M. 
de La Salle as a challenge to the autonomy of the Community and, in 
the longer term, a challenge to the Community's continued 
existence. The vows formula, personally composed by the Founder 
for the occasion in 1694 when he and twelve of his first disciples 
pronounced a perpetual vow to live in association and under 
obedience, constitutes, in Miguel Campos's words, "a privileged 
document among the Founder's autobiographical writings, in that it 
expresses a personal and communitarian religious option made at a 
historic moment in the Community's development". 

The third of the selected evenements-c/efs is the sequence of 
occurrences which led beyo�d the decision to consolidate to the 
further decision to extend. His faith now firm that the work he had 
undertaken was God's work, John Baptist recognised in the calls that 
began increasingly to come to him for the services of his Brothers 
successive calls from God; and he opted to respond not only when 
the human desiderata for such a response were present but also when 
his main resource was his faith in a Providence that would not fail to 
sustain a work which was divinely willed. Yet another parole-force is 
available to enlighten us on the intimate relationship which had 
developed at this stage between John Baptist and the God who 
continued, step by step, to beckon him and at the same time to 

guide and strengthen him. It is an unassuming document with an 
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unassuming heading, Rule:s I have imposed upon myself, a document 
whose importance has been underestimated, partly because it is so 
slight in form and partly because, as used by Blain, the list of Rules 
fitted in so unobtrusively into the hagiographical context of the 
biographer's discourse. Campos adds to his discussion of this 
document some considerations on the correspondence of the 
Founder which is likewise instructive on this period of the 
Community's expansion. 

Fourth and finally there is the period of escalating tension in Paris, 
arising from pressures outside, but also within, the Community, 
pressures exerted by persons who thought that the Society should be 
governed in a different way from that which had evolved and which 
the Founder believed to be right. The effect of these pressures was to

confront John Baptist with (as he saw it) another option crucial for 
the future existence and welfare of the Community which he had 
established, consolidated and extended. But only a man who had 
reached a heroic degree of holiness and a total detachment from all 
that was not perceived to be God's will, could have come to see the 
option in the terms in which the Founder saw it. H e  reached a 
conviction that the prosperity of the enterprise of the schools 
required his personal withdrawal from it. He believed that his 
continued presence in Paris was proving a hindrance to the work of 
the Society and that the accumulating tensions would disappear if he 
removed himself from the scene. It was a moment in the Founder's 
spiritual itinerary which was full of significance not only for his own 
intimate relationship with God but also for the relationship which 
his disciples had learned from him to cultivate, individually and in 
fraternal communion, with. God who called them to holiness no less 
than he called their Founder. 

It is thus not too surprising that the parole-force chosen by Miguel 
Campos for this particular stage in the Saint's pilgrimage is a 
document not written by John Baptist, but written to him by the 
Brothers whom he had trained to see things in that spirit of faith 
which was his to such a high degree. The wording of the letter which 
a group of "principal Brothers" sent to him from Paris in his self­
imposed isolation in the south was so much a reflection of his own 
understanding of his vocation and of theirs that it spoke directly to

his conscience and moved him to return to his disciples who had felt 
themselves orphaned by his withdrawal. But there was a further 
positive decision involved in his return: he must, he now realised 
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more surely than ever, efface himself definitively, even though now 
residing once more at the heart of his Society; he must do so in order 
to ensure, before his death, such a consolidation of the "body of the 
Society" (in the name of which the Brothers had "ordered" him to 
return) as would enable it to assume firm responsibility for its future, 
independently of his own presence or, after his death, of any need 
for extraneously-imposed authority. 

As a supplementary parole-farce for this final phase, Campos studies 
certain additions made by the Founder to the 1705 version of the 
Reg/es Communes when the members of the 1717 general assembly 
requested him to make a definitive revision of the text. 

Such, in outline, is the programme proposed by Brother Miguel 
for his study of St John Baptist de La Salle's "gospel-inspired 
itinerary". An examination of the historical basis and substance of 
each of the four chosen evenements-c/eft, together with a study of the 
interpretation of each made possible by the related paroles-force forms 
the materials of the first of the two volumes which constitute the 
Campos thesis. The end product of his scholarly investigation is a 
new "reading" of the life of the Founder - new in the sense that it is 
not the reading with which we are perforce familiar from the model 
established by Blain and followed by subsequent biographers. This, 
of course, is not to imply the absurd suggestion that Blain has been 
in some sense discarded. As Campos says more than once in his 
introductory pages, Blain's work remains the principal and 
indispensable source for any study ofJohn Baptist de La Salle. And, 
in fact, Blain's name appears, either in text or in foot-note, on·most 
of the 389 pages of Volume One of the thesis. 

But other names also appear quite frequently - for, in the first 
place, Campos must establish the historical authenticity of the facts 
reported by Blain, with reference particularly to the four evenements­
c/efs which form the object of his enquiry. Thus, Bernard and 
Maillefer, the two biographers who put pen to paper even before 
Blain, are frequently invoked to monitor statements made by the 
latter and sometimes to supply information lacking from, or only 
obliquely referred to, in his pages. The critical approach to the facts 
of the Founder's life represented by the first Volume of Georges 
Rigault's Histmre Genemle de l'Institut tks Freres de:s Eco/es Chritiennes is 
given due weight. Br. Uon de Marie Aroz's researches into 
documentation relating to the Founder and hidden for nearly three 
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centuries in the Rheims and other municipal archives are likewise laid 
under contribution. The historical background to many of Blain's 
biographical details is filled in by reference to Br. Yves Poutet's two­
volume work Le XVIle Siec/e et Jes Origines lA.mJ/iennes. (1970). And 
other Lasallian scholars against whose studies and interpretations the 
statements of Blain are tested are Maurice-Auguste Hermans and 
Michel Sauvage. 

So much, then, for the mere historicity of Canon Blain's 
information. Having established that, Miguel Campos seeks to 
interpret the facts, not by an uncritical acceptance ofBlain's edifying 
conjectures but by examining the documents which Campos believes 
are guides to the Founder's own understanding of the events. What 
emerges, then, from the thesis is a new comprehension of the life 
and achievements of St John Baptist de La Salle - or, at any rate, of 
certain salient episodes or periods in that life. Not, Campos 
emphasises, a new biography, but a contribution, he would hope, 
towards the eventual critical biography of the Founder which one 
day must, and no doubt will, be written. 
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2 

Prelude to a Misswn 

It is basic to the Campos thesis that John Baptist de La Salle was a 
man whose whole existence came to be dedicated to the service of 
God, but that such dedication developed from a recognition of 
God's will for him perceived, step by step, in the unfolding events of 
his life. It was not, so to speak, the result of a heavenly visitation or a 
dramatic prevenience of grace. His zeal for God's glory belongs to the 
same category as that of St Paul (whose life and letters became a 
dominant influence in his life) but there was no Damascus experience 
in John Baptist's existence. A simple, and apparently fortuitous, 
contact with a group of unlikely-looking schoolmasters was the 
identifiable point from which he was led to founding a religious 
institute which, certainly in quantitative terms, has been second to 
none in bringing the good news of salvation to the young, especially 
the impoverished and underprivileged young. 

The progressive growth of John Baptist's realisation that this 
momentous task was what God called him to constitutes the first of 
the evenements-cleft we are to study and it will be the purpose of this 
chapter to show that his mission was prepared for (without his being 
aware of it at the time) by his recognition and acceptance of God's 
will in the successive circumstances of his early life. He did not 
(Campos shows) seek to be the founder of an Order - far from it. 
What he did seek was to follow the beckoning finger of God's right 
hand, and by the time he reached (if the term may be allowed) his 
moment of truth, the moment, namely, of recognising his vocation 
as Founder of the Christian Schuols, it was too late to draw back. 
But there was, in any case, never ar.y question of his drawing back at 
that watershed point in his life. He had become too habituated to 
saying yes to whatever, small or great, he believed the Lord was 
asking him for. 

Miguel Campos begins by relating in outline the significant 
historical data ascertainable about the Founder's life prior to his 
moment of recognising what was to be his life's work. And 
appropriately his starting point is John Baptist's birth and childhood, 
since the influences of the family into which he was born and of the 
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cultural ambience in which he was brought up had much to do with 
the orientation of his mature and adult life. Leon de Marie Aroz has 
discussed (in Cahier 1.ASlllJien No. 26) the doubts that have been put 
forward regarding the traditional date and place of the Founder's 
birth, but settles in favour of the tradition - 30 April 1651 at the 
Hotel de la Cloche in Rheims. Aroz also amplifies with documentary 
evidence the scant details which the early biographers provided 
about the profession and personality ofJohn Baptist's father, Louis 
de La Salle. Campos is satisfied to refer his readers to the relevant 
pages of Aroz's discussion, but in fact the effect of following up this 
cross-reference is to establish from the beginning of one's study the 
principle which is to guide Campos throughout his lengthy thesis -
the principle that the reality of John Baptist de La Salle's discovery 
and acceptance of his life's mission must be sought in the verifiable 
circumstances that history, not hagiography, will reveal. 

The Institute has cherished the tradition that its Founder was of 
noble birth, not from any trivial motive of snobbery, but because the 
measure of his heroic self-sacrifice is thereby accentuated. His 
nobility, in fact, came from his mother, Nicole Moct, daughter of 

Jean Moct, Seigneur de Brouillet, who was godfather when John 
Baptist was baptised on the day of his birth at the parish church of 
Saint-Hilaire. On his father's side, John Baptist came from well-to­
do merchant stock. His lineal ancestry is traced by Aroz, with 
genealogical charts and descriptive profiles, back to the merchant 
draper, Menault de La Salle, conducting a thriving business at 
Soissons in the 15th century. It was John Baptist's father, Louis, 
wh6 discontinued the family business and embarked upon a legal 
career, eventually ranking as Counsellor of the King and functioning 
as magistrate at the Presidia! Court of Rheims. Blain speaks of Louis's 
"dup Christian spirit" and Bernard mentions his ''grrat piety" while 
Maillefer dwells on the assiduous care with which he fostered in his 
eldest son, John Baptist, the virtuous disposition which manifested 
itself from earliest childhood. The general picture of Louis de La 
Salle, thus derived from the first biographers of his son, has remained 
sketchy and indistinct, but the researches of Brother Aroz have 
amplified the historical data in abundant fashion. It would take us 
too far from our theme even to try to summarise Aroz's findings, but 
it can be said that nothing in them contradicts - but rather that all 
confirms - the edifying impression the first biographers have left of 
this wise, conscientious, cultured man of the world who was also 
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devout in his religious practice and detached from the wealth he had 
inherited. 

John Baptist grew up in a sheltered family circle but at the same 
time in contact with the social environment of his class. Of his very 
earliest studies nothing is known. The first probable date in this 
connection is 10 October 1661 (he was already ten and a half years 
old therefore) when he was enrolled at the College des Bons Enfants, 
his father's old school, at Rheims. From then until 1669 other places 
than his home and other persons than his family were to contribute 
their influence to the shaping of his mind and character. One such 
person, emerging on the scene of John Baptist's life as early as 1662 
was Pierre Dozet, a cousin of Louis, Vicar General of the 
Archdiocese of Rheims and Chancellor of the University of that city, 
who arranged for the 11-year old boy to receive the tonsure from the 
auxiliary Bishop of Clermont. It was Pierre Dozet also who, four 
years later, resigned his canonry in favour of his young cousin whose 
progress in studies and maturity of character had greatly impressed 
him. These two initiatives on Dozer's part suggest that he must have 
had a significant influence on John Baptist's decision to be a priest, 
but there is no documentary evidence to support this surmisal. 

It is likewise difficult to specify the precise motives which induced 
John Baptist's family to encourage this aspiration. Bernard, Maillefer 
and Blain all concur in attributing their consent to the deep faith of 
the parents. How their eldest son himself was led to perceive the 
beginnings of a call to the priesthood can only be conjectured, but it 
is a safe assumption that the Christian spirit inculcated in the boy by 
his parents, the beneficent influence of the College des Bons Enfants 
and the example of his distinguished relative, Pierre Dozet, were 
potent factors. 

Yet such influences do not alone suffice to explain the early 
awakening of this vocation. Fu1 an eldest son to express an option 
for the ecclesiastical state was to make demands on a family's spirit of 
self-sacrifice. And although in the young De La Salle's case, the solid 
Christian basis of his upbringing favoured the development of his 
vocation, paradoxically the social ambience in which he grew up had 
sufficient attractions to make it ne,cessary for him to exert personal 
efforts to persevere in his aspiration. His succession to a canonry of 
Rheims at the age of not quite sixteen represented, in the words of 
Maillefer, a "stumbling-block" for him, adolescent as he was and 
beginning to "brmthe tbe air of liberty". An unordained candidate for 
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a canonry was required by the Chapter's regulations to express a 
commitment to the ecclesiastical state and to manifest this 
commitment by entering at least into minor orders. Maillefer meant 
that the discipline of the capitular duties could h_ave proved irksome 
for the boy-canon and have turned him from his progress towards 
the priesthood - bqt the biographer supposes this only to say that, 
in fact, John Baptist easily surmounted the stumbling-block and 
now "ngr,nled himself RS one consecrated by his canonry to public prayer". 
He certainly accepted the condition of minor orders, receiving all 
four of these on 17 March 1668, a few weeks shon of his 
seventeenth binhday. 

In contrast with Maillefer, Blain seems, in his first reference to 
John Baptist's canonry, to see no attached problem at all: ''The young 
De I.A &ille," he says, "like another Samuel, seemed born for the SIUYtd 
ministry. He mis mmie fir the Church and almuty his whole ambition ,ms
to tkdicate himself to an ecclesi4stic4l carter. His vocation was clear to ,ee in 
his every action, in all his inclinations, in the things which plmsed and 
attnuted him - everything about him proclaimed that he was destined for 
the servia of the RltRr . .. "The canonry, in Blain's interpretation, was 
an occasion for supreme joy, for John Baptist now "mw himselffm ro
follow his virtuous inclinations". Nevenheless, as if impressed by 
MaiUefer's "stumbling-block" inference (he had read the Maurist's first 
draft of the biography), Blain does expatiate apropos: ''To shake off 
the yoke of authority is the desire of the young, hostile RS they are to all 
control, all restraint; to be their own mastm, to organise their own lives and 
follow their own opinions ... in a word, to find their own imy to heaven 
and to follow it only where and how it plaues them to do so - all this 
constitutes a subtle temptation, not easy to mist for a young man just 
beginning to brmthe the air of liberty". But such a temptation, Blain 
adds, had scant hope of success with an adolescent of John Baptist de 
La Salle's calibre, veritable model as he was of piety, modesty, 
assiduity in reciting the divine office, obedience to the rules of the 
Chapter and industrious application to his studies. 

The two biographers differ in their interpretation of the element of 
risk presented by the early bestowal of the status of canon, but both 
serve to document the point of immediate interest to us, namely 
that John Baptist was already conscious of his call to the priesthood 
and was generous in his response. 

His application to study was proved shonly afterwards when on 10 
July 1669, he gained the final school diploma of maltrise-es-arts with 
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the mention summa cum /aude (the original document is preserved in 
the Rome archives). Br. Clair Battersby, in his 1957 biography of the 
Founder, provides a substantial description of the curriculum John 
Baptist would have had to follow in his progress towards this success; 
Br. Yves Poutet, in his 1970 study of the 17th century background, 
presents a still more detailed account of the formidable programme 
involved. One is left in no doubt that only a ·combination of mature 
intelligence and disciplined application could have led to a first-class 
result at the age of eighteen. It is a fair inference that the young De 
La Salle's devotion to his studies was a manifestation of his single­
minded response to the priestly vocation he sensed within himself, 
since he proceeded directly to the faculty of theology of the 
University of Rheims to continue his studies there. Both Maillefer 
and Blain state that he went directly to Paris from the Bons Enfants, 
but the Rome archives has two documents attesting John Baptist's 
"assiduous attendance" at courses of theology at the Rheims 
university, both dated 15 July 1670 - a year, almost to the day, after 
his graduation at the College des Bons Enfants. 

Why he then transferred to Paris to continue his theology is not 
clear and seems somewhat surprising, considering the close family 
environment in which he had been reared and also the fact that he 
seems, from the two attestations mentioned above, to have settled 
well into the Rheims courses. Battersby suggests that the seminary at 
Rheims., from its proud beginnings as the first to be established in 
France following the decrees of the Council of Trent, had declined, a 
century later, in its standards of serious study and no longer 
commanded general respect. Poutet, on the other hand, attributes 
the decision to internal unrest existing at the University of Rheims 
itself at that time. The three source-biographers, making no mention 
of the year at Rheims, concur in giving, as Louis de La Salle's motive 
for sending his son to Paris, the high reputation both of the seminary 
of Saint-Sulpice and that of the University of Paris where the 
seminarians followed the courses in philosophy and theology. Blain 
is particularly emphatic on the point, describing Saint-Sulpice as "a 
school fertile in the production of scholars and saints, an academy flourishing 
in piety and in sound doctrine". For Miguel Campos the interest in the 
matter is the docility shown by the mature and intellectually­
endowed young De La Salle to his parents' wishes which, it is 
reasonable to surmise, represented for him an expression of God's 
will and an important step forward in the path of his priestly vocation. 
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Yves Poutet devotes some 120 pages of his monumental study of 
the 17th century background to an account of the seminary of Saint­
Sulpice as it was when John Baptist, aged nineteen and a half, 
entered there on 18 October 1670. We are given a detailed account 
of the regulations and daily timetable then in force and of the spirit 
of exact obedience with which the seminarists were expected to 
observe them. A description is also given by Poutet of the routine 
and prevailing spirit of the Sorbonne University of the time, where 
the seminarists studied for divinity degrees. Profile sketches are given 
of fellow-students ofJohn Baptist, four of whom, Colbert, De Brou, 
De Noailles and Godet des Marais, were to become bishops, three of 
them· figuring importantly in the story of the future Institute of the 
Christian Schools. The personalities of the theology professors of the 
Sorbonne are brought to life, particularly two whose lectures John 
Baptist certainly attended, J. Desperiers and G. de Lestocq, noted 
opponents ofCartesianism and Jansenism. But it is to the staff of the 
seminary itself that Poutet devotes most of his attention. The 
Superior at the time of John Baptist's entry was Alexandre de 
Bretonvilliers, first successor of the founder of the Community and 

Seminary of Saint-Sulpice. Olier had set the ideal of the seminarists as 
the imitation of Christ carried as near as possible to the point of 
identification. Conditions of entry were strict and it was 
Bretonvilliers who judged the young De La Salle to have the qualities 
to aspire to that ideal. The deputy superior was Louis Tronson and 
his influence on John Baptist is summarised by Poutet as a 
conviction that "a regular life is :a condition of priestly perfection, 
that fidelity to little things is more pleasing to God than occasional 
acts of heroism, that recourse to a spiritual director is necessary for 
anyone who wishes to advance in the spiritual life, that the grace of 
priesthood imposes an obligation of ardent zeal for the salvation of 
souls and that a truly Christian life will remain unattainable without 
fervent mental prayer and frequent examinations of conscience". 

The pervading spirit of the seminary was, in fact, one of prayer and 
self-denial, but a strong apostolic current was present also in the 
form of a catechetical revival, started by M. Olier when he came, in 
1642, to take charge of the parish ofSaint-Sulpice. He had found the 
parish in a spiritually run-down condition, thanks co the influence of 

Calvinism and Jansenism, and he saw the chief hope of renewal in 
ensuring catechetical instruction through the seminarists, for whose 
use he provided two catechetical manuals. Though John Baptist 
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cannot fail to have participated in this work, Miguel Campos is 
cautious about its influence on the shape of his future career. The 
available evidence for this, he says, is extremely tenuous. 
Undoubtedly the contact it afforded with the world from which his 
previous sheltered existence had kept him apart, alerted him to needs 
hitherto unsuspected, especially perhaps the needs of the children of 
the poor. But there is no evidence to suggest that this experience, as 
catechist, of contact with the poor introduced any new element to 
his prospect of becoming a worthy priest in the cultural milieu of his 
upbringing. 

Maillefer, indeed, summarises the entire stay at Saint-Sulpice with 
the statement that John Baptist profited by it "to reflect seriously on his 
future commitment and especially on the fact that the ti.me was approad,ing 

when he must mke the irrevocable s,ep of the �diaconau". The precise 
nature of the young seminarist's serious reflections must remain a 
matter for conjecture but, says Campos, what Maillefer's phrase 
suggests is not at all the incidence of any doubts about the path to be 
followed, but rather the impression of a young man not given to 
acting under the impulse of sentiment or youthful idealism. John 
Baptist, approaching the point of a definitive option for the 
priesthood - the sub-diaconate - pondered the implications and 
made a deliberate choice. 

And it was at this moment that news of his mother's death, on 19 
July 1671, reached him. Maillefer reports the effect of this news 
somewhat laconically in these terms: ''The blow, severe as it was, did not 
interrupt his studies, but it did cause him umpomrily to suspend his 
inuntwns". And Blain takes up tlhe latter part of this statement 
verbatim. However, Maillefer does amplify his brief report with a 
reflection to the effect that God thus permitted John Baptist to be 
beset with disturbing doubts in order to accustom him at this early 
stage in his life to be able to remain calm in the midst of tribulation, 
of which he was to encounter so llluch in the course of his life. The 
implication is that John Baptist did "remain calm" even in this first 
confrontation with personal sorrow. And when we consider the 
severity of the blow - the loving relationship that existed between 
such a mother and such a son, shattered when she was only thirty­
eight, and so suddenly that there was no warning to enable him even 
to pay a last visit - we are justified in concluding that he was already 
seeing, and responding to, the events in his life as manifestations of 
God's will, that he was not so precipitately attached to his desire to be 
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a priest that he could not see that the unforeseen death of his mother 
might perhaps be an indication that God had other plans for him. 

Such self-questioning must have been intensified when, in less 
than a year - nine months precisely - he learned of the death of his 
father, whose claims to his respect and affection were no less well 
founded than had been those of his mother. And Louis' death was 
also poignantly premature: he was only forty-seven. John Baptist 
had been at Saint-Sulpice only eighteen months. His progress there 
had been attested by documents (dated 27 July 1671) certifying his 
assiduous application to the Sorbonne theology courses on the 
Blessed Trinity and on the Incarnation, and signed by the two 
professors mentioned above. But if the death of his mother had 
made him wonder if, after all, God was calling him to the 
priesthood, that of his father must have brought him near to 
seriously doubting that such was the case. He was the eldest son of a 
large family and the weight of his responsibility must have descended 
upon him with almost palpable pressure as he pondered, grief­
stricken, the implications of his double bereavement. 

The attendance at Louis de La Salle's funeral reflected the respect 
in which he and his family were held in the parochial and social 
circles of Rheims. We owe our knowledge of the details to the 
researches of Uon de Marie Aroz. The cortege was led from the 
family residence in the rue Sainte-Marguerite (to which the De La 
Salles had moved in 1655 from the Hotel de la Cloche) by eighteen 
torch-bearing acolytes. The Presidia) Court was present in strength 
to mark their esteem of a distinguished colleague. The Cathedral 
Canons likewise attended, marking the fact that the deceased was 
related to more than one member of their Chapter. The clergy of 
several other Rheims parishes were in attendance, as well as 
representative members of the local communities of Augustinians, 
Carmelites, Franciscans, Dominicans and Minims. The three naves 
of the church were quite full of mourners. Absent was the new head 
of the family, John Baptist, since the burial of his father took place, 
according to the accepted custom, on the morning following the 
decease. We may surmise that this heart-breaking circumstance was 
accepted by the absent seminarist as a supplementary sacrifice asked 
of him by God (as had be.en also the similar impossibility of attending 
his mother's funeral for the same reason). 

Louis de La Salle's death had occurred after only two days' illness. 
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What the nature of the illness was is not known, though the names 
of the three doctors who were successively summoned to his bedside 
on the 8th and 9th April 1672 have come down in a relevant 
document. The gravity of the attack was accurately diagnosed since 
on the 8th Louis accepted advice to dictate his will, cancelling in the 
process one which he had drawn up jointly with his wife twenty-one 
years earlier. Leon Aroz has published the 1672 will in facsimile in 
CAhier Lasal/ien No. 26 and a perusal of it is a moving experience not 
least because it induces a sense of nearness to the Founder at an early 
moment in his life which can be fairly described as critical. The 
extract which is of immediate interest in this connection reads as 
follows in literal translation: "Likewise, the said Testator names as 

guamian of his childnn the venmible and discre'et person, Master John 
Baptist de La Salle, his son

) 
Canon of the CAthedml of Our Lady of Rheims, 

with the prwi.rwn that he acts only with the advice and consent of Madame 
P.ermte Lespagno� widow of the late John Mo"it ... " The names of 
three other relatives here follow who, together with Madame 
Lespagnol, John Baptist's maternal grandmother, were to form a 
kind of family council to whom the young guardian would turn for 
advice and approval of the measures he would take. 

Despite this clause about the advisory council (influenced no 
doubt by the fact that at twenty-one John Baptist was still four years 
below the legal majority age of twenty-five) the document bears 
implicit testimony to the maturity of character already attained by 
the young De La Salle. His father confidently leaves in his hands the 
care of the other six children - Marie, aged 18, Rose-Marie 16, 
Jacques-Joseph 14, Jean-Louis 8, Pierre 6 and Jean-Remy, a baby not 
yet two years old. More significantly for our purpose, the will was 
evidently seen by the appointed guardian as a directive of 
Providence. His response was to take immediate measures for 
terminating his studies at Saint-Sulpice whence he took his departure 
on 19 April 1672. 

The researchers of Br. Aroz have made it possible for us to 
appreciate the conscientious exactitude and methodical efficiency the 
young guardian brought to his task, both characteristics tempered by 
down-to-earth good sense and an innate kindness of heart. The 
unexpected load of responsibility cannot have been congenial to 
him, absorbed as he had been in his studies and totally contented 
with the sheltered life of the seminary. But a detailed account of 
receipts and expenditure covering the first four years of his 
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guardianship, and filling four volumes of the Cahiers Lasa/liens series 
(Compte de Tutelle: C.L. Nos. 28-31) bears unquestionable witness to 
his wholehearted acceptance. One of his first tasks, expeditiously 
completed, was to pay the biHs arising from his father's illness and 
from the funeral arrangements. Another was to draw up inventories 
of the family possessions and of his father's papers. The financial 
statements are what one might expect from an accountant rather 
than a theological student. But various entries manifest a warmth 
and considerateness not at all corroborative of the impression one 
might draw from the pages of Blain of a somewhat austere, youthful 
martinet, running his household rather on the lines of a 17th 
century seminary. 

One would like to dwell more on this hitherto little-explored area 
of De La Salle's life. The details provided by the Aroz documents are 
fascinating in themselves and serve very well to underpin Campos's 
concept that John Baptist found his way to holiness and to his life's 
work by a total and generous response to God's successive calls 
perceived in the changing circumstances of his life. Campos reflects as 
foHows on the implications of the twenty-one year old seminarist's 
new status as "chef de famille": "He is revealed as a practical-minded 
man ready to take up his new responsibilities with all that they 
entailed. The suspension of his plans for the priesthood is not to be 
interpreted as a doubt about where his vocation lay, but rather as a 
proof that his dominant concern was to know and submit to the 
Lord's will for him. The needs of his family now took priority over 
the pursuit of his vocation because it seemed that that was how God 
wanted it." 

Yet, as Campos implies, John Baptist saw no compelling reason to 
believe that God now wished him to abandon his aspirations to the 
priesthood. The contentment and progress that had marked his brief 
stay at the Paris seminary were for him signs which could not be 
discounted without violence precisely to his openness to God's will. 
In Maillefer's words: "The multiplicity of his tasks as guardian which 
now divuied his attention did not efface from his mind the idea he had 
fimnd at Saint Sulpice of committing himself irrmxably UJ the ecclesiastical 
stllte. " And Blain conveys the same assurance, though in more 
exalted terms: "His own master now, owner of his father's rich patrimony, 
comp!e,ely fee still u, choose between a career in the W<lrld and the semce of 
the altar, he was merely delighted u, have u, make his choice all over 
again . . . He felt joy at being fee only UJ savour the opportunity of mtifying, 
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now at a mature age, the consecratwn he had already made of himself to 
God's service from his boyhood." 

Nevertheless, the term "quandary" which Maillefer uses to describe 
John Baptist's new situation is appropriate. If God wished him to be 
responsible for the care of his orphaned brothers and sisters but at 
the same time wished him to persevere in his desire to become a 
priest, how could the two calls be reconciled? His brief stay at Saint­
Sulpice had taught him the value of seeking advice from competent 
guides, and he turned now, in his dilemma, to Nicolas Roland - a 
choice which was to have consequences far beyond the reach of the 
immediate problem which had occasioned his recourse to him. 

Roland's part in John Baptist de La Salle's life and vocation was so 
considerable that Leon de Marie Aroz has dedicated the whole of 
Volume 38 of the Cahiers Lasa/liens - a book of 386 pages - to a 
study of the subject. The learned and zealous Canon Roland may 
have become first acquainted with John Baptist when, as Canon 
Theologian of the Rheims Chapter, he had the duty of instructing 
any younger members of the Chapter not yet ordained priests. He 
was welJ-known for his concern for the reform of the French clergy 
and was at the forefront of this work in his native city of Rheims. He 
knew the calibre of the young man who now approached him for 
advice at what the biographers describe as a cross-roads in his life. 
Roland's response was that John Baptist must by no means abandon 
his purpose of becoming a priest, that he must somehow reconcile 
this purpose with the duties that had befallen him as guardian. The 
advice quite surely accorded with John Baptist's own deepest 
aspirations and he, in Blain's words, "no longer po;,tponed the decisive
step of engaging hi.mse/f in the ecc!Lsiastiau state by a pe,petual bond". 
Under Roland's guidance he set himself to prepare for the sub­
diaconate which, on the feast of Pentecost 1672, he received at 
Cambrai. 

With reference to this particular period in De La Salle's life, the 
source-biographers stress especially their hero's docility in accepting 
the advice of his spiritual director, but Miguel Campos believes that 
their emphasis requires modification. John Baptist, in responding to 
the advice he received, related it to his personal reflections on the 
dual nature of God's summons to him. His deepest wish, it may be 
taken as certain, was to return to Paris and continue his studies at the 
Sorbonne, and he might have been tempted to see Canon Roland's 
advice as approbation for such a step, leaving the affairs of the family 
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in the hands of the counselJors nominated for him in his father's will. 
But such a facile solution would have been at variance with his 
personal conviction that God's will was no less present in his duties 
of guardianship than in his wish to be a priest, a wish now reinforced 
by the assurances of such a spiritual guide as Nicolas Roland. 

The solution he adopted was to seek admission to the University of 
Rheims where, within a few months, he gained his first degree in 
theology. He combined these studies with continued meticulous 
attention to the care of his brothers and sisters and this (as Campos 
stresses) in the manner and style befitting the social status of the 
family. In a word, his considered response to the seemingly 
irreconcilable calls upon his energy and good-will was co bring to 
both tasks the utmost effort and efficiency. 

Evidence of this in relation to his guardianship is clearly to be seen 
in documents attesting journeys made between 1673 and 1676 to 
Beaurieux, Guyencourt, La Neuville and Gueux, to Saint Quentin 
(to recover arrears of a debt owed to the family by a convent of nuns 
there) and to VilJette-prcs-Fismes (to inspect a mill there belonging 
to the family). An unsuccessful legal case is attested for this· period 
(13 March 1675) in a territorial dispute with a monastery at 
Chartreuve. And on 22 August of the same year he acquired a house 
in the rue Sainte-Marguerite, additional to the one he and his family 
had occupied since 24 June 1665. 

Evidence of his perseverance in his intention to be a priest is 
provided by his ordination to the diaconate on 21 March 1676. The 
biographers place also at this point in his career an initiative, inspired 
by Canon Roland, to effect an exchange of his canonry for the future 
care of a parish. According to Maillefer, Roland wished to have his 
young disciple serve the Church in a more demanding way than the 
sheltered life of a canon would require. John Baptist apparently saw 
in this suggestion of Roland's a sign of God's will, and he co-operated 
in the rather complex negotiations Roland put in hand. An 
opportunity for such an exchange was provided by the wish of a 
Rheims parish priest, Andre Clocquet, Cure ofSaint-Pierre-le-Vieil, 
to exchange the burden of pastoral care for a more tranquil and 
contemplative way of life. When the matter eventually came before 
the Archbishop, Maurice Le Tellier, for his approval, it received a 
negative response, with the advice to both applicants "to remain in 
the respectir,e vocatwns to which God had ca/Jed them". 

About this episode Blain says (without specifying details) that 
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certain relatives ofJohn Baptist, alarmed at the proposed exchange, 
had made approaches to the Archbishop, predisposing him to 
withhold approval. Both Maillefer and Blain report that, whatever 
the reason for the refusal, John Baptist accepted it without demur 
and that, in fact, it endorsed "an interior voice which told him that he 
WtlS not called to havecharg,eof a parish". Aroz devotes several pages to a 
discussion of this episode in the early life of the Founder and, in the 
light of documents he has unearthed, rectifies information and 
perspectives which are faulty in the accounts of all three biographers, 
whilst endorsing the historicity of what in itself has seemed an 
unlikely eventuality. Miguel Campos reporrs the facts in summary, 
seeing in them further confirmation of his theme that John Baptist 
responded in all tranquillity to occurrences in his life which, however 
unexpected, he read as God's will for him. When Nicolas Roland had 
advised him to consider exchanging the easy life of a canon for that of 
a parish priest, he acquiesced because he believed that the saintly 
Roland was voicing God's will. When Archbishop Le Tellier (no 
saint himself if Madame de Sevigne's anecdote about him, quoted by 
Battersby in his 1957 biography, is to be believed) withheld his 
approval, John Baptist thought no more about the matter,, believing 
that such an insuperable obstacle proved that Roland's idea was not, 
after all, in line with God's will. Campos reflects briefly on the 
impressive qualities of John Baptist's character which emerge from 
this episode: discretion, absence of precipitation, practical 
commonsense - with, nevertheless, an openness to the interplay of 
events. Roland's attitude seems, in contrast, to be marked by 
impulsiveness: Aroz signalises more than one feature of his part in 
the affair suggesting a readiness to cut corners in getting his spiritual 
protege (whose rich potential he had discerned) in charge of a parish 
- not that any motive other than an excess of zeal for the good of
the Church can justly be adduced in the matter.

John Baptist was ordained priest on 9 April 1678, the eve of 
Easter, just three weeks before his twenty-seventh birthday. The 
early biographers note that his first Mass, the following day, was 
offered "without solemnity" in the Lady Chapel of the Cathedral of 
Rheims. Ordination was, for him, a goal achieved, the most 
momentous happening in his life so far. But events were soon to 
show that, in God's longer view, it was only a stage in his journey 
towards his life's work. Within eighteen days of the ordination, 
Nicolas Roland was dead, prematurely at the age of thirty-five, worn 
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out by his restless exertions in the cause of good and by his relentless 
self-denial which left him an easy prey to an epidemic of purple fever. 
This event was more than a tragic bereavement for John Baptist. It 
introduced a new orientation into his life, scarcely perceived by him 
as such at the time, but appreciated retrospectively in later years 
when he set down his reflections on this period. 

For in his wil� Roland named John Baptist de La Salle and a certain 
Nicolas Rogier as his executors, and among the tasks and 
responsibilities this nomination imposed upon them was that they 
should endeavour to bring about "ens.on lieu et place, l 'etablissement de 
la mais:on et communaule des Fil/es du Saint Enfant Jesus . . . jusqu'a ce 
qu'il soit pa,foit et consommi". The Community of the Sisters of the 
Holy Child Jesus, referred to here, was a foundation of Canon 
Roland aimed at providing free elementary education for poor girls. 
The reason why Roland had found it necessary to request that the 
executors of his will should (in the terms quoted above) work for the 
perfect and complete establishment of his community was that his 
own efforts had failed to surmount the many obstacles that stood in 
the way of gaining legal recognition for the foundation. (Leon Aroz, 
in Cahier Lasallien No. 38, has surveyed this area of Lasallian history 
in greater detail and with ampler documentation than can be found 
anywhere else, and the story is deeply interesting.) 

Discussing the implications for John Baptist of the new 
responsibilities imposed upon him by Roland's will, Miguel Campos 
quotes relevant passages from Maillefer and Blain and the resulting 
contrast illustrates the general differences of approach noticeable in 
the two biographers. The Maurist comments as follows: "Whatever 
diffeuhy M. de La Salle felt in mking up a burden which seemed so heavy 

and which, caupled with his dm,estic responsibilities, would absorb time that 
he w:ould have pef,m-ed to devote to prayer, he believed that the wishes of his 
deceased .friend repmented God's will for him. He wercame his repugnance 
and showed by this act of generosity a ckar sign of his generosity to M. 
Roland. He put all his trust in God and, fall of zea� he applied himself to 
the ta.r.k of rmw'Ping the difficulties which w."' repeatedly hindering the work 
of the Hdy Child Sistm."

The corresponding reflection from Blain reads as follows: "M. de 
La Salle sought, during the dosing moments of M. Roland's life, to gather 
up the edi/Jing last words of his spiritual father and to hear from his lips his 
dying wishes. And, as ahm;>s, he sensed within himself neither a feeling of 
repugnance nor one of eagerness, but only the disposition of one who wishes for 
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nothing and at the siime time wishes for everything that God as.ks of 
him . . .  He accepted the responsibility of execu,or and the can of M. 
&land's community without seeing when the hand of God ww leading 

him." 
Campos's reason for quoting these two passages is not, however, 

primarily to illustrate the contrasting reactions of Maillefer and Blain, 
but rather to show that the two biographers are at one in implying 
that at this stage in his life John Baptist had no awareness of his 
vocation as founder of a teaching congregation. His acceptance -
despite a feeling of repugnance (Maillefer) or with no such feeling at 
all (Blain) - of the executorship was no more than the response of a 
devout ecclesiastic loyal to the memory of his spiritual director and 
grateful for the benefits he had received from him. But loyalty and 
gratitude were sufficient grounds for believing that God's will was in 
question and this was what concerned John Baptist yet again. 

The thoroughness and savoir-faire with which the twenty-seven 
year old executor addressed himself to his fresh responsibilities can be 
assessed from documents assembled in Oihier LasRIJien No. 38. (The 
other executor, Nicolas Rogier, seems on the evidence to have left 
the initiatives to his colleague, probably because he himself was, at 
the age of twenty-four, legally still a minor.) Modem biographers, 
like Battersby, have shown why the founding of any new religious 
congregation in the Rheims of that time was a difficult and 
frustrating task. And Aroz's study makes it clear that Roland had had 
an uphill and inconclusive struggle to try to give reality to a dream 
which had first captured his imagination in 1666, twelve years before 
his death. Although at his death the tiny congregation did exist (the 
names of its pioneer members are known) it was without legal status 
of any kind. 

Ironically, not until a fortnight after his death did Roland's efforts, 
helped by an intervention of the Archbishop, bear fruit when a /atn
de cachet was despatched authorising the king's lieutenant in Rheims 
to convoke an assembly of dignitaries representing the civic and 
church interests to consider the case for granting full recognition , by 
Letters Patent, to the Community of the Holy Child Jesus. This 
assembly duly took place on 11 August 1678 in the municipal offices 
of Rheims and (as a copy of the p,ods-m-11111 informs us) "Maistns 
f ta•Ba.ptiste de La Sa/le, pmtn, chanoine de l'lglise Nostre-Dmne, licencie 
en theologie de l'Univmid de Reims, et Nicolas &yier, duure, chanoine et 
thloltgil en /adite lglise" duly appeared to present the case for legal 
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recognmon of the Community founded by the "defunct Maistre 
Nicolas &land pmtn, docteur en theok,gie, chanoine et theokgai en ladite 
eglise". The authorities heard an account of the motives which had 
led Monsieur Roland to make the foundation, and then studied a 
full transcription of his will; they were presented with a detailed 
inventory, drawn up by Monsieur de La Salle, of the goods and 
property in possession of the Community, and an account of how it 
was proposed that such possessions would be disposed of if the 
Community should cease to exist; and finally a list was submitted, as 
required, of the names of all who had been benefactors of the Sisters. 

It must have been a testing experience for the two executors, but 
the result was a triumph for them: the proces-verbal concludes with 
the information that the authorities concurred in the view that "the 
establishment of the said house and community of the Sisters, non-cloistered, 
of the Holy Child Jesus, for the instructwn of poor girls and for bringi'!!J 
them up in the fear of God, as we/ I as for teachi'!!J them to rout and write, 
would be to the public advantage". Six months later, in February 1679, 
the long-desired Letters Patent were received; the original precious 
document is preserved in the Sisters' Mother House in Rheims. 

The way in which John Baptist addressed himself to the tasks 
devolving upon him as executor of Roland's will receives due 
consideration from Miguel Campos because it illustrates his basic 
theme. The episode, like that of the guardianship, demonstrates the 
total commitment with which De La Salle applied himself to any 
undertaking which circumstances imposed upon him and which, 
therefore, he interpreted as an expression of God's will. It also 
illustrates his capacity for swift but careful collation and 
systematisation of factual information, as well as an assured ability, at 
the age of twenty-seven, to conduct delicate negotiations with civic 
and ecclesiastical officials, individually and in assembly. And it also, of 
course, exemplifies what Frere Bernard, in the apt title he gave to the 
first biography of the Founder, called "the admimb/e conduct of divine 
Pruvidence" towards John Baptist de La Salle - who did not know 
that when he was carrying out his tasks as executor of Nicolas 
Roland's will, and working with sureness of touch for the "peifect and 
complete establishment" of Roland's teaching congregation, he was, in 
Providence's plan, serving a sort of apprenticeship for a greater 
mission to come. 
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3 

How The Institute Began 

Considering the strikingly effective role played by John Baptist de 
La Salle in securing the legal recognition of Canon Roland's 
congregation of teaching sisters, it must seem, at first glance, 
surprising that it was not he who was appointed to succeed Roland as 
ecclesiastical superior of the nuns, but one William Rogicr, parish 
priest of Mouzon, an cider brother of the Nicolas Rogicr who was 
co-executor with John Baptist of Roland's will. But, in fact, the 
Constitutions of the new Congregation stipulated that the Superior 
should be at least thirty-five years of age, and William Rogier was just 
that while Canon de La Salle was only twenty-eight. John Baptist 
himself dearly saw nothing untoward in this appointment of 
someone else: he remained in dose touch with the Congregation, 
often standing in for William Rogier whose duties, as parish priest of 
distant Mouzon, limited his availability. 

It was Canon de La Salle who said Mass for the Sisters each day at 
their convent in the rue Barbatre and it was on one such visit that he 
first met Adrien Nycl - a meeting which the biographers arc at one 
in signalising as an intervention of Providence setting John Baptist 
on the path of his life's work. The association with the Sisters of the 
Holy Child Jesus had been a preparation for this moment, though 
John Baptist did not sec it as such at the time - we have his own 
word for that. The work he had had to do to win recognition for the 
teaching apostolate of the Sisters had obliged him to study closely 
the arguments favouring the establishment of free schools, had 
provided the opportunity to meditate on the ideas of Roland 
concerning this work, and had enabled him to take the measure of 
the obstacles in the way of making such a foundation and of the 
procedures most suitable for removing those obstacles. 
Furthermore, the steps he had in fa.ct successfully taken had brought 
him into personal contact with the civic and ecclesiastical authorities 
of Rheims. The moment for his meeting with Nyel was right. 

Nycl's presence in Rheims was due to the initiative of a charitable 
widow of Rouen, Jeanne Dubois de Maillefcr, herself a native of 
Rheims but resident for some years in the Normandy capital where 
her husband had established a business concern. She greatly admired 
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the zealous enterprise of a Minim priest, Nicolas Barre, who had 
founded a congregation of Sisters to provide free education for girls 
in Rouen, and had attempted, but with ill success, to do something 
similar for the benefit of poor boys. It was Pere Barre's example 
which inspired Madame de Maillefer with the wish to complement 
for the underprivileged boys of her native city of Rheims the work 
which she knew Canon Roland had done for the girls there. 

It may be mentioned, in passing, that Uon de Marie Aroz, in 
Cahier Lasa/lien No. 38, advises caution with regard to the historicity 
of Blain's account of Madame de Maillefer as a frivolous, worldly 
pleasure-seeker dramatically converted to a life of penance and 
charity by the episode of the beggar whom she spurned from her 
door and who then seemed, d'outre-tombe, to refuse the sheet which 
she had grudgingly allowed to be used for his shroud. The story, says 
Aroz, lacks objectivity and critical insight: he suggests that a 
"substitution de personnes" may have taken place in the origin of the 
story, and refers his readers to the theory of a Frere Leuter who has 
studied the question. It may perhaps be said in support of this 
academic question-mark that neither of Blain's predecessors had 
given any hint of awareness of such a conversion. Bernard's first 
mention of Madame de Maillefer describes her as "a virtuous lady who 
excelled in the pmctice of virtue (the repetition is Bernard's) and above all 
in zeal for the �twn of the you1!!J"· Significantly, Dom Maillefer, 
content in the first draft of his biography of his uncle to describe 
Madame de Maillefer as a lady "born at Rheims of a rich and 
disting14ished family, who had left her native city to accompany her husband 
to Rouen whm she applied herself unremitti1!!Jly to pmctices of piety and 
works of mercy", enlarges considerably in his second version (he had 
read Blain's biography in the meantime) and Jeanne de Maillefer now 
emerges as "a lady born at Rheims of rich and pwus parents, who had 
acquired in the bosom of her family a virtuous dispo.si'tion which prompted her 
to undcmke good works wherever the need aros;e . . . " She was "tender­
hearted to the poqr and looked on them as her childnn, maki1!!J every effort to 
provide them with whatever assistlince, materiRl and spiritual, lay within 
her means ... " When her husband's Rouen venture obliged her to 
leave Rheims, it was in her new domicile that she "she devoted herself 
still more particularly" to the practice of charity, to such effect that she 
was soon being referred to as "the mother of the poor". Dom Elie 
pursues this vein for some lines more and it seems possible that his 
intention is to counter what he believes to be a libel on the memory 
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of a saintly lady who was, in fact, a glory of his own f.unily. 
Incidentally, Battersby makes no mention of the "conversion" story; 
but, as against that, it must be said that it is enshrined in the official 
History of the Institute, retailed with verve by Georges Rigault on 
page 89 of Tome I. 

Madame de Maillefer's envoy, Adrien Nyel, is referred to by the 
Founder's first biographer, Bernard, as one of whom "it may be said 
that God made use of him � give rise to the institute of the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools, in so far that it war he who caused Monsieur de La Salle 
� undertRke and accomplish something� which he had given no thought at 
all ... ". Nevertheless it seems fair to say that Nyel's image has come 
down to us at something less than life-size. His eagerness to make 
new foundations, his impatience with the constraining need for 
consolidation, his self�satisfaction with the mere quantity, as 
opposed to the quality, of his enterprises - such traits have tended 
(not unnaturally in biographies of the man who provided their 
counterpoise and supplied the remedial measures) to obscure the 
sterling endowments which can self-evidently be claimed for him. 
Bernard first used the word "bonhomme" for him, and the 
patronising term (defined in Larousse as "a simple-minded man" and 
in Mansion as "a simple, good-natured man") has persisted down as 
far as Rigault who uses it for Nyel on page 139 of his first Tome. The 
true calibre of the man may be better judged, perhaps, by the 
impression he made, at a first encounter, on a person of such proved 
discernment and poise as John Baptist de La Salle - an impression 
which time did not diminish, since we learn that when, six years 
later, Nyel decided to leave everything in the hands of De La Salle 
and return to Rouen, the latter implored him not to depart; and 
when, less than two years after that, news reached the Founder of 
the death of his friend and collaborator, he assembled the Rheims 
communities and their pupils for a Requiem Mass at the Convent of 
the Holy Child Jesus where he and Nyel had first met. 

But even more palpable evidence of Nyel's qualities is available in 
what is known of his activities in Rouen before he was invited by the 
wealthy Madame de Maillefer to extend his zeal to her native city of 
Rheims. Born in Laon, he migrated to Rouen as a young man and 
soon gained the friendship and confidence of one of the most 
influential officials of the Normandy capital, Laurent Le Cornu, 
seigneur de Bimorel, whose functions included the administration of 
the Bureau des Pauvres. The problem of providing instruction for the 
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children in care at the Ho-pita/ Gmiml was one of Bimorel's concerns 
and when Nye! offered his services as a teacher Bimorel was 
sufficiently impressed to appoint him in charge of a class for the 
workhouse children, together with the duties of bursar. Nye! proved 
to be a gifted teacher, a highly competent catechist and an energetic 
worker who spontaneously added to his stipulated duties the 
provision of lessons for the young apprentices and domestics still 
dependent on the H6pital. All this, however, was insufficient to 
satisfy his enthusiasm, and when he suggested to Bimorel the re­
opening of certain charity schools which had once functioned in the 
districts of Saint-Maclou, Saint-Vivien, Beauvoisine and Saint-Eloi, 
but which had closed for lack of teachers to staff them, Bimorel 
readily made funds available for the enterprise. He was confident 
that Nye! could and would recruit and train the needed teachers. 
Nor was his confidence misplaced: the four charity schools were 
soon flourishing. 

For twenty years Adrien devoted himself to the poor children of 
Rouen, directing his attention more particularly to the needs of boys 
since Pere Barre had founded his Sisters for the girls. When Jeanne de 
Maillefer had the idea of doing something for the education of poor 
boys in Rheims (where Canon Roland's Sisters were providing for the 
girls) it was not surprising that she turned to Monsieur Nye! for help. 
Considering the long and taxing labours already accomplished in 
Rouen, it seems a fair measure of Nyel's quality that he offered to 
travel to Rheims in person to inaugurate the good work. He was 
fifty-five at the time, not an age for youthful idealism or the call of 
adventure. He was well established in Rouen, accustomed to a 
routine which had developed from his own initiatives and 
procedures, and he was a respected consultant on matters 
educational. Now he was undertaking to surrender this settled 
situation to begin, so to speak, all over again in an unknown city. 
When all allowance is made for the providential trait in his 
temperament which conditioned him to welcome challenges, there 
must have been a deeply apostolic motivation prompting his 
willingness to further Madame de Maillefer's plan. There were poor 
boys in Rheims lacking the boon of rudimentary education and here 
was a devout lady willing to provide financial means towards 
remedying this need. Of course he would uproot himself and go! He 
did not realise that he was setting out to meet a saint in the making. 
But Providence had judged him worthy of the privilege not merely of 
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meeting a saint but of guiding him, albeit unawares, into the path of 
his life's work. 

It was understood that Adrien's first call, on arriving in Rheims, 
would be to the Convent of the Holy Child in the rue Barbatre. The 
superior there, Fran�oise Duval, had herself been sent from Rouen 
by Pere Barre with whom she had collaborated in the establishing of 
a school in the northern city, becoming, in fact, the first superior of 
the pioneer community of school-mistresses founded by Barre at 
Sotteville. The Minim's choice of her, with Anne Lecoeur, to go to 
Rheims to assist Canon Roland's enterprise, is convincing evidence of 
his personal esteem for Roland and especially of his disinterested zeal 
for the educational work the Rheims canon was struggling to 
establish. Fran�oise knew Madame die Maillefer well. Sisters from the 
Sotteville convent had staffed Pere Barre's second foundation at 
Darnetal which Madame de Maillefer had financed. And there were 
other links between the two zones of apostolic activity, that of 
Rouen and that of Rheims. Canon Roland had twice visited Rouen 
and had become acquainted with the work of Pere Barre there. 
Jeanne de Maillefer knew about Roland's enterprise in Rheims and 
also about the key part her relative, Canon de La Salle, had played 
therein. The latter had had no oc,casion to visit Rouen but it is 
reasonable to suppose that he had heard much, both from Roland 
himself and subsequently from Soeur Duval, about the excellent 
work accomplished in the northern town by the devoted trio of 
collaborators, Barre, Madame de Maillefer and Nyel. And when 
Madame de Maillefer was briefing Nyel for his mission to Rheims, 
and handing him her letter for Soeur Duval, it seems unlikely that 
she made no mention of her cousin, Canon de La Salle. 

In view of such considerations, it may seem strange that when 
Adrien and John Baptist happened to arrive at the same moment at 
the door of the rue Barbatre convent on 15th March 1679, neither 
seems to have had any inkling of the identity of the other. But all the 
biographers signalise the element of coincidence in this encounter. 
The first to record the meeting is Frere Bernard whose account runs 
thus: "(Monsieur Nyel), having cal'/ed on this ruperwrtss to speak to her 
about the rtllSQn for his coming to this ci�, it ha,ppened, by an effect of divine 
Pruvillmce that when Monsimr Nyel mas Rhout to enter the house of the 
Sinm, Monsieur de La Salle amved at the same moment, neither being 
au,uainted with the other, and so, without exchanging a word, they went, 
one to the parlour, the other to his accus-tomed part of the house . .. 

,, 
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Maillefer strikes the same note: "By an intmlention ('coup') of 
P,vr,ulmce, M. de La Salle who, in accordance with the intentwns of M. 
Roland, took particular can of this community, found himself at the door of 
the house just when M. Nyel was entering . . 

,, 
Georges Rigault (who 

however indicates on his previous page that Madame de Maillefer's 
instructions to Nyel included the advice to consult Canon de La 
Salle) dramatises the incident in his attractive manner thus: "Le 
bonhomme Nye/ et son pet# compagnon counnt, sans le savoir, vm l'un de 
e,eux qui auront pitie de la Joule. Lis le nncontnnt au seuil de la maison 
fondee par le chanoine Roland. M. de La Salle entn chez /es Soeurs en nume 
temps que /es deux ltnmgers. Les saluts ont etl echangls en silence. Ni le 
pntn ni le mai.tn d'ecole ne se connaisrent. La minute s'ecoule, ina�ue. 
Et la voici pourmnt ftxee dans l'histoire." Providential chance in that 
encounter is indeed built into Lasallian history and one is led to 
conclude that when Nyel arrived at the rue Barbatre that March day 
and handed his letter of explanation to Soeur Duval, his visit and the 
information he brought were the first intimation the superior had of 
the specific project for which her interest was now being solicited. 

Miguel Campos (who, it should be said, has no hesitation himself 
in using the word "fortuitous" to describe the encounter in 
question) notes that when Sister Duval introduced Nye) to Canon de 
La Salle, the dialogue, as reported by the biographers, assumed a 
one-sided character. We are given little more of the conversation 
than a resume of John Baptist's advice and suggestions to the visitor 
from Rouen. But Yves Poutet, who devotes half a dozen pages to a 
study of Nyel's work in Rouen, suggests, in synopsis, the content of 
the conversation as it might have been in its earlier stage, and 
Campos quotes the relevant passage from Poutet: "Coming from 
Rouen, Nyel obviously had the Rouen school situation in mind: 
charity schools closely dependent on the Hop,:ratgenbal., enjoying the 
approval of the Archbishop of Rouen, the Cathedral Chapter, the 
Aldermen, the Councillors ... and the administrators of the social 
services. In this first interview with De La Salle he began to realise 
how different the situation was in Rheims. He learned that the 
almshouses feared a reduction in contributions to themselves from 
public funds as soon as any new charitable enterprise was put 
forward. The aldermen and the officials of the presidia) . court, 
defenders of the interests of the commercial middle-classes, 
begrudged the emergence of any community likely to occupy 
valuable business property ... Nyel's experience had been different: 
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he had opened schools successively at the Hopitalg,bzhnl and in the 
four districts of the city, then in the nearby town ofDarnetal; he had 
recruited, trained and organised schoolmasters . . . " 

In other words, John Baptist was able to derive from this first 
conversation with Nyel a clear impression that the procedures which 
had proved suitable in Rouen would have no hope of succeeding in 
Rheims. He showed Nyel that his project called for the utmost 
discretion and he demonstrated his conviction of this by 
spontaneously offering the visitor the hospitality of his own home. 
Madame de Maillefer's intention had been that Adrien should reside 
with her brother, Monsieur Dubois, still living in Rheims. But John 
Baptist pointed out that to go there would certainly raise questions 
about the purpose of his presence in Rheims, considering the 
discrepancy between his social status and that of M. Dubois. Clerics 
passing through Rheims were sometimes accommodated at the De 
La Salle home; Nyel's stay there would pass relatively unnoticed. The 
offer of hospitality was enhanced also by an undertaking to seek for 
Nyel's project the interest of influential people likely to be favourably 
disposed. 

Maillefer also says at this point that the young Canon felt that he 
would have to consult certain "enlightened persons" on the matter, 
this because of his humble mistrust of his own views. But Blain, 
despite his ever-present purpose of edification, puts the stress on 
John Baptist's personal conviction that Adrien Nyel's project must 
not be allowed to fail. At the same time, however, the biographer 
gives as the reason for this conviction the desire of Canon de La Salle 
to honour the memory of his deceased friend Canon Roland, whose 
zeal for the education of the poor would, he felt sure, have included 
that of boys as well as girls if time had been granted him. Campos 
quotes the passage from Blain: "Having rtad Madame de Mailleftr's 
later, and having heard M. Nyel's exp/a,natwn, M. de La Salle recognised 
the import1ince, indeed the necessity , and advantages, of what was proposed. 
He conceived a desire for its success, th""lfh he foresaw the difficulties and 
.frustmtions that would be inrohied. Everything that M. &/a,nd had wished 
for would be achiewd if this entnprise were ro succeed. M. de La Salle felt it a 
kind of duty ro support it. He owed it ro the memory of his saintly deceased 
friend ro render this sernce which, monuver, his goodness of heart would not 
let him refuse." 

It is at this point i n  his thesis that Miguel Campos turns his 
attention to the first of the paroles-force to which, as has been 
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indicated in our first chapter, he attaches paramount importance as 
indexes to the mind of the Founder at various stages of his spiritual 
journey. In introducing his discussion of the lost document relating 
specifically to the origins of the Institute (the one now referred to as 
the Memoir of the &ginnings) he warns his readers that not all the 
passages he will cite have the same critical value. Both Bernard and 
Maillefer, he points out, describe the conversation between De La 
Salle and Nye! without claiming to quote a document. But the 
information they provide on the subject, so far as it goes, is 
substantially of a piece with the more ample details which Blain 
represents as the actual words (or, more precisely, as a/mast the actual 
words) used by De La Salle. 

A first example of this latter usage of Blain is his presentation of the 
counsel given to Nye! at the first meeting and cited by the biographer 
in quotation marks as John Baptist's own words: 
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'"It will be in vain,' said M. de La Salle in so many words (a peu pm) to 
M. Nye/, 'for you to have taken so many steps to come and establish fee
Christian schools in Rheims if, as your final step, you .!P to lodge with
Madame de Mailleftr's brother. If you do that you will make your
purpose public and in so doing you will daJm it to failun. How could you
lodge with him and ,wt arouse suspicion as to y:our object in coming to
Rheims? Your social condition and your work are so different from those of 
your would-be kind host that it would be sure to be asked why you are
residing with him, what motive you had in coming . . .  However firmly
you keep your counsel, people will pry into your business and follow you
around and watch where you go; and when they know what you are about
they will put every obstacle in your miy. Let the past be yrtmr guide to the
future. Quite recently, a der,out Canon, a theolqpan of repute, weti
thought of, revered mn, in this city, established a community of
schoolmistresses. At one st11ge it seemed likely to be wrecked a/mast at its
inception. It w.as about to perish when only the authority of M. Le Tellier
saved it from mm; all his injluence was relf'"red, and it was just
sufficient, to counter the authority <f the town council, or mther to win
the apprwril of thnt body. Will they give their apprr,w,,I to another
foundation, this time for boys? The welfare of the poor <f this city would
certRinly warmnt it, but are ,wt God's intensts and those of the poor
almost always subject to political considemtions? To enable the fonner to
prevail on this occasion all the power of the Archbishop would be required,
but would he be willing to use it a s:ea,nd time, ,wt to say put it at risk,
with the chance of failure?'



"'Come,' he added, in his gracious manner, 'Come and smy at my 
home. The house often lodges rural clergy or other clerical friends of mine. 
It would be just right for you and would ke.ep your purpose from public 
notice. You have something of the look of a country clergyman, and that's 
what peopk will mke you for. And anymiy, being free to offer the 
hospitali.ty of my house to whomsoever I wish, I am not concerned about 
what peopk will think, and anything they may say worries me not at all. 
You may smy a week with me, resting and unknown, with no-one 
bothering about you. This will give you time to rejlat at greater length, to 
plan what you have to do and to tnke measures to ensure success. At the 
end of that time you can make your desired pil!Jrimage to Our Lady of 
Lie:sse and then on your return make a smrt on your first opening. "'

Blain further details (again placing the words in quotation-marks, 
as if actually spoken by John Baptist) the plan proposed by Canon de 
La Salle to the group of clergy whom he consulted about Nyel's 
project: 

'"The surest means, ' he told them, 'perhaps the only means, to ensure a 
sound brginning for the enlerprise of free Christian schools for boys is to 
ke.tp it clear of obstructions by placing it under the care of a parish priest 
zealous enough to accept responsibility for it, discreet enough to avoid 
publicising it and generous enough to susmin it. Since a parish priest has 
the right to pru,,iM instruetwn for his parishionen., and has the 
authority, as their pastur, to give them mastm capabk of teaching them 
Christian doctrine, no one will be in a positwn to hinder him. '

'"The parish priest of Saint-Symphorien,' continued our pious Oinon, 
'the ftrrt of the four who have been ng,ested, would be the man we are 
looking for if he were in glJOli smnding with his superion, but 
unfortunatef:y they do not think well of him, and thnefr,n we cannot 
consider him. The second is lacking in judgment. The third is the nephew 
of M. /'Official to whom he ORI' his position and all else, and to whom he 
is very devoted, and at a word from this benefactor his unck, he would 
send the schoolmasters packing; we must not therefore make him our 
choice."' 

The consultative group, continues the biographer, saw the force of 
these objections and readily agreed to the choice su�ested by M. de 
La Salle himself, namely the parish priest of Saint-Maurice, M. 
Dorigny by name. We next see the young Canon personally 
approaching M. Dorigny and putting the proposal to him: Blain 
again purports to give the words used by John Baptist: 
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"'The only conditi.on re.quesud of you in this tranmetwn, 'added the pious 
Canon, 'is to accept the role of initiatQr of this school and to plaa it under 
your own name. A /most all your parishionm are poor and you owe them 
instn,ctwn that they are incapable of obmini,w for themselves. You will 
prr,vide it by means of M. Nye/ and his you,w collmgue whom we are 
,tfiri,w you as uachm for your school. Take them as your own appointus 
and, should the need arise, claim that you have put them to work for the 
benefit of your paris hionen. m 

Miguel Campos accepts that it is hazardous to pronounce 
definitively on the authenticity of these quoted passages as coming 
from the Memoir of the Beginni1f!Jf. Maillefer is silent on the details of 
what John Baptist is supposed to have said on these occasions. 
Bernard reports the essence of the information but in the form of 
narrative. Blain himself does not claim to be quoting from the 
Memoir, but he does attribute the spoken words to M. de La Salle 
himself, introducing from time to time a formula to that effect, as it 
will have been noticed. It is significant, however, that Blain seems to 
disclaim verbatim transmission by his use of the introductory phrase 
" ... he said in so many words . . . ( ... dit-il a peu pres . . .  '1. 

But if the quoted discourses were merely inventions of Blain, two 
facts would be difficult to explain. The first of these would be the 
accuracy of the details of events which had taken place some forty 
years before Blain began to record them and about which he could 
have had no other source of information than the Memoir (the very 
earliest masters had long died or left the Institute before he began to 
write). And in the second place, some of the personal comments 
attributed in the quoted passages to De La Salle are not at all in 
keeping with the apologetic and edifying purpose of Blain's 
biography as a whole - the comments, for example, about the 
unhappy relationship between the parish priest ofSaint-Symphorien 
and his superiors, and those about the unnamed cleric who was 
"/acki,w in judgement" and about the obsequious nephew of M. 
!'Official. 

It is true that these two otherwise puzzling facts do not of 
themselves prove that Blain's quotations had their origin in the 
Memoir of the Be.ginni1!!JS. For one thing, the style of the quoted 
discourses seems hardly the same as that of other documents 
authoritatively ascribed to De La Salle. The first of the passages 
quoted above, for example, has rhetorical overtones uncharacteristic 
of John Baptist's writings. Nor do the protestations that he cares 
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little for what people will say about Nyel's presence in his home, 
since he is free to invite whomsoever he wishes, ring authentic. 

But s.uch arguments arc not conclusive and Campos states his 
considered opinion that, in the quoted passages purporting to give 
(approximately) John Baptist's words, Blain was utilising the 
manuscript, penned by the Founder, first used by Frere Bernard, 
and, in due course, passed on to Blain when the latter was 
commissioned to write the official biography. Campos is hopeful 
that Lasallian studies still in the future will be able to isolate Blain's 
additions to and modifications of the original text, but considers 
that, even without guarantees of the integrity of his quotations, it is 
possible to draw certain conclusions from the passages. 

One such is that the information contained in them derives from 
the mind of someone who was convinced of the usefulness of free 
Christian schools for the poor and who, moreover, was familiar with 
the situation in the city of Rheims about the year 1678-79. His 
knowledge of that situation was not abstract or speculative: he refers 
to parishes and to individual persons like the parish priests, the 
Archbishop, the civic authorities, with the assurance of one who had 
had personal dealings with them. Such knowledge cannot have been 
possessed by Canon Blain himself. John Baptist had been able to 
appreciate the value of Nicolas Roland's foundation from the unique 
standpoint of one who had been closely involved in the complex task 
of obtaining official approval for it. He knew very well the men of 
influence and authority in the city of Rheims, having had to 
approach them personally. Blain's quotations are replete with 
evidence of such intimate knowledge. 

A second consideration arises from an examination of the quoted 
passages. All three biographers reflect repeatedly on the virtues of 
their hero, especially his charity, his humility and his piety. But the 
quotations reveal something more about the spiritual physiognomy of 
the Founder - something which is exemplified time and again in the 
actions of his life. In the first place it is evident from the quoted 
passages that John Baptist had already, at that early stage, a clear 
intuition of what was needed, an assured conviction of what had to 
be done. He knew and appreciated the wisdom of consulting others, 
but such consultation (suggests Campos) did not arise (as the 
biographers tend to convey) from a mere distrust of his own views. 
In the case we are considering he is seen assembling a group of clerical 
friends (a sort of "committee'1 to advise on Nyel's project, but we 
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notice that these arc content to ratify the cogently expressed ideas of 
De La Salle himself. The humility of the saint, so much insisted 
upon by the biographers, has nothing of naivety about it: it is the 
humility of one who has a discerning mind, who assesses from 
personal knowledge the complexity of a situation and then commits 
himself to fostering the success of a project. The charity shown here 
goes much further than help given from a safe distance. It is the 
charity of a man determined that the one he is helping shall not be 
disappointed in his undertaking. It is a charity, moreover, which 
does not deter him from taking a critical stance vis-a-vis the parish 
priests from whom a choice must be made to ensure the success of 
the work. 

In fact, concludes Campos, when the biographers evoke a certain 
diffidence on the part of M. de La Salle, a certain fear of making a 
blunder, they betray an inadequate perception of the real nature of 
their hero's humility and charity. John Baptist concerned himself 
with the success of Nyel's project because he believed it was just such 
a project as his friend and spiritual director, Canon Roland, would 
have cherished. In offering Adrien Nye! the hospitality of his own 
home he was doing something more than making a magnanimous 
gesture: he was taking what he saw to be a necessary measure for the 
prosperity of the venture. So far from resulting in a depr,eciation of 
the quality of John Baptist's virtues, their quality emerges in sharper 
relief once it is realised that he was deeply concerned that Nyel's 
undertaking should not fail. 

Miguel Campos makes a further point with particular reference to 
the quoted words of M. de La Salle to M. Dorigny, requesting the 
latter to assume full responsibility for the opening of a firs.t school in 
his parish. This is not to be read as evidence either of John Baptist's 
humility or of a reluctance to become personally involved. Rather it 
indicates that he did not want his own sponsorship of Nye! to 
jeopardise the chances of success. It was inevitable, and Canon de La 
Salle was aware of it, that he had aroused certain antagonisms in 
Rheims, by his own procedures on behalf of Roland's community of 
Sisters. Moreover he well knew (and explicitly stated) that M. 
Dorigny had the right to teach or  arrange teaching for his 
parishioners, and his role in the business could not be challenged. 

The three biographers all give us only the year, 1679, of the chance 
meeting between Canon de La Salle and Adrien Nye! and of the 
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subsequent opening of a school in the parish of Saint-Maurice; Leon 
Aroz suggests 15 March for the first event and 15 April for the 
second. M. Dorigny readily agreed to John Baptist's proposal, saying 
that he had recently been pre-occupied about the need of a school in 
his parish; he spontaneously offered to house Nyel and his 
companion in his presbytery and was grateful for the annual sum of 
300 livres promised by Madame de Maillefer for their upkeep and 
salary. Nyel's flair and experience ensured a successful beginning for 
the venture and it was not long before word reached him that a 
wealthy widow, Madame l'Eveque de Croyeres, a parishioner of 
Saint-Jacques, wished to endow a school for the poor boys of her 
parish. Nyel approached the lady, explained the purpose of his 
presence in Rheims, and offered his services for the charitable 
undertaking which he understood she had at heart. But, says 
Bernard, "fearing that his offer might be refused, he added that he had the 
honour of being known by M. de La Salle, Canon of the Cathedral of Notre 
Dame, who would be able to assist him in carrying out Madame's 
intentums''. 

And, adds Bernard, the mention of that name settled the matter, 
for Madame l'Eveque was not unaware of the young Canon's 
growing reputation for virtue and competence. She requested Nycl 
to ask M. de La Salle to call on her to discuss the matter ... A 
natural sequence of events for the objective historian; a beckoning of 
God's finger for John Baptist de La Salle. He had thought that his 
response to Nyel's arrival in Rheims - his immediate offer of 
hospitality and his approach to M. Dorigny - had sufficiently 
satisfied his conviction that God

,
s will was, to that extent, involved. 

Now the euphoric report from Adrien that Madame l'Eveque 
wished to discuss with him the possibility of a second school 
confronted him with a comparable situation in which the motives 
for assent were no less compelling than they had been in the pr,evious 
case. Little by little, comments Miguel Campos, John Baptist was, 
without yet realising it, becoming directly involved in the provision 
of free education. 

H aving taken the measures needed for the Saint-Jacques 
foundation, he felt justified once more in assuming a passive role. 
The whole enterprise of the schools was Nyel's, and two foundations 
within six months was not only a commendable achievement, but 
was as much as even the dynamic Adrien could hope to cope with for 
the present. Canon de La Salle would certainly maintain his interest 
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in the progress of these two schools and in the welfare of Nyel and 
his masters, but the direct administration of the schools, and the 
organisation of the masters' way of life were, on any reckoning, the 
responsibility of the man from Rouen. 

But, says Bernard, "iJ se trompait bien heurmsement'': John Baptist 
was - fortunately - mistaken if he thought that God required no 
more of him in the matter of the schools. Miguel Campos cautions 
us against a too-ready acceptance of the three biographers' stress, at 
this point, on Adrien Nyel's volatile temperament, his inability to 
"stay put". But he believes it must be admitted that Nyel's 
administrative gifts were unequal to fostering, with success, two new 
foundations in an ambience in which, both physically and 
psychologically, he was still relatively a stranger. The demands of the 
second foundation drew him away from the first and the staff of two 
whom he left to take care of the Saint-Maurice school while he got 
things started at Saint-Jacques, were still inexperienced. It says much 
for Nyel's personal ability that it was when he became involved in the 
second foundation that the first began to falter and the second to 
develop so rapidly that he had very soon to recruit two assistants to 
work with himself. M. Dorigny agreed to lodge all five teachers at 
Saint-Maurice but stipulated a maintenance fee of200 livres for each 
of them. Madame de Maillefer's endowment accounted for 300 livres 
a year, Madame l'Eveque's was 500; John Baptist agreed to make up 
the deficit of 200. A passive role was not an easy one to maintain in 
the developing state of affairs! 

A growing cause for concern was the continuing deterioration at 
the Saint-Maurice school, and before the end of 1679 Canon de La 
Salle had responded to this by renting a house near his own to serve 
as a residence for the group of schoolmasters. Bernard is the only 
biographer to give the location of this rented house, saying rather 
vaguely that it was "behind Saint-Symphorien near the mmpart'', and 
this has subsequently been identified as almost certainly the former 
home of one Mathieu Ruynart in the rue de la Grue. A glance at a 
contemporary map of Rheims shows that this was, in fact, no more 
than a hundred yards from the De La Salle residence in the rue 
Sainte-Marguerite (neither of the two houses survived the 
bombardments of Rheims during the 1914-1918 war). 

By Christmas 1679 John Baptist had installed Nyel and his four 
assistants in the Maison Ruynart and had thereby assumed 
responsibility for their upkeep to which, however, the endowments 
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of Madame de Maillefer and Madam l'Eveque continued to make a 
substantial contribution. The parish priests of Saint-Maurice and 
Saint-Jacques remained responsible for the maintenance of the 
school premises in their respective parishes. But when, early in 1680, 
Adrien Nyel ("a very persuasive man" comments Bernard at this point) 
suggested that the new residence could well house a school for the 
poor boys of the parish ofSaint-Symphorien, M. de La Salle gave his 
consent, thereby undertaking to maintain the two additional masters 
needed for this and speedily recruited by Nyel. "'Fondateur' a ce 
titre", comments Georges Rigault here (adding, however "mais non 
pas encore maitre et chef''), and if we seek to isolate a moment in 
time which explains the Institutc's tradition of celebrating the 
centenaries of its foundation in the eightieth year of the successive 
centuries, this act of establishing a school in the house to which he 
had brought Nyel's men would seem to be a worthy claimant. 

The new opening was, according to Maillefer "in a short time 
catering for mon pupils than the ot:her two". "By this time," comments 
Battersby, "everybody in Rheims knew that Canon de La Salle was 
the one sponsoring the charity schools, and he was left with the onus 
of seeing that they were a success." Nevertheless, as Rigault 
underlined, De La Salle was not "in charge". He was certainly not a 
"superior" nor did Adrien Nyel's recruits constitute a "community". 
They were a group of men without qualification or training, though 
with just possibly sufficient sense of the usefulness of their work to 
render service in return for their keep and a modest salary; but not a 
community. John Baptist was quite ungrudging in contributing his 
now considerable share to the subsistence of the group, and he 
certainly had their spiritual welfare at heart in bringing them together 
near his own home: he hoped thereby, says Maillcfer, to sec them 
more often and he even proposed, and obtained their agreement for, 
a few rules to establish good order in the house. But he still believed 
that the responsibility for their work as schoolmasters rested with 
Nyel. Most of his own time was still absorbed by his attendance in 
choir, his domestic responsibilities and his personal studies: 
significantly, 1680 was the year in which (according to Aroz, who 
discusses the discrepancy regarding this date between Maillcfcr's 
1680 and Blain's 1681) he received his Doctorate in Theology at the 
University of Rheims. 

But, as Miguel Campos observes, the year 1680 heralded a great 
change in John Baptist's life. Thus far neither the ideas of Canon 

49 



Roland, nor John Baptist's personal convictions as to the utility of 
the schools, nor his early experience as a catechist during his student 
days at Saint-Sulpice, had put him in contact.with the real situation 
of poor people. The narrowing of the distance between himself and 
the schoolmasters by his renting a house for them brought the well­
to-do Canon to the threshold of a world to which he was more or 
less a stranger. The upper-class milieu in which he had grown up gave 
him an instinctive antipathy for the uncultured group that Nye! had 
recruited. On the other hand, he was quick to recognise that this 
small band represented a reality which he had known only in a 
notional way from his studies and especially from his involvement in 
Roland's work. Now his direct contact with Nyel's schoolmasters 
introduced him to a first-hand experience of the social miseries of his 
native city: it enabled him to begin to realise, as never before, the 
urgent need of the poor of Rheims for well-run schools and 
competent teachers. Unfamiliar mental attitudes and their unfamiliar 
formulation in words began to shape a change in his own way of 
viewing things, and the alchemy of Christian faith ensured that the 
transmutation took place at a spiritual level and came to be felt by 
John Baptist as a personal vocation, a call to associate himself with a 
particular group of men for a particular mission. 

Blain (observes Campos) is the biographer who analyses most 
perceptively the interior process whereby this crystallisation of an 
option took place - or rather the way in which the exterior sequence 
of events began to converge with the inner responses of John 
Baptist's spirit to bring about this option. Nye! fell short in the 
matter of directing his company of tyro-schoolmasters. A gifted 
pedagogue himself, he yet lacked the patience to share his skills with 
others. He had himselflearned his art by doing, and he assumed that 
his recruits would do the same: the important thing was that there 
should be a building full of boys; experience and common-sense 
would do the rest. And how the masters spent their time outside of 
school seemed to be only marginally relevant. 

Inevitably the schools suffered, and the need to check the decline 
pressed upon Canon de La Salle with growing urgency. His name 
was associated with the enterprise. Merely human considerations 
imposed a need for action: the financial involvement of the two 
benefactresses; the co-operation that had been readily given by the 
parish priests of Saint-Maurice and Saint-Jacques; the growing 
murmurs of disappointed parents - all of whom looked to him, not 
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to Adrien Nye-f, for the remedy. It was a situation in the Founder's 
life which well illustrates Miguel Campos's theme that the interplay 
of human factors, not mystical insights, served to reveal God's will to 
John Baptist de La Salle and to move him along the path of his 
predestined journey. 

Blain tells us that John Baptist now realised that one of two 
procedures must be adopted if the schools were to be saved: he must 
either go to live with the schoolmasters or bring them to live with 
him. And both alternatives were repugnant to him (as we shall learn 
from his own testimony). For advice as to which alternative to 
choose he decided to consult Pere Barre - and this choice, observes 
Campos, was significant in itself. There were men in Rheims who 
could have been counted upon to offer John Baptist wise and 
disinterested advice. He preferred to take the opportunity of a ,·isit 
to Paris (whither Barre had been transferred from Rouen five years 
before) to place the problem before the Minim - not simply because 
(according to Bernard) he considered Barre a saint but especially 
because he knew of the latter's first-hand experience of the task of 
founding schools for the poor, and specifically of his unsuccessful 
efforts to found schools for poor boys. The recourse to Barre at this 
juncture, notes Campos, suggests that John Baptist was beginning 
inwardly to accept that the need for Christian schools was one which 
he, personally, was being called upon to supply. 

Pere Barre's advice was that he should lodge the schoolmasters in 
his own home - advice which, adds Blain with an unexpected touch 
of irony, was easier to give than it was to obey! And Campos 
observes that, in fact, the recipient of the advice showed no 
precipitation in putting it into practice. John Baptist foresaw only 
too clearly the difficulties it would entail. If the saintly Minim had 
expressed God's will for him, the implementation of that will must 
take place with due consideration for the reactions and feelings of all 
who would be affected by it: first and foremost his own family, and 
then his other relatives and friends who constituted the social milieu 
in which he had grown up and which had served so potently to shape 
him into the person he was. And not least the psychological effect of 
the transfer on the schoolmasters themselves had to be considered. 
But the need to save the newly-founded schools was urgent and 
Barre's advice pointed the way. 

John Baptist proceeded by stages. He began, on 24 June 1680, by 
bringing the masters across to the rue Sainte-Marguerite for their 
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meals - a situation which, as Lawrence O'Toole appositely 
comments in his brief tercentenary biography of the Founder, leaves 
us wondering who were the more embarrassed, the members of the 
family or the gauche teachers, untrained in t�e etiquette of polite 
society. According to Blain, John Baptist had already introduced 
reading at table when he first took his deceased parents' place as head 
of the household; if this was so, the continuation of the custom now 
served perhaps to diminish the tension created by the bizarre table­
felJowship. 

The arrangement continued for some months, but the effect was 
to contain, rather than remedy, the deterioration in the group's 
discipline and morale. When, during the Holy Week of 1681, Nyel 
set off (against his host's advice) to explore the possibility of an 
opening at Guise, John Baptist took the opportunity to conduct a 
retreat for the schoolmasters in his home, keeping them there from 
first thing in the morning until after evening prayers. And the 
beneficial effect of this led him to the momentous decision to install 
them fuHy, as from 24 June 1681, at the rue Sainte-Marguerite. 

52 



4 

The Founder's R.ejlections 
on the Beginnings 

Writing about the unsatisfactory situation in the schools, 
manifesting itself already soon after the start of the second 
foundation at Saint-Jacques, Canon Blain continues, in characteristic 
vein: 

"The light of the Holy Spirit WRS alremty revealing all these failings to M. 
de La Salle and inspiring him wit-h the desire to remedy them. God 1ms 
giving him gmce for the work he destined him for.; and this gmce 
incrra.red daily in him and almost in spite of him; for he did not at all 
aspire to tll.ke charge of the schools, and still less of the masten . . .

The biographer then adds, almost casually, the following words, 
which Miguel Campos quotes at the beginning of a deeply 
interesting discussion of the way in which John Baptist reflected on 
the developments - the evenement-clef - outlined in our previous 
chapter: 

"M. de La Salle says in a Memoir written in his own hand to inform the 
Brothers by what ways divine Prwidence had brought their Institute into 
being: 'I had imagined that the care ivhich I assumed of the schools and 
the masten would amount only to a marginal involvement committing 
me to no more than providing for the subsistence of the mastiers and 
ensuring that they acquitte'd themselves of their tasks with piety and 
devotedness . . . "'

Just a page and a half later, after further edifying evaluations of his 
hero's state of mind at this time, Blain quotes again as follows: 

"'It WRS, ' he says again in the Jorrtnentioned Memoir, 'as a result of two 
occurrenas, namely my meeting ivith Monsieur Nye/ and the proposition 
put forward by this lady (Madame l'Eveque), that I began to concem 
myself ivith schools for boys. Pm,i(,usf:y I had given no thought at all to the 
matter, though this mis not for lack of people putting the idea to me. 
Seveml of Monsieur Roland's friends had tried to intemt me in the 
matter. But the possibility had natgained entry into my mind, and I had 
never entermined the notion of doing anything of the kind. If in fact I 
had ever thought that the obligation of charity which prompted my 
concem for the welf,ire oft he schoolmasten would lead me to feel it a duty 
to live ivith them I should have abandoned the work. Fm-, from a natural 
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puint of view, I conwlered as inforiqr IV my mansermnt the men I was 
obliged, especially in the first stages of the undertaking, IV employ in the 
schools, and the very thm,ght that I should have IV live with them would 
have been unbearabk. It was, in fact, a source of lf11"t troubk IV me that, 
at 1111 early stage, I brought them IV live in my huuse, a situation which 
lasted for two years. Evidently this was the reason why God, who directs 
all things with wisdmn and with gentleness and is not at all accustvmed IV 
forte the inclination of men, wishing IV dmw me entirely inlV 
undertaking the care of the schools, did so in a quite imJrrUPtibk way, 
and with plmty of time, so that one commitment led me inlV 11nother 
without my hRPing foreseen it in the beginning. "' 

The first thing to note about these two quotations is Blain's 
explicit attribution of them to "a memoir written in (M. de La Salle's) 
own hand . .. ". And the second point to notice is that Blain's 
inverted commas here purport to be authentic: he does not hedge his 
quotations with an "a peu pm", as we saw him doing with his 
quotations in the previous chapter. Have we then here the very 
words of M. de La Salle as written in the Memoir of the Beginnings? 

Miguel Campos presents us with an exercise in comparative textual 
study which sheds light on this question. Frere Bernard, who was 
the first to use the Memoir, and whose references to it both in his 
biography of the Founder and in certain "&marques" he wrote 
about the biography, leave no room for doubt that he had the 
manuscript before him as he wrote, tantalisingly gives very few direct 
quotations from it. But the first of these belongs to the same extract 
as the one provided by Blain, so that we have a first point of 
refere·nce already. Bernard's passage reads: 

"Let us listen IV (M. de La Salle) himself s-pmking: 'God,' he SRJS, 'who 
conducts all things wisely and nveetly, 1111d who is not at all accustvmed IV 
forte the inclinations of men, wishing IV draw me al.tlgether inlV 
undertaking the care of the schools, has done so in a quite imperceptibk 
miy and in a short time, such that one commitment has led me inlV 
11nother without my having foreseen it in the beginning. "' 

The quotation is not identical with the corresponding one in Blain 
but it is encouragingly close. The few differences emerge from the 
above literal translation as follows: Blain's "with wimom and with 
gentleness" ("am sagesse et am: douceur'') appears in Bernard as "wisely 
and sweetfy'' ("sngnnmt et S'UIJJ>m1mt''); Blain's ''entirely" ("entirmnmt'') 
is in Bernard "alf'l]tther" "tvut d fait"; where Blain has "with plmty 
of time" ("en beaucoup de temps') Bernard has "in a short time" ("en 
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peu de temps'7); Blain's "RJ that" ("de SDrte que'7) appears in Bernard as 
"such that" ("de telle sorte que'7); and Blain uses the past historic 
tense where Bernard has the perfect. Otherwise the two quotations 
coincide, and only one of the differences is of any significance, 
namely the reference to the length of time involved. 

Maillefer does not seem to have had access to the Founder's 
manuscript itself, since he ascribes his one citation to a letter of M. 
de La Salle. Nevertheless, his quotation (which again, usefully for 
our purpose, is identifiable with those common to Blain and 
Bernard, already quoted) has obviously its source in the Memoir. In 
his 1723 version of his biography of his uncle, Maillefer wrote: 

"Here is how (M. de La Salle) explains the situation to one of his 
friends in a letter which he wrote to him on the subject�· 'God who 
conducts all things with wisdom and gentleness and who is not at all 
accustomed to forte the inclinations of men, wishing to dmw me into 
undertaking entirely the care of the schools, has done so in a quite 
im�eptible miy and in a short time so that one commitment led me into 
another without my having foreseen it in the beginning."' 

This is identical with Blain and Bernard where they are identical 
with each other, except in one detail: where they have "the 
inclination of men" Maillefer has "the inclinations of men". For their 
discrepancies, Maillefer coincides with Blain in "entirely'' and "RJ 

that" and "led me" and almost, but not quite, in "with wisdom and 
gentleness" (Maillefer omits Blain's second "with"); he coincides with 
Bernard only in "has done so" and in "in a short time". In his 1740 re­
draft of his biography (written seven years after the publication of 
Blain's work) the Maurist retains his 1723 text of the passage quoted 
except in three details in which he brings it into line with Blain: 
"with gentleness", "the inclination" and "did so''. 

It is possible to extend the area of comparison beyond this very 
brief passage - at least between Blain and Bernard (since Maillefer 
affords no further evidence of use of the Memoir). The long passage 
we have quoted from Blain has its counterpart in Bernard who, 
however, instead of claiming to cite the Founder's words, 
incorporates them into his narrative as follows (the underlining 
draws attention to the resemblances with Blain): 

"It WM thus that God made us;e of these two pmons, namely Monsieur 
Nye/ and Mmiame L 'EVtjue, to bring Monsietn- de La Salle to take 
ch of these schools, a thing to which he hadg�n no th ht at all, as 
we htm-e pm,iqusly remarked and as he hims,elf testi in his manuscript . 
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It is true, however, that sevmu pmons whom he knew and who had been_ 
associalltll with the late Mcmsieur RD/and, had someti.mes fmJl)oJtd that 
he should undmRlte the founding of schools for boys as Monsieur &land 
had done for girls. But this proposition had nev.er gained entry into his 
mind and he had ne,,er had the sligh1test thought of doing anythi o the 
==z 

,n view of his obligr,liqns as canon, his care o t 
community of Sisters and his nsponsibility for his family. And if he had 
th ht at that time that such a commitment would hm,e ob • him' 

,gquently to we with these schoolmastrn, he w.ould ner,,er have 
undertziken the can either o[the ·""1.ften or of the schools. For, from a_
natuml point of view, he had on{>' a poor opinion of.. these ""1.ften, who 
were quite without culture, and it would consequently have been 
unbeamb/e for him to think that he mig.ht have to live with them. He did 
in t suffer much when he rst introduced them into his home but this 

not g.PP,en until two 1fRTS later.". 
And two or three pages further on there is the following reflection 

in the same vein: 
"He had imagined, as � himself SRJS, that the direction he would 
assume of the schools and of the ""1Sten would htiiie been onl a ma inal 
invo 'ement w it wou ,n no miy ,m ,n t eiriijjiirif;other t an 
to ensun, by going to see them someti.mes, that they applied themselves to 
their eme_loyment with devotion and to tlike can that they had what mr

necessary to live. , ,
We are left with the impression that Bernard is simply transposing 

the first person singular of the manuscript to the third person 
narrative which he preferred for his purpose. 

This brief comparative study of the texts is more than a mere 
academic exercise. It serves to assure us, on any reasonable grounds, 
that in the important extracts from Blain quoted at the beginning of 
this chapter, we are reading, if not the absolutely verbatim 
reproduction of what M. de La Salle wrote in his Memoir, certainly as 
near a transcript as makes no difference. In other words, we have 
here one of the occasions when we can see the Founder as the man 
he really was, undistorted by any personal "reading" on the part of 
the biographer. By offering such quotations, Blain is (inadvertently, 
no doubt) providing his readers with a means of checking the validity 
of his own interpretations, specifically his edifying commentaries and 
his tendency to draw lessons from the virtues exemplified by his 
hero. It is hardly in keeping with the general tone of the biography 
to be told ofJohn Baptist's repugnance at the very thought of having 
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to live with the first schoolmasters or that he considered Nyel's men 
inferior to his own manservant - a. remark which can hardly escape 
sounding snobbish. 

Yet the most striking feature of the religious experience of John 
Baptist de La Salle revealed in this parole-force which is known as the 
Memoir of the Beginnings is, says Miguel Campos, his unswerving 
orientation in the direction of God's will. In all that happened he 
looked for the will of God, and having discovered it he followed it, 
without hesitation and without compromise. But he did not indulge 
in subjective interpretations of what the will of God might be, or in 
dreams of unrealisable projects. His search for that will was 
characterised by a critical, unhurried attention to the facts of 
existence in a world of human beings. Adherence to God's will 
inevitably entails commitment to a cause recognisable in human 
terms. So John Baptist took Adrien Nyel seriously. Because he 
believed that the provision of free Christian education for boys must 
be in accordance with God's will, the success of Nyel's project 
became a matter of first importance to him. But the measures he 
adopted to foster that success were based on quickly-perceived 
judgments of the possibilities and limitations of the existential 
situation prevailing in Rheims at that time. 

Nor must we lose sight of the fact (clearly revealed by the Memoir) 
that these same measures, ll> shrewdly considered and then so 
assiduously pursued, had simply the success ofNyel's project in view 
- no more than that. John Baptist did not (he assures us himself)
recognise in these events God's summons to himself; he did not
perceive that Providence was using Nyel as the catalyst of his own
vocation. He had entered into the Rouen visitor's undertaking on
the assumption that his role would entail only a "ma'l!inal
involPement" - it would be the role of a counsellor, a protector even,
operating from the exterior of the project's development, the
responsibility for which would be Nyel's own. He had thought that
once the enterprise was launched (and he would do all he could to
bring this about since he was convinced that God wanted it) he could
withdraw and resume the even tenor of his life as a Canon of the
Rheims Chapter and as head of the family home. Had any intuition
occurred to him that he might eventually become internally involved
in the enterprise to the extent even of having to live side by side with

Nyel's first recruits, such an intuition would (on his own admission)
have been simply "unbramble".
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But still more significant is the evidence contained in the quoted 
passages that John Baptist came, in time, to realise that all that had 
happened before his meeting with Adrien Nye! was leading him, in 
the divine plan, towards his life's work. God, who "directs all things 
with wulUJm and with gentleness", had been "educating'' John Baptist, 
gradually and imperceptibly, into his vocation, without advertence 
on John Baptist's part, without pressure on God's. For the young 
Canon, with a distinguished ecclesiastical career comfortably ahead 
of him, the concrete facts of the unfolding situation were, so to 
speak, bearers of revelational truth: the revelation that he was being 
guided into a far-reaching participation in God's salvific purpose for 
mankind; the revelation also that without divine help he would have 
been incapable of overcoming his natural repugnance regarding the 
idea of living with the uncultured men assembled by Adrien Nye!. 
That he gained that help and overcame his repugnance was due to his 
steadfast willingness to be directed by God's guiding hand, leading 
him progressively on to an increasingly firm acceptance of whatever 
might be entailed, and ultimately to an irreversible entry into the 
world of schoolmasters and schools, and through them into the 
world of the poor. 

Two phrases of the Memoir are of special interest in this 
connection: "God, who directs ('conduit') all things" and "om 
commitment led ('conduisit? me inm another''. They testify to John 
Baptist's retrospective conviction that his life had been unfolding 
under the continuous influence of Providence. Sensitivity to the 
benevolent and sure direction of Providence was the constant factor 
of his· spiritual experience, but it was a sensitivity activated by the 
events succeeding one another in his day to day existence. His use of 
the same verb "conduire" for the action of God in his life and for the 
cause-and-effect sequence of his own accepted commitments 
underlines this. Not that he was in some way "manipulated" by 
Providence, compulsively or passively finding "signs" of the divine 
will in every turn of events. (Campos notes that the word 
"Providence" itself does not appear in any of the quoted extracts 
from the Memoir.) On the contrary, as he emphasises himself in the 
Memoir (using the strong negative "point" rather than "pas') "God 
does not force the inclinatwn". Each commitment is made with 
deliberation, the human .factors being taken into account and the 
pros and cons fully weighed. But, once made, the choice is without 
reservation. When John Baptist wrote that he had in the first place 
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imagined that the care which he had assumed of the first two schools 
and their masters would mean no more than a "marginal 
involvement", we are not to take this to mean that he was half-hearted 
in assuming that care: the spontaneity and persuasiveness of his offer 
of hospitality to Nycl, as well as the busy consultations he 
immediately embarked upon sufficiently demonstrate the contrary. 
But at that time he believed that God's will required no more of him. 
It was the sequence of one commitment after another, each 
recognised as willed by God and therefore unreservedly accepted - a 
sequence amounting to what, in Miguel Campos's terminology, was 
the first tvenement-clef in the founder's life-story - which brought 
him to the full consciousness of his place in God's redemptive plan. 
And the Memoir of the Beginnings is the parole-force in which we see 
him revealing this consciousness. 
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5 

First Steps in Conimunity Living

The biographers go into some detail about the tensions resulting in 
the family circle when John Baptist brought the schoolmasters to live 
at the rue Sainte-Marguerite, and also about the adverse reactions of 
the social circles to which the family belonged. It is necessary to keep 
in mind this backdrop of disapproval and criticism if we arc to 
appreciate the depth of his commitment to God's will which, in the 
developing sense of isolation from former acquaintances towards a 
sense of fraternity with the humble masters, he believed he was 
fulfilling. Nyel's recruits did not all take to the new, disciplined life­
style which the Canon aimed at, and some of them withdrew. But 
any doubt that this might have raised in his mind was turned into 
reassurance when other younger men sought to join the company. 
Bernard and Blain describe this heartening turn of events in words so 
similar that perhaps they drew their information from the Memoir of 
the Beginni'f!!S, According to both biographers the newcomers 
showed a naturaJ talent for teaching as well as a religious spirit and a 
disposition for community life. 

This situation lasted for exactly one year but at the end of that 
period M. de La Salle took the momentous decision of renting a 
house some two kilometres away in the rue Ncuve and taking up 
residence there with his fledgling community. Strangely enough, 
neither Bernard nor Blain gives a date for this crucial development, 
but Maillcfer is explicit: "(M. de La Salle) began to think about leaving 
the family home and withdrawi'f!f ,vith his disciples to a district less exposed 
to worldly distractwns. He rmtai a. house in the rue Neuve, opposite the 
Omvent of the Sisten of Sainu-Clai�, and . . . took up midence t� on 
the feast of Saint John the Baptist 1682.," (In his earlier draft, as if to 
leave no doubt about the matter, Maillefer had added to this: " ... 
one year after he had taken them into his own home. ") 

Miguel Campos provides an interesting note on the significance of 
this date 24 June, and his information serves at once to ratify the 
accuracy of all three biographers in indicating it for the transfer of 
Nyel's men to the family home in 1681 and Maillcfer's in giving it for 
the move to the rue Ncuve the following year; and also to modify 
the impression they all convey that John Baptist chose this day by 
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way of placing two momentous actions in his life under the 
protection of his patron saint. June 24 was, as it happened, the legal 
date at Rheims for surrendering or renewing an option on rented 
property. In 1681 Canon de La Salle had to decide whether to 
continue renting the Maison Ruynart from June 24 for at least 
another year, or to withdraw the schoolmasters from it permanently. 
The following year the rue Neuve house became available for renting 
and occupying on the same date. 

There is disagreement among the three biographers as to the precise 
moment when the term "Brother" was adopted and when a specific 
rule of life began to be followed as a conscious act of adherence to 
community living. Bernard identifies it with the arrival of the new 
candidates while the group were still housed in the De La Salle 
residence; and he adds that a religious habit was also adopted at this 
time. He further mentions that the prayers in common were referred 
to from the beginnings as "the exercises" and that the ones used at 
this earliest stage were still in use in all the houses of the Institute at 
the time Bernard was writing - forty years later. Maillefer is in 
general agreement with Bernard though he places these various 
developments shortly after the transfer to the rue Neuve. He 
mentions that not only the term "Brother" began to be used but that 
the title "Brothers of the Christian Schools" was adopted, another 
gesture of self-identification as a community. Blain, on the other 
hand, attributes the introduction of such structures to the formal 
assemblies which in due course came to be held, a chronology which 
Miguel Campos considers more probable and which, on the 
particular question, at least, of the adoption of the habit, has the 
support of a statement in the Founder's own hand: writing in 1690, 
John Baptist declared (in his Memoir on the Habit) that the habit had 
been in use in the Society for five years, which indicates 1685 as the 
date of its adoption - three years later than the time proposed by 
Bernard and Maillefcr. 

But whatever the historical reality of these details, the concept of 
"community", as Campos emphasises, dates from those early days in 
the family home in the rue Sainte-Marguerite. The implementation 
of the idea of community was not something imposed by John 
Baptist, but the product of an interaction - of the action of the 
leader proposing the needs of a new lifestyle, coalescing with that of 
the new applicants who sought to join because they felt attracted to 
the way of life envisaged by the thirty-year-old Canon. The 
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community, in concept and in visible reality, grew from a merging of 
John Baptist's spiritual journey, faithfully following the successive 
signposts of his life's events pointing him always to the fulfilment of 
God's will, and the spiritual journey of young men who, at the 
outset of their careers, began to sense already that God had a plan for 
them also. 

Campos believes that a correct perspective of the transfer to the rue 
Neuve requires that it be seen as the culminating point of a preceding 
sequence of events, the terminus, so to speak, of one early stage in 
the Founder's journey. The developing sense of community is 
intimately linked with the radical decision to quit the De La Salle 
household. Maillefer and Blain blur this connection by suggesting 
that the first essays in community living occurred only after the 
transfer to the rue Neuve had been made. The difficulty about this 
suggestion of the biographers is that it is called into question by 
information supplied by themselves. Blain is specific that "it 1vas at 
the end of the year 1681 and the beginning of the fol/Qwing year 1682 that 
the schoolmasten' d1vd!ing ("la maison des Mai.tres d'Ecole") _began to 
assume the true fonn of a community. " Already the strange use here of 
the phrase "/a maison des Maitres d' Ecole" introduces an element of 
vagueness into Blain's information, since he himself has just 
informed his readers that M. de La Salle took the masters into his 
own home on 24 June 1681, six months, at the most, prior to the 
development indicated in the passage just quoted. 

Both he, therefore, and Maillefer are correct in placing the first • 
beginnings of true community life about the middle of the year of 
residence at the rue Sainte-Marguerite, but distort the reality by 
suggesting that these beginnings took place only after the move to 
the rue Neuve. Campos excuses this misrepresentation by suggesting 
that the biographers were no doubt trying to present a linear and 
logical account of what happened, but that the extremely rich 
religious experience they were trying to describe in fact transcended 
logical analysis and presentation. But it is a distortion which needs to 
be corrected because it obscures the fact that it was while he was still 
in the family home that John Baptist came to realise that there was a 
fundamental opposition between the values of the world he had 
grown up in and those of the world to which he was being 
ineluctably drawn by his determination, at whatever cost, to follow 
the line of God's will. It was here also that he realised that the 
motivation of Nyel's original group - a modest living for well-
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intentioned services - was inadequate for the work which, in God's 
plan, needed to be done. But when these departed, God showed 
him that there were others who were able to discern that God might 
need t:hem to fulfil a purpose for the salvation of the poor and who 
would be content to learn from Canon de La Salle, and from one 
another in fraternal communion, how best to respond to that need. 
He had brought Nyel's men into his home because he felt constrained 
to provide the opportunity and guidance for disciplined living which 
he deemed essential for the success of the schools. When he left it a 
year later with the group of young men who had largely replaced the 
first-comers, it was as the superior of a religious community in the 
making. 

And when, on that June day in 1682, he closed the door of the 
family home and walked, with his "community", across the town to 
the newly-rented house in the rue Neuve, he was expressing a radical 
option, what Miguel Campos calls a personal "exodus". But (says our 
guide) it would be misleading to interpret his action, as the 
biographers seem to do, as a sort of flight from the world. On the 
contrary, he was making himself available, as never before, to the 
world which God so loved that he gave it his only-begotten Son. 
John Baptist nm renouncing a world which offered him comfort, 
success and social prestige in exchange for a world which had nothing 
to offer him but which sought much from him. But he was not even 
intending a gesture of adverse judgment on the former by his act of 
renunciation. He was merely responding to a conviction, to which 
the sequence of events had led him, that the irreducible 
incompatibility between two sets of values required the choice of one 
or the other. 

Blain devotes a number of pages simply to describing and 
illustrating the fervour that reigned in these early days at the rue 
Neuve. The personality of the leader made a profound impression 
on the young men who had spontaneously presented themselves for 
admission to the community and all, says Blain, ".felt a holy desire to 

follow in his Jootneps along the arduous path of petftction". Needless to say 
the biographer gives full scope in this part of his story to his tendency 
to inflate his theme, and here, as elsewhere, his almost ingenious 
ability to say the same thing over again in different eloquent terms 
does not make for easy reading. But a certain thread of factual 
information runs through the embroidery and an impression of 
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intense fervour in this first community convincingly remains. The 
finely-balanced rapport between the young men and the Canon is 
strikingly conveyed by the fact that they insisted that he, and no 
other, should be their confessor, despite his protracted reluctance to 
agree. The names of a few of these early disciples, mentioned by 
Blain, belong, it is not too fanciful to say, to the "Fioretti" of the 
Institute. Nicolas Bourlette was the son of well-to-do parents who 
tried repeatedly but in vain to make him return home from the 
austere life at the rue Neuve. He was teaching at the Laon school 
with another Brother who fell ill and had to be absent from his work. 
Nicolas undertook not only to take care of his class along with his 
own, but also to be infirmarian to his sick companion. The parish 
priest of the school concerned, worried about the effect of this 
excessive work on the health of Brother Nicolas, urged him to tell 
the children to stay away from school for a couple of weeks. Nicolas 
respectfully replied that he couldn't think of doing such a thing 
without authorisation from M. de La Salle, but to put the kindly 
pastor at case he added, "Father, I have my right foot in my class, my 
left one in the other class, my mind with my sick Brother, and my 
heart in heaven". Blain had the story from the priest himself, still 
living at the time Blain was writing. 

Brother Maurice (his family name is not given) is described by Blain 
as seeming to be "a reincarnation of Jesus Christ", providing his 
companions with the "very image of our Loni as he was 1vhen he lived on 
earth;'. And when Maurice died young, it could be said of him 
"what the people said of Jesus Christ himself: 'He hath done all things 
well"'. 

Maillefer, more restrained and concise in his portrayal of the young 
community, nevertheless finds an image of it in the early pages of the 
Acts of the A port/es. "The Brothers," he writes, "had now only one heart 
and one mind. They dwelt together ingre:at peace, assisting one another 1vith 
tender and compassionate kindness. Everything was regarded as the possession 
of all, and no selfish intertst mu a/JQwtd tv intrude. The union maniftmd 
by their regular life recalled the life of the first Christians". 

Meanwhile the work of the ailing schools had made a striking 
recovery ("Jesus Christ," says Blain in a characteristic comment, 
"could have said of it: Behold, I make all things new through my 
sermnt. '') and requests for further openings began to reach John 
Baptist. A primary source in support of this fact is available in the 
form of the earliest known letter in the Founder's handwriting. It  
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was an acceptance of a request from the Mayor and Aldermen of 
Chateau-Porcien, and the gracious wording of the letter suggests that 
the request had given joy and encouragement to the recipient. The 
letter carries the date 20 June 1682 - just four days before the 
group's migration to the rue Neuve - and the Chateau-Porcien 
authorities are assured that two "schoolmasters" (the term "Brother" 
presumably not yet adopted) would be sent on the following 
Saturday which, in that year, was the 24th itself. An opening had 
been made at Rcthel the previous March, and in the same year 
schools were opened at Guise and Laon (though these were 
established by Nyel, acting almost independently of John Baptist 
who wanted more time to consolidate the training of the young 
people at the rue Neuve). 
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6 
Point of No Return 

As in the early Church, then, the interior life of the community 
was developing alongside apostolic response, and Maillefer's koinonia 
projection for the first Lasallians seems appropriately chosen. But the 
parallel goes further than this for - as in the early Church - a 
temporary disturbance to the prevailing unity of mind and heart 
occurred, which was to have far-reaching effects in furthering God's 
purpose. Maillefer's own account of the contretemps will serve to 
put us in the picture. Immediately after telling us that the spirit of 
the new community "recalled the lift of the first Christians", he adds: 

"But there was one failing which the devil war able to exploit, namely 
their excessive concern for the future. Their living standard was 
exceedingly modest and they possessed no personal capital at all, and so, 
from time to time, they be.came somewhat depressed at the prospect of what 
would happen to them if M. de La Salle fimnd that he could not remain 
with them. Chimerical ideas about this entered their minds and made 
them anxwus and discoumged. M. de La Salle noticed this, and when he 
arked them about it they told him frankly that they could see no stability 
or permanence in thei.r situation. It would take very little, they said, to 
upset· everything, and it was a gloomy prospea for them to sacrifice the 
years of their youth in the service of others and not be sure that at the end 
of their days they would have a place to retire to and means to rest from 
their labours." 

According to both Maillefer and Blain, John Baptist countered this 
with a speech which both quote, Maillefer in summary, Blain, 
apparently, in full. It is Blain's version that Miguel Campos cites, 
commenting that although it is clear that Blain has personally 
influenced the wording (the style is prolix and preachy, and therefore 
quite uncharacteristic of the Founder) there is sufficient verbal 
resemblance between his version and Maillefer's to justify the belief 
that both have used an authentic source. Here is how Blain puts it: 
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"Men of little faith, your lack of trust sar limits to a benevolence which is 
unlimited. Surely if that benevolence is infinite, univ:ersal and 
uninterrupted (and none of you doubts that it is !D) it will always be 
concerned for you and will never fail you. You seek assumnces. Are they 



not to be found in the pages of the Gospels? The word of Jesus Christ is 
your guamntu, and you could have none man reliable since it was 
endqned with his blood and sealed with the seal of his infallible truth. 
Why then are you beginni'!!] to waver? If the solemn promises of God 
himself cannot calm your anxieties and your worries about the future, 
what mere financial resources can take their place? Consider the lilies of 
the fold - it is Jesus Christ hi:mselfwho invites us to do so - and the 

gmss of the fold; and admire the opulence of beauty with which God has 
clothed them. Nothi'!!] is /acki'!!] to them, and Solomon himself, in all 
the splendour of his glory, mu not so well adcrned. Open your eyrs and see 
the birds of the air and the little creatures that cmwl upon the ground: all 
ha-ve what is necesmry for life; God prwides for their needs. They have no 
gmin-sl<»'es, ,wr wine-cellars, but everywhere they discover nourishment 
which Providence prepares and puts before them. They do not sow and 
they do not reap, but they find the means of subsistence. Their heavenly 
Father ensures that they do. If his beneficent and generous hand extends 
its care even to the meanest insects which men tread underfoot, even to the 

grass which withers and then serves only for kindli1!!J a fire, can you 
believe, men of little faith, that he to whom you are consecrating your 
youth and devoting your servicr.s now, will abandon you in your old age, 
and allow a life spent in work for him to dmg out its last years in penury? 
Have confidence then in a bounty which is infinite, and honour it by 
entrusti'!!] tJ it all your cam about yourselves. Leave aside all your worry 
about the present and all your anxiety about the future; occupy yourselves 
with what you have to do at each moment as it is given to you, and do not 
burden the day which is passi'!!] with doubts about the day to fallow. 
What you are /acki'!!] for the morrow God will m.pply when the morrow 
comes, provided you know how to trust him. God would work mime/es 
rather than fail your trust. For proof I give you, alo'!!J with the assumnces 
of Jesus Christ, the experience of the saints. The mime/es of Prwidmce 
are daily occurrences, and they cease only for those who /os'e faith. "

John Baptist's appeal to the gospel texts in this speech failed to 
restore tranquillity to the wavering group. As Campos comments, 
they felt that he had not given due weight to their experience of 
insecurity because he had not known any such experience himself. 
The three biographers all quote, with some variations, the response 
the community made to their protector's earnest exhortations. Blain 
gives it as follows: 

"It is easy for you to speak since you lack nothi1!!J. You have a we�paid 
canonry and a substantial patrimony to guarantee you agtiinst want. If 
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our enterprise fails you will still be secure; the disruption of our lives will 
leave youn unrouched. We art men without means, without income and 
without the qualifications needed to gain an income. W hert should wego, 
what should we do, if this undertaking of the schools Wert to colla,pse or if 
people decuied they no longer wanted us? Penury would be our only lot, 
and begging the only means to rtlieve it. "

The response serves to focus our attention on the gulf that 
separated the spiritual stance of the Founder from that of his 
disciples. For John Baptist the assurances of Jesus Christ regarding 
trust in God were words to be taken literally as they stood. His own 
trust in Providence had already, in the relatively brief span of thirty­
one years, been tested more than once, and his reaction in each case 
had served only to strengthen his faith and his conviction that 
unquestioning trust was never misplaced. But the rejoinder of the 
community when he tried to inspire them with a similar sense of 
confidence made him realise that he was arguing from a different 
plane from theirs. Trust in Providence was, in his case, a spiritual 
emolument consequent upon his successive exercises of faith; for 
them it was an ideological concept not self-evidently reconcilable 
with their personal experience of poverty. And the fact that such 
trust was being urged upon them by one for whom the experience of 
poverty was itself no more than an ideological concept (though they 
did not for a moment doubt his sincerity or benevolence) did little to 
make such reconciliation possible. John Baptist was brought, by the 
frankness and depth of feeling inherent in their objection, to the 
point of questioning the reality of his own trust in Providence. Was 
he himself quite so convinced of the dependability of the gospel 
assurances as he was urging them to be? That moment of self­
questioning, the point at which two paths (his own and that of the 
masters) intersected, was an lvenement-clefto which all that had gone 
before had led. 

Canon de La Salle might reasonably, and laudably, have responded 
to these self-questionings by assuring his disciples that all he 
possessed was to be used for their welfare and security; that he would 
ensure, by the material resources at his disposal, that their fears for 
the future would never become a reality. The community themselves 
would have accepted such a response - their reason for voicing their 
anxieties was presumably to evoke such an assurance. John Baptist, it 
may be safely assumed, was fully aware of the arguments, natural and 
supernatural, that might have been put, in favour of so prudent and 
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so charitable a course of action., But he hesitated to act, not because 
he thought too much was being asked of him, but because he 
wondered whether it was enough. Eventually he decided to seek 
advice and, predictably, his choice of adviser was the saintly Minim, 
Pere Barre, he who had earlier given him the unpalatable advice to 
take Nyel's men into his own home. 

The substance of Pere Barre's response on this occasion is quoted 
by all three biographers; and Miguel Campos considers the text to be 
"of capital importance" for our understanding of the Founder's 
development. Blain presents it in these terms: 

"(In answer to the proposition that Canon de La Salle should use 
his wealth to put the enterprise of the schools on a secure footing) 
Barri replied: 'Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but the 
Son of man has nowhere m lay his head.' These words are Jesus Christ's, 
Rnd this is how Pere Barri developed them: 'Who are these foxes of whom 
the sac-red text sp:eaks? They are the children of this world, who cu11g to 
earthly possessums. Who are these birds of the air? They are religious, who 
have the shelter of their cells. But school� and schoolmistresses, 
whose 11ocatwn it ism «lucate the poor in the following of Jesus Christ, 
shtmld possess no more on earth than did the Son of man. Divine 
prwidena must be the only foundatwn on which m establish the n,ork of 
the Christian schools. Every other means of suppart is �ppropriate for 
them; but that single one is unshakable, and the schools themselves will 
mnain unshakable so long as they have no other foundatwn. '" 

The significance of this intervention by Pere Barre is that it 
introduced a radical shift in the nature of the inquiry. By a simple 
and literal exegesis of a gospel text, Barre placed the enterprise of the 
schools on the level of a vocation to follow Christ in utter poverty. 
For Barre it was not a question of how the economic viability and 
security of the undertaking were to be achieved: as he saw it, material 
considerations would only be a hindrance to the success of the work. 
Christ had once warned a man who had expressed a desire to follow 
him that the Son of man had nowhere to lay his head. In Barre's 
interpretation an acceptance of such material poverty was a condition 
of discipleship. The enterprise of the Christian schools was a call to 
John Baptist and to his schoolmasters to follow Christ on that 
condition. The only foundation of the enterprise must be their trust 
in Providence. 

The above must suffice as a brief and too simplified presentation of 
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Miguel Campos's rich discussion of this intervention of Pere Barre at 
a crucial moment in the Founder's life. The deeper self-examination 
co which the intervention led is next studied, and once again it is 
Blain who furnishes the source-text for our purpose. In this case, in 
fact, Blain is the only one of the three biographers co provide the 
text, and this makes it uncertain whether the passage is quoted, or 
even paraphrased, from the Memoir of the Beginni'![JS. But Blain 
presents the passage in inverted commas, and the style of the extract 
is nearer (except significantly in one or two places, which will be 
noted) to that of the Founder's known writings than to chat of Blain 
himself. Furthermore, as Campos points out, the overall effect of the 
quotation is co correct Blain's own understanding of the significance 
of Barre's intervention: for Blain, the Founder was confronted with 
an invitation to give his disciples an example of total renunciation, to 
teach them a lesson of trust in Providence; but for John Baptist, the 
self-examination contained in the passage now to be quoted shows 
that the Minim's reply was a revelation of the nature of God's call to 
him, a summons to a total trust in a Providence that would not fail to 
sustain and faster the apostolic enterprise of the schools. Whether or not, 
then, the passage comes from, or is based on, the Menwir, it is a 
reasonable assumption chat Blain's source is authentically 
autobiographical. 

The biographer presents the text in the form of ten numbered 
articles, the first six of which provide a sort of"state of the question": 
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(1) I cannot open my mouth and ta/It to them of the spiritual 
admntages of pw.erty if I Rm not poor myself; nor of trust in Providence so 
long as I have material guarantees against destitutwn myself; nor of 
pe,ftct confidence in God so long as a quite good inc()me relieves me of any 
need for anxiety. 

(2) So long as I remain as I am, and they remain as they lll"e, their
temptation will persist, since the source of it will continue and I shall be 
unable to offer a remtdy: for my own security will continue to be a 
specious, and even reasonable, pretext for their doubts about the present 
and anxiety for their future. 

(3) A temptation so plausible in appearance cannot fail, sooner or
later, to have the effect intended by the devil: the masters, either as a 
group or one by one, will quit, and feape me with a vacant house and the 
schools without pmonnel. 

(4) Such a withdrawal will cause a stir in the town and will frighten 
off any other persons who may have thought of joining us: even before 



entering, their sense of vocation will fade, blighted by the same temptation 
that will have driven othm out. 

(S) Schools without personnel to dniw upon will certainly fail, and 
those who will have contributed to their foundation, or their heirs, will 
demand compensation. 

(6) Thus , step by step, the institution of the free Christian schools will 
disintegmte and be burie:d untUr its ruins with no hope of ever being re­
established. 

In such terms John Baptist analyses the problem with which he is 
faced. The logical sequence of his thought is noticeable, but the 
principal interest of the argument is that it demonstrates that his 
overriding concern, at this moment in his life, is for the schools. It is 
the down-to-earth argument of a man weighing the likely 
consequences to the schools of his "remaining as he is" so long as his 
group of followers "remain as they arc". It is not the soliloquy of a 
person sensing a call to heroic sanctity and pondering the acceptance 
of Christlike poverty as a response to that call; it is rather that of one 
who sees in practical terms the possible, even probable, cause-and­
effect sequence between his remaining a canon with a comfortable 
income, and the ruin of an enterprise for the poor which is seen to be 
willed by God. 

But renouncing a canonry was, as personal experience had already 
shown him, a far from simple step to take and, in the next two 
articles of the document which Blain purports to be quoting, we find 
the pros and cons of the proposition carefully weighed: 

(7) E mi if there were no reason to fear these gmve cons-equences, ought 
I., can I emi, be the superior of these schoolmasters without ceasing to be a 
canon? Is it possible for me to re-concile the need to be always present in the 
communi.ty for the spiritual exercises and to be always available to the 
masters, with the duties of choir and office entailed by the canon,y? If not, 
then a choice must be made. 

(8) It is true that a canonry is not an obstacle to the performance of 
giDOd works, nor does the necessary atundance in choir to sing the prais:es of 
God pre,,ent one from mulering other services to the Church and devoting 

oneself to the salvation of s;ouls. It is possible to divide one's time between 
these two noble Junctions and thus demonstrate that being a good canon 
does not imply idleness when away from choir, nor does it mean finding a 
plausible pretext for a lift of repose when not required for the office, 

growing fat in slothful indolmce, doi'!!J nothi'!!J in the Lord's vineyard. 
But the tJUestion for me is whether I can be both a conscientious canon and 
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a superior dutifu!Jy in residence with his community. If I were to folfil 
worthily the latter role I should have to forego all the duties of the former, 
since the need to be conslllntly present ;,, the community house would 
make it impossible ever to attend choir. Hence, if both duties a� 
inuoncilable I must malu a choice of one or the other. Five or six hours 
of office every day would mean too great an interruption to my presence 
with a community under my di�ction. 

Campos comments at this point that it is not impossible that Blain 
himself has contributed something to this last article in so far as it 
claims (in a noticeably more diffuse style than that of the preceding 
articles) that compatibility is possible between a canonry and an 
active apostolate: Blain himself was a canon and remained one when 
he was charged with the direction, as ecclesiastical superior, of the 
Brothers' community at Rouen. Be that as it may, the effect of article 
(8) is to weaken the logical thrust of the rest. The analysis developed
in the previous articles had seemed to leave no choice as to what was
the right thing to do. By the end of article (8) John Baptist is saying
merely that if the duties of canon and superior are irreconcilable "I

must malu a choice of one <r the other". The modulation makes us aware
that there is question at this moment in John Baptist's itinerary of
what Miguel Campos calls a "crise de vocation" - of a profound self­
examination as to what God is calling him to; for whatever choice is
made now must be irrevocable.

Hence it is that two final articles remain in the document Blain is 
quoting, and these in fact set out the ultimate criteria for such a 
choice: 
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(9) What consukmtions can guide my decision in this matter? Which 
alternative must I adqptf The greater gwry of God, the �ater service of 
the Church, my personal sanctification, the salvation of souls - these are 
the objecti-Pes which I should keep bej'on me and which must detennine 
my choice. But all these ,wble aims combine to U'lft me to resign my 
canonry in order to devote myself to the � of the schools and to the 
traini1f!J of those who will staff them. 

(10) A final consukmtion is that I no longer feel any attraction for 
the vocation of canon: it seems as if that vocation has departed from me in 
anticipation of my resigni1f!J its duties. This state of lift no longer suits 
me, and although I entered upon it by the proper wriy, it seems now as if 
God is direai,1f!J me to another door wh�by to leave it. The same voice 
which summoned me to the canonry now seems to be call.i1f!J me elsew�. 
I sense this new call ;,, my innermost conscience: however I search my 



conscience this new call is what I hear.. It is true that only the hand of 
God which drew me to my present state in lift can dmw me from it. But is 
it not sufficiently clear that that divine hand is now pointing to another 
state and even taking my hand to lead me to it? 

Miguel Campos points out that the wording of the 10th article of 
the document carries echoes of the Memoir of the Beginnnws. Here, as 
there, John Baptist evinces a deep conviction that God is arranging 
all things for him, is leading him by the hand. In the successive steps 
he has taken to associate himself with the schoolmasters, to the point 
of taking up residence with them in a house apart from his own, he 
has progressively lost all attraction for the role of canon. As he 
himself puts it, the vocation of canon has seemingly left him in 
anticipation of his leaving it. 

But the process has been lengthy, and fraught with uncerta.inties 
sufficient to make his present situation a critical time of option. A 
previous move to quit the canonry, a move which his trusted 
mentor, Nicolas Roland, had convinced him was for the good of 
souls, had only terminated with an assurance that God had wanted 
him to remain a canon - an assurance which he was satisfied to find 
in the refusal of ecclesiastical authority, in the person of the 
Archbishop, to accept his resignation. The present moment of 
decision is more dramatic because a specific enterprise, involving a 
specific group of persons, is in question. If ecclesiastical authority 
were once again to refuse consent for the resignation of the canonry, 
John Baptist would accept the decision: nothing has altered in his 
readiness to see God's will in the external circumstances of his life. 
But he is so convinced, in his "innermost conscience'', that God does, 
in fact, now want him to leave his canonry, that a refusal by the 
Archbishop would test to the utmost this belief that God expresses 
his will in existential circumstances which, in practice, compel 
acquiescence, rather than through personal intuitions which, no 
matter how seemingly well-founded, might stiU be mistaken. 

In fact, signs were not lacking that the Archbishop was no more 
likely now to accept John Baptist's resignation than he had been 
seven years before. The three biographers variously interpret 
Maurice Le Tellier's motives for deferring the audience which 
Canon de La Salle sought from him, but they concur in showing 
that the prelate made it difficult for him to approach him and in 
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indicating that the Archbishop had prior information of the purpose 
for which an interview was sought. 

The first attempt entailed a journey to Paris because the brilliant 
but worldy Le Tellier ("a nobleman first and a church man second", 
as Battersby describes him) preferred the life at court in the capital to 
his routine archiepiscopal duties in Rheims, and if a need to see him 
was at all urgent (and in Canon de La Salle's case it was becoming 
increasingly so) the chance of an interview in Paris was as likely as one 
in Rheims. But John Baptist arrived in the capital only to be told that 
the Archbishop had just returned to Rheims. His journey, however, 
was not altogether in vain, for he took the opportunity to visit his 
old professors at Saint-Sulpice, notably Louis Tronson, now rector 
of the seminary, and Jacques Bailhin, both of whom encouraged him 
to persevere in his purpose. On his return to Rheims, his attempts to 
see the Archbishop were met with the reply that His Grace could not 
spare the time. Le Tellier was hoping, says Maillefer, that a delay 
would lead the now reluctant canon to change his mind and that 
thus the Rheims chapter would continue to have the services of a 
priest whose piety and worth were well known. Blain adds the 
further consideration that the Archbishop already foresaw that the 
resignation from the canonry might well be followed by the 
departure of the valued M. de La Salle from the archdiocese. 

John Baptist, not yet refused because not yet interviewed, believed 
that the will of God allowed him still to persevere with his petition. 
But in order to strengthen his assurance in the midst of a·growing 
sense of frustration, he took counsel with one Canon Philbert, 
Professor of Theology at the Rheims seminary, and a confidant of the 
Archbishop. The response gave him fresh courage. Information that 
Mgr. Le Tellier was about to leave Rheims for one of his prolonged 
visits to Paris prompted John Baptist to make yet another attempt to 
obtain an audience, which was again refused. All three biographers 
report that in this seemingly desperate situation John Baptist went 
into the Cathedral and remained there some hours in prayer, at the 
end of which he presented himself once more at the door of the 
episcopal residence, was admitted, and was given a favourable 
hearing by the Archbishop. The fact that he was able to quote the 
approval of Canon Philbert appears to have carried decisive weight. 
He returned to the rue Neuve and invited the community to join 
with him in singing a Te Deum. The date was 16 August 1683. 
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The biographers are silent on the reactions of the community to 
this decisive step of their leader, but it is not difficult to imagine the 
intensified sense of solidarity produced in them by this proof that M. 
de La Salle saw his own future as identified with theirs; and that his 
choice of life with them rather than the prestigious and lucrative life 
of a Rheims canon was so ungrudgingly made that he deemed it an 
occasion for a Te Deum. Was there any ambivalence in their feelings 
about the reduced financial resources now available to their leader? 
They had earlier challenged his claim to speak to them about ttrust in 
Providence whilst he was in receipt of "a well-paid uinonry" and "a 
substantial patrimmay" to guarantee him against want. But that was 
when they were still unsure that his role would extend beyond that 
of temporary benefactor and protector. If his intention was to 
identify himself completely with the community (to "incarnate" 
himself into it, as Campos's French term has it), whatever financial 
means he had would, they could reasonably suppose, accrue to them 
as a community, according as the need arose. Perhaps at this stage 
they hoped he would not take what they had said about his personal 
fortune as literally as he had done by sacrificing the income deriving 
from his canonry. 

But, according to Blain, he had made up his mind about this, as he 
had about the canonry, some considerable time before. His decision, 
again as Blain expresses it, was based on the words ofJesus Christ: "If 
you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the 
poor ... and come, follow me." John Baptist, says the biographer, 
wished to be perfect, and this wish made it incumbent upon him to 
become poor. It was, as the saying is, as simple as that! The 
procedure of becoming poor was all that remained to be finalised. 

As has been noted earlier, the employment of the patrimony to 
endow the community and· thereby guarantee its viability and 
permanence had much to commend it, even in terms of the gospel 
passage just quoted. As Blain says, the small band of schoolmasters, 
now housed at the rue Neuve and preoccupied about their material 
future, were the first "poor" that Providence had placed in John 
Baptist's path, and who, moreover, had a special claim in that they 
existed as a community only for the sake of the poor whom they 
would continue to serve. And, after all, the enterprise needed some 
guarantee of subsistence: if the community did not find such a 
guarantee in the funds at the disposal of their leader, where would it 
be found? Hardly in the benefactions of other people who would 
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deem it incomprehensible that the founder of the enterprise had 
disposed of his wealth, as it must seem, without thought of the vital 
need of it for the work he was undertaking. Conversely, no 
reasonable person could possibly challenge the wisdom, or indeed 
the admirable detachment, of M. de La Salle if he so generously 
devoted his resources to the work of the schools. Nicolas Roland, so 
deeply admired by John Baptist, had done as much for his own 
enterprise. The rue Neuve community would find calm and 
assurance in such a move, and their vocations would be blessed with 
renewed stability. Such persuasive views, says Blain, were expressed 
to M. de La Salle "by sevnnl penons weliknown for their religious spirit''.

But the words of Pere Barre had made a profound impression on 
John Baptist's mind: "Divine Providence must be the only foundation on 
which to establish the work of the Christian schools. Every other means of 
support is inappropriate for them; but that single one is unshakable, and the 
schools themsewes will 1-emain unshakable so kmg as they have no other 
foundation." Elevated views of this kind, however, are not without 
danger, as Blain comments, for those who would aspire to follow 
them, and M. de La Salle, "being the fmldent man he was, feared the 
possibility of selfdeluswn in taking a pt,.th wh�h feiv had taken before, 11nder 
the pretext of seeking perfection." It was, in fact, yet another dilemma in
the path of the Founder's faith journey, and a prayer in which he 
sought enlightenment is quoted by Blain at this stage. (The same 
prayer is quoted, in almost identical terms, by Bernard, whose source 
of it may therefore well have been the Memoir of the Beginnings.): 

"My God, I t/Q not know whether I should endow the work or not. It is 
not for me to establish communi'ties, nor even to know how they are to be 
established. The task is yours, to be accomplished in whatever miy you 
choose. I da,-'I: not endow without kno1vi119 your will in the matter. I shall 
therefore contn1mte nothing to the founding of our communities. If you 
found them they will be 1ve// founded. If you t/Q not found them they will 
remain 1vithout foundation. I beg you to make known your will to me. "

The prayer indicates a clear leaning towards the daring exercise in 
pure faith counselled by Pere Barre. But just a paragraph later, Blain 
gives us another quotation from an exchange between John Baptist 
and his spiritual director on this question. In submitting his problem 
to M. Jacques Callou, Superior of the Rheims seminary, John Baptist 
expressed his personal conviction that he should freely dispose of his 
possessions without benefit to the enterprise of the schools. But, 
noting a less than enthusiastic reaction on the part of Father Callou, 
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he added these words: "I shall not dispose of them thus if you do not think 
I should. I shall dispose of them only in accordance with your wishes. If you 
tell me to keep something back, be it as little as five sous, I shall do so." 

Taken together, the last two quotations provide an insight into 
John Baptist's state of mind at this juncture. He wishes to undertake 
God's work in a disposition of total abandonment to the divine will, 
an abandonment which includes unconditional trust relating to 
material resources. Yet he remains open to the possibility that the 
heroic gesture may not, after all, be what God wants from him at this 
stage. In fact, however, Blain tells us that the words of the second 
quotation had the effect of transforming the reluctant attitude of 
Father Callou: in Blain's terms, "The humility, docility and submission 
refoctd in what M. de La Salle Jllid com1inced the spiritual diJYCtor that his 
inspiration was from the Holy Spirit". And, as it happened, an 
opportunity occurred almost immediately for implementing in a 
literal sense his gospel-inspired wish to "give to the poor". 

The year 1684 was, says Blain, "productive of nothing but mise,-y" for 
the people of France. A prolonged drought resulted in famine, and 
people crowded into the city of Rheims from the surrounding 
countryside in search of food; normal work was brought virtually to 
a standstill; the price of provisions rose so steeply that people's life­
savings were quickly exhausted. These and other such details are 
provided by the Founder's first biographers, especially Blain. One 
would like to have found corroboration from other contemporary 
documents, and one looked hopefully to our modern authorities on 
the Founder for source references. Disappointingly none are given. 
Rigault seems to take his information directly from Blain; and even 
Battersby, who can usually be counted upon to provide evidence 
from independent sources to vedfy or illuminate Institute tradition, 
offers none in this instance, though he docs add the detail, not 
found in the Lasallian sources, that the winter in this year was so 
severe that the Seine froze from side to side. Bernard is at variance 
with Blain and Maillcfer in giving 1685, not 1684, as the year in 
which John Baptist began to alleviate the sufferings of the stricken 
poor. Leon de Marie Aroz indicates the winter of 1683-84 as the 
likeliest date. 

About the manner of the Founder's distribution of his possessions 
during this year of economic disaster, Miguel Campos enters a 
correction of the impression given by Maillefcr and Blain that the 
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disposal was literally total. Maillcfcr testifies: "He distributed all his 
possessions to the poor . .. "and later, for emphasis, " ... he gave away 
el'erything"; Blain's summing up is that "he gave everything, keeping 

nothing back". The earliest biographer, Bernard, docs indeed say 
that, on the advice of his spiritual director, and "in order not to ,empt

p,.rn,idnue", he kept sufficient capital to yield an annual income of 
200 livrcs. Campos suggests that Maillcfcr and Blain have been led to 
exaggerate by their wish to emphasise the heroic quality of the 
Founder's sacrifice: they arc spiritualising the deed at the expense of 
the historical detail of what happened. It seems corroborative of this 
view that neither mentions Bernard's detail of the annual interest of 
200 livres. But when it is remembered that 200 livres was (as we 
know from other places in the biographies) deemed the minimum 
sum needed for the upkeep of one Brother for a year, it would seem 
that Bernard's own mention of the reserve of that meagre sum was 
aimed at stressing by contrast the munificence of what was given 
away. 

At this point, Miguel Campos refers us to the researches of Leon 
de Marie Aroz for evidence that "the requirement of charity which 
led John Baptist de La Salle to dispose of his possessions in favour of 
the poor cannot have exceeded certain limitations pre-imposed on 
his generosity". Aroz points out that John Baptist at this time still 
had responsibilities for the care of his younger brothers. He had 
legally, but temporarily, relinquished his guardianship in 1676 in 
order to free himself for the preoccupations of his ordination to the 
priesthood. But he had resumed the guardianship in 1680, and was 
still responsible in this year of 1684. Justice would not have allowed 
him to disburse funds which were needed for his three brothers, still 
in their minority, Jean-Louis, Pierre and Jean-Remy. But Aroz adds 
that if]ohn Baptist gave only what it was in his power, in justice, to 
give, he gave all. The actual amount is of little importance in itself. 
"It was the intensity of the love with which he gave, that provided 
the theological dimension for his self-impoverishment." Miguel 
Campos quotes this judgment of Leon Aroz and adds the interesting 
footnote that his confrerc's researches have incidentally brought to 
light evidence of disinterested acts of beneficence on the part of the 
Founder's brothers and his sister Marie, and suggests that this would 
indicate a family predisposition towards generous charity. 

The approximate amount of what John Baptist gave away can only 
be guessed at. Blain says that the patrimony "approached the sum of 
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forty thousand /ivres" but Battersby comments that this figure is 
"almost certainly wrong, and is probably a misprint for 400,000 
livres. The sum of 40,000 livres would hardly have been considered a 
fortune in those days ... " The difficulty about this suggestion of 
Bro Clair's is that (as the facsimile edition of Blain, published in the 
Cahiers Lasalliens series, shows) the biographer wrote '' ... quaninte 
mi/le livres". A misprint of 40,000 for 400,000 would be more 
understandable than a substitution of "quarante" for "quatre cent". 
Frere Emile Lett, author of /es Premiers BilJgraphes de Saint Jean 
Baptiste de La Salle, also suggests "more than 400,000 livrcs", as the 
realistic figure and claims that the information provided by Frere 
Bernard justifies such an estimate. Bernard's relevant information is 
as follows: "(M. de La Salle) began therefore to distribute his possesswns to
the poor in the year 1685 ... and this went on for a considmwle length of 
time until he had very little left. Nqw the daily distribution of bread 
amounted in mlue to about a hundred pistoles; there were besides primte 
donations in money . . . " A pistole was equivalent to 10 livres, so that, 
according to Bernard, John Baptist's daily distribution amounted to 
1000 livres. If the famine lasted more than a year (Blain says it lasted 
two) Lett's calculation seems convincing enough. But Aroz 
considers it to be out of the question and substantiates his view by 
reference to now available documentation on the Founder's family. 
There is uncertainty also about what the figures mentioned would be 
equivalent to in modern currency. An interesting discussion relevant 
to this particular point can be found on pp.63-64 of Beginnings: De 
La Salle and his Brothers edited by Luke Salm FSC (Romeoville, 
1980). 

Incidentally, Leon de Marie Aroz has a comment on the purposes 
to which, according to Bernard, the annual reserve of 200 livres was 
put by the Founder, namely "to make possible the long and difficult 
journeys he had to undertake, and also to add to the Ii/miry needed by himself 
and the community"; in part, also, for the maintenance of the 
community chapel. Aroz points out that when, thirty five years 
later, John Baptist felt that his life was nearing its end, he made over 
to his successor, Frere Barthelemy, by an act of cession dated 11 
August 1718, his library which (as Aroz comments) amidst all the 
difficulties and disappointments he had endured, he had never 
ceased to add to and enrich. This prompts a further reflection on the 
part of Aroz, namely, that perhaps the Founder, in thus caring for 
his library and then formally bequeathing it to his successor, wished 
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by his example, rather than by specific instruction, to show what 
should be the ever-present concern of his community of educators; 
to convey the principle that schoolmasters mus! never cease to be 
students, that teaching others necessarily involves teaching onself; in 
a word, to show that he wished the pursuit of knowledge and 
culture to be indissolubly linked with the vocation of teaching 
Brother. 

Accepting then Frere Bernard's assurance about this insignificant 
reserve of 200 livres, and allowing for whatever provision he felt 
obliged, in justice, to make for those of his family for whom he was 
still responsible as guardian, we may be sure that, by the time the 
needs of the famine-stricken poor of Rheims had absorbed his 
personal resources, he was as bereft of material security as the men 
who had challenged his right to speak to them about trust in the 
providence of God. Ironically, these men now questioned the 
wisdom of what he had done and, according to Blain, voiced an 
anxiety about a future now more uncertain still, since their leader 
was as poor and resourceless as themselves. But he was able now, 
from a stronger position by far, to reassert his serene confidence in 
Providence on whom alone, he reminded his disciples, the 
community was founded. Moreover, his earlier assurances that 
Providence would not fail them if they kept faith, had been tested 
during the protracted famine and had been proved well-judged. 
Both Blain and Maillefer quote a statement made by the Founder to 
the community at this time: 

"Think back, my dear Brothen, to the trying times we have just come 
through. Before your eyes the famine has shown what suffering it nw able 
to bring to the poor and what inroads it could make into the resources of 
the rich. This city became little more than a workhouse for the poor who 

floclud to it in their misery to eke out lives threatened with death by 
sta1vati,0n. During all this time, when even the rich were unsure rf 
finding mad to buy, » mn and precious had it become, did you go short? 
Thanks be to God, although we now have no menue, nor mpitZJI to 
provide revenue, we have seen these two dreadful years come and go 
without finding ourselves lacking what was necessary. We owe nothing to 
anybody, though many wealthy communities have brought disaster on 
themselves by borrowing and by dimdvantngeous selling, in order to 
provide means of subsistence. "
It was as he had said it would be: Providence, the community's 

sole foundation, had proved so soon a true foundation. And thus it 
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would continue so long as faith flourished as the distinguishing mark 
of his followers. The biographers mention in this context that the 
Founder used to say: "Our Brothers will survive on condition that they 

remain poor. But they ivill lase the spirit of their state if they begin to wok for 
things over and above ivhat is necessary for them." The evenement-clefwe 
have considered in this chapter has demonstrated his claim to speak 
on such matters. He had made himself poor with the poor, for the 
sake of the poor. He had reached a point in his journey of faith when 
the road ahead was the only one that lay open to him. What that 
road would lead him to was still uncertain and unclear - except for 
the certainty and the clarity his faith gave him that Providence was 
guiding him - and others with him - along it, step by sure step. 
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7 

Building Conimunity 

Miguel Campos next focuses attention on the growing awareness 
of a community identity on the part of M. de La Salle and his 
disciples and the shaping of the small company into what, in 
history's perspective, was to be an enduring corporate force for the 
work of Christian education. Dom Elie Maillefer provides the setting 
initiating this development with words he uses about the life in what 
he calls "thecmdle of the Institute" - the house in the rue Neuve. "It 
JmS then," he says, "that M. de La Salle bega n to give them a form of 
community; he p,rscribed a unifonn rule for each period of the day and made 
silence, as it were, a basic principle . . .  " Campos quotes the 
authoritative view of Br. Maurice Hermans that the nature of this 
" unifonn rule" may be discoverable in the 21-page manuscript of a 
"Pmtique Jmtrnaliere" preserved in the Institute archives. It is true 
that this manuscript dates only from 1713, but it is so self-evidently a 
revised and corrected version of an antecedent coutumier (Maurice 
Hermans illustrates this in his edition of the primitive texts of the 
Common Rule published as No. 25 in the Oihien Lasa/liens) that 
"one may, without any hesitation, recognise in it a witness to the 
very first customs introduced into the little community at Rheims, 
probably from the year 1682". 

A look at Cahier Lasa/fim No. 25, therefore, affords an idea of the 
daily routine followed by the earliest Lasallian community. It was an 
austere regime. The day began at 4.30 a.m. and ended with 
retirement at 9.00 p.m. The sixteen and a half hours included four 
and a half of spiritual exercises, seven of school work, including 
preparation and study, one and a half of meals, and two of 
recreation. The balance of school work with spiritual exercises 
indicated from the beginning the specific nature of the community as 
a group of men dedicated to a teaching apostolate for which they 
derived their inspiration and spiritual strength from the liturgy and 
from a prayer-life communal and personal. The benign presence and 
example of their leader, sharing to the full in the life of his disciples, 
had much to do with their generous response. The reminiscences on 
which the biographers drew, provide an image of John Baptist 
unfailingly present at the community exercises and ready, as need 
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arose, to share the work of the classroom, at the same time shaping, 
by his day to day advice, a pedagogy which quickly proved its validity 
in the exterior success observable in the work of the schools. His 
disciples' eagerness to emulate his own penitential practices was kept 
in check by him because he was concerned, says Bernard, "that they 

should not ,veaken themselves for their work in school". 
Campos has an enlightening comment on the Founder's corporal 

mortifications on which the source-biographies dwell at some length 
and in detail for this period in his life. Even these practices, he 
suggests, were directed towards building community.· Mortifications 
and prolonged prayer were seen, in 17th century French spirituality, 
to be the indispensable but sure means of obtaining from God the 
inspiration and light needed at moments of decision. In John 
Baptist's case, says Campos, his mortifications must be seen in the 
context of the singleness of purpose which animated him at this 
period of gestation in the life of the new community, his 
preoccupation to discern God's wiJI and to accomplish it fully and 
unconditionally. 

It was a further sign of the Founder's conviction that prayer and 
self-denial are a necessary preparation for productive decision-making 
that when he deemed the time had come to convene a formal 
assembly of the "principal Brothers", he invited them to inaugurate 
this with a retreat, "in order," says Bernard, "to draw down upon 
themselves all those graces of the Holy Spirit without which they would be 
unable to mlu any wise measures for the futun, but with which they would 
be able to res:olve whate"/1.er difficulties arose in the coun-e of their meeting. " 

The three biographers are at variance in the detail of their accounts 
of this deliberative assembly in the history of the Institute. Br. 
Maurice Hermans has made a study of the divergences, published in 
Cahier Lasaluen No. 2 and his analysis and proposed solutions make 
interesting reading. Here it must suffice to accept, with Miguel 
Campos, as reasonably established, the information on which his 
thesis is based at this point. M. de La Salle convoked, for Pentecost 
1686, an assembly of Brothers representing not only the base­
community in Rheims itself, but also the small outposts of Rethel, 
Guise and Laon established by Adrien Nyel, who had gone back to 
Rouen in October 1685. 

The decision to hold this assembly signifies, as Campos points out, 
that John Baptist saw himself as a fellow-member of a community 
rather than as a superior in charge. The future of the small band of 
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disciples was not now the concern of himself only, nor even of 
himself in consultation with the rue Neuve community, but the 
concern of all. And this first assembly crystallized the growing 
realisation among these earliest Lasallians that henceforth their 
individual existence was bound up with the corporate existence of a 
society whose destiny was, under Providence, the responsibility of 
each. It was their moment of recognition and acceptance that their 
personal itineraries had come to a point of conjuncture, each with 
that of the others, all with that of M. de La Salle. The latter, who 
had reached that moment of recognition long before, confirmed 
their understanding in an exhortation which he delivered to them on 
the eve of their deliberations and of which Blain has preserved (no 
doubt in his own words) the following fragment: 

''You 111ill disrover your life's work in the book of reg,1/atums 111hich will be 
drawn up here-; and the rules 111hich it will contnin will appear accep!Rble 
to you because you yourselves 111ill be the legislators. You have reached the 
point to 111hich I wished to bring you. And now, as I observe your ftn,our 
and your pious dispositions, I ivish to tnke steps to consolidate your 
situatum, to confirm your sense of vocation, to strengthen your fraternal 
union, and to begin the constntctum of t he edifice ofivhich you are the 
foundation stones. "
On these words it may be said that the rules which were to be 

formulated by the assembly would be none other than the regu lating 
customs which had developed among John Baptist's disciples in the 
process of living together during the previous four years. As Michel 
Sauvage and Miguel Campos comment in their 1977 study of the 
Founder's spirituality, Annoncer l'Evangile a,,x Pauvres, the 
regulations drawn up at this first Institute assembly ''were not 
imposed from outside the community. They expressed and 
regularised a lifestyle which the Brothers had already been practising. 
They gave form to an intention to live in accordance with the tenets 
of the gospel. They consolidated a situation and ensured stability in 
providing a formula for an evangelical undertaking already entered 
into. The act of 'codification' was the arrival-point of procedures 
already tested; its effect was to unify with a view to further 
development ... " 

An element of "further development" emerged already before the 
termination of the assembly. M. de La Salle proposed to the 
Brothers the idea of reinforcing the stability of their community by 
binding themselves by vow. The impulse of their first fervour 
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prompted a generous response: they would make the three classic 
vows of the religious life - thereby placing themselves, from this 
earliest formalisation of their common enterprise, in the tradition of 
the canonical religious congregations - and they would bind 
themselves for life. The response was at least a spontaneous gesture 
of total confidence in John Baptist's leadership, but he would not 
have seen it in that way, and his own response, in turn, was to 
moderate their ardour and advise that they bind themselves only by a 
temporary vow of obedience, to be renewed annually. 

This 1686 assembly was notable for a further reason. The 
biographers place in its context the first attempt of M. de La Salle to 
surrender the superiorship of the community to one of its members. 
They concur in interpreting this gesture as a manifestation of the 
Founder's humility and of his desire to be able to fulfil the vow of 
obedience which he, too, had pronounced. But Miguel Campos 
would have us see more in it than just that. John Baptist, he says, 
wished to educate the Brothers to being able to do without himself; 
he wished, even at this early stage in the community's life, to set in 
motion the generating principle of that life without being himself an 
indispensable participant. In a word, he wished his disciples already 
to take their destiny into their own hands. He believed it to be a 
stultifying anomaly that an enterprise which they had shared with 
him thus far, and to the realisation of which they had made a 
contribution, should continue to leave them with no responsibility 
for its continuance and sur\'ival. The assembly yielded to his 
arguments and elected Brother Henri L'Heureux in his place. But 
the new situation was of brief duration: the idea of a cleric, and one 
of such distinction as M. de La Salle, obeying a layman as a superior, 
constituted another shock to the sensibilities of the Rheims haut­
monde. Complaints reached the ecclesiastical authorities and the 
status quo was soon restored Relief was felt by the Brothers - by 
none more than the embarrassr.d Henri L'Heureux - and John 
Baptist again accepted the intervention of higher authority as a sign 
that God did not yet deem the moment ripe for the kenotic gesture 
he had wished to make. 

The year following this first assembly, 1687, is significant for the 
history of education as well as for the internal history of what the 
biographers now refer to as M. de La Salle's "little congregation"; but 
the development which took place is of particular interest for our 
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present study because it demonstrates once again the idea of 
community as understood by the Founder. Bernard tells us that 
several country parish priests, having heard of the good being done 
by the newly established "Christian Schools", _petitioned M. de La 
Salle for the services of a Brother for their rural parish. M. de La 
Salle, says Bernard, felt bound to give a negative response to such 
petitions "because he cDUld only provide tivo Brothen •ther, since they 
1m-e obliged to live in commi,nity." The disappointed cures continued 
to press their requests and a compromise solution was reached, with 
John Baptist agreeing to lodge gratis at the rue Neuve, and to train in 
the art of teaching, selected young men sent to him by their pastors. 
A section of the house was set apart for the purpose and one of the 
Brothers was given responsibility for their direction; the number of 
students quickly rose to twenty-five. This establishing of a 
"Siminain de maltres d'ecoks pour la campagne" has been accepted by 
historians of education as the pioneer work in the field of teacher­
training {the claims of the only rival, Charles Demia, having been 
frequently and sympathetically examined but finally disall9wed). 
Miguel Campos would have us note that the innovatory concept was 
not the product of an inspired creative insight, but of a pragmatic 
need to resolve a tension occurring between the plight of the isolated 
village parishes (whose children, no less than those of the cities, cried 
out to hear the good news of salvation) and John Baptist's deepset 
conviction that the community principle was integral to the life of 
his "little congregation" of Brothers. 

One further development at this time is recorded by all three 
biographers, one which again was in no way due to an initiative of 
John Baptist but which was the product of his response to what he 
deemed to be an encouraging intervention of Providence. Some boys 
of no more than fifteen years of age (presumably pupils or former 
pupils of the Rheims schools) applied to be admitted to the 
community. John Baptist's first reaction was to refuse, fearing, says 
Blain, that these lads "wDUld introduce a schoolboy spirit" into the rue 
Neuve establishment. But their persistence and apparent seriousness 
finally won him over and he organized a separate routine for them 
"appropriate," says Blain again, "to their age . .. but with a view to 
nDUrishiTf!I their vocation and prepariTf!I them for the ministry of the 
Brothm." The same .biographer goes into detail about the 
programme the Founder devised for them and describes it as "one 
calculated to inspire devotion and a spirit of pmyer withDUt overfaci'f!I them 
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or causing them boredom with a succession of spiritual exe,-cises too serious, too 
h'l!J and too concentmtitf8. . . " In the Founder's view they were "tender 
plants to be cultivated with care". Bernard adds the detail that the 
number of these young postulants soon reached a dozen or so. 
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8 
The Move to the Capi,tal 

The next significant advance in the community's development 
cowards maturity was the extension of the work to Paris. When 
Archbishop Le Tellier had become aware ofJohn Baptist's intentions 
in this regard he had made overtures to retain the Brothers 
exclusively within his own diocese of Rheims, offering financial 
resources and diocesan status. The biographers variously interpret 
the Founder's motives for respectfully declining the Archbishop's 
offers: M. de La Salle wished co honour an assurance he had some 
years previously given to the parish priest of Saint-Sulpice that he 
would one day provide Brothers for the school there; Pere Barre had 
convinced him that a move to the metropolis was in accordance 
with God's plans; the already-founded schools in Rheims and the 
nearby towns were producing so much good chat it would not be 
right to restrict the expansion of the work; the capital was the 
necessary centre from which the work could radiate throughout the 
rest of France; and, more personally, John Baptise welcomed an 
opportunity co withdraw himself from the inhibiting influences of 
his native city. Blain is the only one co add considerations which 
modern commentators believe went closest to the heart of the 
matter. "The city of Rheims," wrote the official biographer, "1vhich 
had given birt.h to  the enterprise, would have become its tomb if it had 
remained within its bounds. The Society would not have been able to live 
according to its own rnles, bei'f!} subjected to whatever prescriptions successive 
ecclesiastical superiors would choose to impose. How many times it would have 
experimced cha'f!Jes of this kind without ever bei'f!J able to establish 
unva,yi'f!} mies for itself Still les-s would it have been able to envisage stat,,s

as a religious Congregation, its constitutwns af!lmlVtd by Rome and the vows 
of religion pronounced under the same authority. The Superior of the 
Institute would have remained dependent on the changi'f!j attitiuie:s of 
individual pastors, not necessarily sympathetic to him, and his Brothen' 
confuience in him would have been shaken and his authority 1veakened. "

In other words (as expressed by Miguel Campos) the autonomy of 
the developing society was in question: to have accepted Archbishop 
Le Tellier's offers would have been co put at risk the community's 
independence vis-a-vis its own future. Moreover, John Baptist had 

88 



reached, as we have seen, the profound conviction that the work was 
to be founded on Providence alone: the financial security proposed 
by Le Tellier and intended as an inducement was, in John Baptist's 
logic, a persuasive reason for a negative response. Incidentally 
Campos comments also on the significance of this shift in the 
relationship between the Founder and the Archbishop. His 
deference to Le Tellier's wishes had been exemplified in the two 
initiatives towards resigning the canonry. Bur now his commitment 
to the viability and consolidation of the community was the 
overriding consideration in all his procedures, and although, as 
Bernard says, "he listened respectful(v to thegmcwus proposals of the prelate 
and expressai the utmostgmtittule and humble appreciation of the kindnesses 
he wished to best,ow," he presented his motives for refusal so convinc­
ingly that, in Maillefer's words, "the prelate appeared to approve his 
reasons and spolu no man about the matter". 

Leaving the direction of the Rheims community in the capable 
hands of Henri L'Heureux, John Baptist set off for the capital, 
accompanied by two Brothers of proven teaching ability, arriving on 
24th February 1688. It was, says Campos, "a journey into an 
uncertain future, into a future made up of responses to new needs, 
of misunderstandings, of persecutions even ... " and monitored at 
every stage by a single-minded determination to maintain the 
enterprise in the line traced out for it by Providence, and sustained 
by an unwavering confidence that the same Providence, which was 
the only foundation of the work, would not fail him. 

He placed himsclf and his two disciples at the disposal of the parish 
priest of Saint-Sulpice, Claude de la Barmondiere. The situation was 
new to John Baptist's experience in that he was being asked, not to 
establish a school where none had existed before, but to bring aid to 
one which functioned badly. The tall gaunt building on the rue 
Princesse, to the north of the rhu rch of Saint-Sulpice, housed two 
hundred pupils whom the priest in charge, the Abbe Compagnon, 
helped by a weaving instructor and a boy monitor, was failing utterly 
to keep in order, let alone educate. It was, to say the least, a 
disconcerting state of affairs for John Baptist, but his tolerance and 
tactful consideration were admirably brought to bear in a manner 
described by Maillefer: "His religwus spirit and patience wn� severel_v 
tried. But he contented himself at this early stage with exhorting his two 
companions to bide their time and not become discouragd. by the difficulties 

facing them. He told them that thm ,vas reason to hope that the problems 
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1Vould sort themselves out ivith time. . . He kneiv indeed iv hat w:as needed to 
put things right, but he held back out of considemtwn fir M. Crmpagnon 's 
feelings, not ivishing to suggest any- changes ivhich ivould cause the abbe 
embamissment . . .  Moreover, he hoped that by pointing out, ivith the 
utmost discretwn, the disadvantages of the existing routine of the school., he 
ivould bring the abbe himself to improve thing.s, and that thus the school 
ivould begin to fimctwn ivell without its being apparent that he hims-elf had 
anything ro do ivith the improvement." 

John Baptist was, in fact, well aware that Compagnon considered 
that he and the two Brothers had come to Saint-Sulpice merely to
help him in his unequal struggle with the unruly children, but not to 
take over the direction of the school. The fact that he was willing to 
go along with this ambivalent situation for several weeks - and in 
the constructive way suggested by Maillefer's assessment - speaks as 
much for his conviction that a beginning in Paris was now timely for 
his society, as for his patient forbearance. But when, in due course, 
the parish priest formally requested him to assume full responsibility 
for the direction of the rue Princesse establishment, the changes he 
felt in conscience obliged to introduce inevitably ruffled sensibilities. 
Changes like the organisation of a fixed timetable, the introduction 
of a daily catechism lesson, daily attendance at Mass for all pupils, 
insistence on silence at certain times - all of which produced a 
marked improvement in the behaviour of the pupils and in the ethos 
of the school - could not fail, despite the tactfulness of John 
Baptist's procedures, to seem a standing reproach for M. 
Compagnon. The weaving instructor, Rafrond by name, was deeply 
offended by John Baptist's decision to reduce the time hitherto spent 
by the pupils in manufacturing articles which Rafrond was allowed to 
sell for his personal profit. Rafrond was aware that the parish priest 
had previously supported the use of the workshop for the pupils on 
the grounds that they would thus learn good habits of industry. But 
his complaints to La Barmondiere about the new superintendent's 
curtailment of this activity fell on deaf ears, because the cure could 
see only too well the improvements that were taking place in the 
principal activities of the school. Ra frond withdrew his services in the 
hope of forcing the cure's hand, but John Baptist thereupon showed 
that he intended the trade teaching to continue in the programme by 
inviting Rafrond to teach his skills to one of the Brothers. 

The rest of this part of the story is a sad affair of criticism and 
calumny, initiated by Compagnon and Rafrond and fostered (says 
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Blain with a nice touch of irony) by the parish assoc1at1on of 
charitable ladies - a campaign which achieved its purpose of causing 
M. de La Barmondiere to suggest to M. de La Salle that it would be
better for the peace of the parish if he were to return with his
Brothers to Rheims. John Baptist accepted the suggestion without
demur and proceeded to make preparations for the withdrawal. In
due course, manifesting not the slightest acrimony, he called on the
parish priest to take formal leave, his whole demeanour expressing
courtesy and respect. La Barmondiere, whose personal qualities of
piety and integrity arc vouched for by Blain, knew a saint when he
saw one, and he changed his mind and asked for time to think over
the matter. Again John Baptist reacted graciously and agreed to
continue the work for as long as the services of himself and his
Brothers were required.

Three months later La Barmondiere resigned as parish priest and 
was succeeded by Henri Baudrand who promptly manifested his 
confidence in M. de La Salle by diplomatically promoting 
Compagnon to the administration of the parish liturgy, thus 
diverting him from further harassment of the patient men at the rue 
Princesse. And just one year later, in January 1690, he requested 
John Baptist to provide Brothers for a second parish school in the 
rue du Bae, a request unhesitatingly agreed to by the Founder who 
summoned Brothers from Rheims to take up the new 
responsibilities. Between the two schools, some five hundred boys 
were now receiving the beneficent influence of the saint's pedagogy. 

What perhaps impresses most as one reads the details of this 
episode, as recounted by Blain and Maillefer, is the total flexibility 
shown by John Baptist amidst the jostling to which he was subjected 
during these first months in Paris. He evinced no great hurry to take 
over the full direction of the rue Princesse school, seeming content 
to provide assistance for the incompetent M. Compagnon, and 
concerned to avoid upsetting the latter in the process. When asked 
to assume full charge of the school he agreed because he believed he 
should defer to the parish priest's authority. He took no apparent 
umbrage at the campaign of criticism, and even vilification, that was 
launched against him, but with the support of his two disciples 
continued to work a visible transformation in the school. When the 
misled M. de La Barmondiere asked him to withdraw there was no 
sign of dudgeon, and when the parish priest changed his mind and 
asked him to stay, he and his Brothers merely unpacked their few 
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belongings and resumed work in the schools. It is all deeply edifying 
but, more significantly, it helps us to appreciate more fully the 
motivation of the adamant inflexibility which he was now about to 
manifest in face of a suggestion of M. Baudrand - of that same 
parish priest who had treated him more graciously than the 
vacillating La Bannondiere had done. 

Baudrand's suggestion sprang from his dissatisfaction with the garb 
the Brothers had adopted, a strange-looking melange, designed 
rather to show what the wearers were not - neither priests nor 
secular persons - than what they were. People in the street were 
openly laughing at the calf-length robe, the broad-brimmed hat, the 
serge stockings, the mantle with its no-purpose sleeves. A shame, 
thought the parish priest, that the splendid work being 
accomplished in the two Saint-Sulpice schools should be associated 
in the public's mind with such a bizarre costume: normal clerical 
dress would be much more appropriate! And M. Baudrand, as Blain 
makes clear, felt that, as cure of such an important parish, a 
benefactor who had given the new society a firm foothold in the 
capital city, he had a right to expect M. de La Salle to yield to his 
wishes in this matter. 

But John Baptist saw the intervention in a different light, well 
expressed by Michel Sauvage in a passage of his work CAtechese et 
Laicat, quoted here by Miguel Campos: "It was a question not of a 
mere form of dress but of a principle, that of the internal autonomy 
of the community. The Brothers were indeed collaborators of the 
parish priests in the sphere of the apostolate, and were subject to 
their authority in that domain; but in matters of internal 
organisation they were independent. There could be no question of 
allowing any parish priest to interfere with that organisation. The 
cohesion of the community and, in the final analysis, the success of 
the apostolate, demanded intransigence in the matter". 

But John Baptist was not content merely to adopt an intransigent 
stance - a "take us as we arc or let us go elsewhere" attitude. He paid 
his parish priest and benefactor the courtesy of composing a closely­
argued memoir, explaining why he could not accede to the proposal 
for a change in the Brothers' habit. The care which John Baptist 
brought to the composition of this memoir can be discerned from 
the manuscript in his handwriting which the Institute is fortunate to 
possess. It is obviously a first draft, not the fair copy which, 
presumably, was handed to M. Baudrand. The numerous erasures 
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and alterations visible in the extant manuscript betoken the care and 
effort expended on what its author clearly saw to be an important 
statement at this moment in the community's development, a 
statement of which Maurice Hermans has written that "it does more 
than expound the reasons why the distinctive habit must be 
retained: it constitutes at several points a judicious recapitulation of 
the community's conditions of existence and an adumbration of the 
status to which the community was entitled to aspire". 

Miguel Campos quotes this assessment by Hermans and then 
continues: "The arguments presented by the memoir are not the 
product of a theory but the record of an experience which John 
Baptist had lived through for now several years. They arc firmly 
based on what he had observed and evaluated at first hand. The text 
represents the crystallisation of an experiment in community living, 
and by that very fact it provides a revelation of the Founder's 
personal religious development. In this document John Baptist de 
La Salle appears clearly as a man totally dedicated to the service of a 
lay community which has its raison d'etre in the welfare of the poor. 
He demonstrates by the assurance of his arguments that the 
'Community' (the Founder's only term throughout the document, 
where it appears forty times, for the young Society as a whole) is 
God's work, and that the sum of his own energies must accordingly 
be applied to the task of maintaining it in the line willed by God, 
leaving himself open meanwhile to the further guidance and 
protection of providence." Such an assessment is the basis of 
Campos's choice of the Memoir on the Habit as a parole-fora for this 
stage ofJohn Baptist's faith-journey, and our guide now proceeds to 
analyse and comment upon the document in that perspective. 
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9 

The Memoir on the Habit 

The Founder's own heading for the document is descriptive: 
"Whether it is appropriate to change or to keep the habit which the Brothers 
of the Community of the Christian Schools wear at pr,tent." But the sub­
heading he gives to the opening section shows that the issue he is 
taking up has wider implications: "On the nature of this Community, 
and who they are who compose it."* And his inaugural statement is 
already enlightening on his understanding of the nature of the work 
God had called him to do: 

"This Community is usua/1.,v called the Community of the Christian 
Schools, and at present is founded only on Providence. Those who live in it 
keep a Rule and are dependent for emything, having no personal property, 
and observe complete uniformity." 

The presentation of the Community as "founded only on 
Providence", comments Campos, is in the first place a declaration of 
the status, as yet unofficial, of the Community. But more 
significantly it points to a characteristic and essential trait of this 
congregation: its existence is not the result of a human initiative but 
only of an intervention of Providence: it is God who has founded it, 
not a man. It is reasonable to perceive a close link between this 
insight and the personal experience ofJohn Baptist as revealed to us 
in the Memoir of the Beginnings. It was God alone, "who directs all 
things with w�dmn, and gentleness", who had raised up the Community 
and given it cohesion and identity. John Baptist had not, as he 
understood it, founded the Community: he had simply accepted to 
do what God willed him to do, as each step was made known to 
him. 

The mention, thus early in the document, that the members of the 
Community "keep a Rule" is a reference, of course, to what had been 
approved four years earlier at the rue Neuve assembly, but its 
meaning goes deeper: it signifies that the Community is a meeting­
point of men who possess no personal goods and have no human 
guarantees of security, but who have elected, because of their faith in 

•Quotations from the document arc given throughout this chapter in the translation
by Bro. Clair Battersby who included the Memoir in his De IA SR/le: Lettm 11nd

D«umena (1952).
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God, to "observe complete uniformity" so as to educate one another in 
sharing the teaching mission of their Lord and Saviour. 

In his next statement John Baptist specifies the details of the 
Community's mission: 

"The members of this Community are occupied in teaching in gratuitous 
schools, in towns only_, and in teaching catechism every day, even on 
Sundays and ftasts. "

In this affirmation again (continues Campos) the conscience of M. 
de La Salle is clearly revealed. It is integral to the Community's raison 
d'etre that its members receive no personal payment for their work, 
that they bring the good news of salvation to the poor freely - as 
freely as Jesus Christ himself had brought it. The passage reveals also 
John Baptist's concern to draw attention to the identifying feature of 
the work thus gratuitously accomplished: the task was to be carried 
out in schools, and this presupposed both stability and continuity. 
And the apostolic aim is no less firmly defined: the pupils of these 
schools are to be trained in the Christian faith through what, 
therefore, is to be considered the principal occupation - catechetical 
instruction every day. 

The mention " in towns only" has also significance. John Baptist had 
refused to send Brothers individually to rural parishes, but he had 
established in Rheims a training-college to provide for this need, 
independently of the Community's own urban apostolate. In his 
understanding, the effectiveness and continuity of the schools' 
mission depended on the depth of community life lived by the 
teachers, on the degree of spiritual and professional formation 
mutually cultivated in a communitarian setting. His teachers were 
men of faith; but they became better teachers in a community of 
faith, helping one another to live disinterestedly according to agreed 
rules, their attention centred on God's purpose in their lives. 

Interestingly, it is the project for the training of teachers for the 
rural parishes which is mentioned next in the Memoir: 

"Care is given also to the tmining of teachers for country districts, in a 
house separate from the community� and which is ca/Jed a seminary. 
Those who are tmined thm remain: only a fow years until they are fully 
preptired both with � to piety and their worJz. They art taught 
singi,ng, muling and writing perfectly. They have board and lcdgi,ng and 
laundry fru. In due cours-e they are placed in a hamlet or village as clerks, 
and when they have secured a post, they have no further connectwn with 
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the Community except in so far as is polite and becoming. They are, 
however, welcomed back for the purpose of making retreats. "

In placing this information so early in his apologia, John Baptist 
manifests his personal high evaluation of this offshoot of the 
Community's apostolic endeavour. But he is also showing that 
though the training of the lay-teachers for the one-man schools in 
the rural areas is dictated by the indispensable need for community 
life in the Brothers' calling, it is the influence of that community life 
which reaches out to the country children through the men who 
have absorbed something of the spirit which animates the 
Community. Significant in this connection is the detail that the 
trainee-teachers "have board and lalging and laundry Jre-.e". The 
principle of gratuity is operative here, as elsewhere, for the 
Community is founded on Providence alone. 

Next in the Memoir comes a reference to the young people who, 
back in Rheims, had expressed a wish to join the Community and 
whom John Baptist, responding to what he believed to be a 
providential indication, had formed into a third community within 
the rue Neuve property: 

"ln this Community also are tniined yr,uths who have intelligence and 
some dispo.sition to piety, when they are judged suitable, and when they 

themselves appl.y to enter the Community. They are receiv.ed from the age 
of fouruen or over. They are Jonna/ to the pmctice of mental prayer and 
the other exercises of piety. They are instructed in all that is contained in 
the catechism, and they are taught to read and write perfectly. These 
youths, who are trained and brought up in the Community, have house, 
omtory, exercises, board and recreation seJKimte. Their exercises are 
different and are proportioned to the present development of their minds 
and to what they will have to do in the future. "

The impression left by these lines (suggests Campos) is that John 
Baptist accepted persons so young (provided they were judged 
suitable and had spontaneously expressed the wish to join the 
Community) because he considered them already capable of 
developing a sense of community essential "to what they will have to do 
in the future" 

In thus listing the name and purpose of the Community and the 
nature of its activities, the Founder was declaring that the little 
congregation of the Christian Schools already possessed a sense of 
identity, a consciousness of autonomous corporate existence. The 
members, he was saying, constituted a living unity, expressing itself 
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in a m1ss10n proper to itself. We notice that so far there is no 
mention of the "habit", despite the purpose of the document as set 
down in its heading. The essential truth to be established, before 
what he says about the habit can carry credibility, is that it is an 
established community which has consciously and deliberately 
adopted the garb which the parish priest deems unacceptable. And 
in this connection, it was important for M. Baudrand, and anyone 
else who might have occasion to read the Memoir, to realise from the 
beginning that M. de La Salle drafted his defence as a member of the 
Community rather than as its superior (the term "I" appears 
nowhere throughout the document). It was true that he was the 
recognised head and it had fallen to him in that capacity to write the 
Memoir; but he was not defending a personal choice, with 
undertones of aggrieved self-importance. He was voicing the will of 
the Community, of an autonomous body of men, established and 
sustained by a Providence whose instrument he was. 

The lay character of the Community is next emphasised: 
''Those who compose this community an all laymen, without c/a.s.sical 
studies, and of little culture. PrrrPUience permitted that some of those who 
11pplied, who htui received the tonsure or who htui beg,m their 
humanities, failed to remain. "

The lay status of the Brothers' vocation has been the object of 
much study in recent times, and Miguel Campos refers us at this 
point to such major contributions as Michel Sauvage's Catkhese et 
Laicat and an extended article in Lasallianum I by G. Sanchez­
Moreno Izaguirre FSC. Campos's own comment centres on the 
Founder's phrase just quoted, "without c/a.s.sicalstudies", a phrase, he 
suggests, hardly to be taken as an apologia for ignorance from a man 
who was known to be insistent on professional competence for his 
group of schoolmasters. It was meant only to convey that the 
Brothers were unambitious laymen who aspired not at all to making 
their mark in either a secular or an ecclesiastical career. 

The text expands on this question: 
''Youths who have smrted their humanities, however, will not be refused, 
but they will be received only on condition that they give up the study of the 
classics because, in the first place, this will not be necessary for them; 
secondly, bemuse it might subsequmtly become an enticement for them to 
leave their smte; and thirdly, because the community exercises and the 
occupatwn of uaching require one's whole anentwn. "

It would be regrettable and misleading, says Campos, to read these 
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words of the Memoir simply in the negative sense to which, it must 
be admitted, they lend themselves. John Baptist was himself a 
lifelong devotee of study, and believed that such devotion should 
characterise his Brothers. It would be contrary to the evidence of his 
life and writings to reduce this part of the document to a claim that 
the Founder wished to keep his Brothers in ignorance so that they 
would not be tempted to leave their vocation. He was too convinced 
that each of them, no less than himself, had a personal ((itinerary,, to
follow under God's guidance, for him to impose restraints on them 
of such a kind. No, says Campos, John Baptist, in the words just 
quoted, is stressing the totality of the commitment which his men 
have voluntarily accepted. Community living, entered into for a 
common mission, requires singleness of purpose: to be a Brother of 
the Christian Schools (the reader of the Memoir was to understand) 
meant having a unique, indivisible identity. It must have seemed a 
bold claim so early in the history of the community, but John 
Baptist's experience of the ways of Providence was its firm basis. 

Campos detects in the clause, " ... because the community exmises 
and the occupation of teaching rn,uire one's whole attentwn", an early, 
indirect enunciation of a principle which came to be seen as a 
cornerstone of the Founder's understanding of the nature of the 
Brothers' vocation. Already he is here linking the spiritual exercises 
and the school duties in a unified entity demanding the Brother's 
total preoccupation. The exercises have for their purpose the 
preservation and strengthening of the evangelical dimension in the 
work of the school; the school work gives expression to the 
evangelical inspiration and becomes thereby an extension of Christ's 
teaching ministry. The principle would find a later and better-known 
formulation in the recommendation of the Collection of Short Treatises: 
"Do not discriminate between the particular duties of your state and those 
which refer to your salvation and perfection. Be convinced that you will never 
effect your sa./vation ,non assuredly, or acquire greater pe,fection than by 
fulfilling we/J the duties of your state, provuled you do so with the view of 
doing the will of God." 

Only at this point, when he has delineated the specific and 
inalienable characteristics of the Community of the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools, demonstrating its unique nature both as to its 
religious inspiration and its apostolic mission, does John Baptist 
broach the subject of the habit worn by his disciples. He begins with 
a simple but detailed description of the "distinctiv.e" dress, dwelling 
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in particular on the motives which had prompted the adoption of 
the unusual type of mantle - what the Memoir variously calls the 
"cnsaque" or the "mpote". But the net effect (and intention) of this 
description, according to Campos's reading, is to stress the identity 
of a calling to a particulr task. It was the "mpote" which (according to 
Bernard) the Founder, after considerable hesitation, had given his 
disciples in response to their "insistent n:quests that he should choose a 
form of dn:s.s tha.t ivould distinguish them altogether from secular persons". 
And the idea of adopting the clerical mantle in response to those 
requests, an idea which had exercised the Founder's mind for some 
length of time, was finally rejected both for practical reasons 
indicated in the Memoir, and because, wearing such a mantle, the 
Brothers "ivould have seemed � be fashionably dressed clerics when they 

wen: not clerics at all". The vocation of the Brothers of the Christian 
Schools was distinct from that of secular persons and from that of 
clerics; the habit they wore, correspondingly distinct (to the point of 
seeming bizarre) from both a secular and a clerical style of dress, 
symbolised and! proclaimed the fact. God had brought into existence 
this body of men single-mindedly dedicated to the task of mediating 
salvation to the poor through education. Their garb served as a 
constant reminder of the fact to its wearers, and challenged others 
gradually to accept as providential a phenomenon which they had 
not yet understood. And the Memoir comments apropos: 

"In all communities where the members have no personal belongings and 
pmctise unifonnity in everything, as in that of the Christia.n Schools, the 
habit is either distinctive from the beginning or becomes so eventually. It 
seems mon: appropriate for the good of the community that the habit 
should be distinctive from the beginning, mther than that it should 
become so later, because it is then not so easily changed and because the 
habit which has always been distinctive takes away all enticement to adopt 
the fashion and manners of dress of the people of the world." 

If certain passages of the Memoir like the last clause of the extract 
just quoted, seem to suggest that the Founder is concerned to keep 
his men insulated against all temptations to leave their vocation, and 
that he is advocating a community defensively closed in upon itself, 
contrary evidence, as Miguel Campos points out, is to be found in 
the dynamism already manifested in the growth and success of the 
schoolwork and in the initiative of the teacher-training. If, again, the 
wording of the Memoir here and there conveys, at first sight, an 
impression of simple men being constmined to remain true to their 
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vocation, such an impression, suggests Campos, is invalidated by a 
deeper study of the text against the background of its historical 
setting, of what the biblical scholar would call its "Sitz im Leben". 
The Memoir is describing a process of stabilisation in the transition of 
the Community from a group of modestly-salaried schoolmasters to 
a society rapidly accumulating the characteristics of traditional 
religious life. The uniform and unique style of dress that had been 
adopted was, in the Founder's argument, a psychological aid to 
developing in its wearers a sense of stability, of steadfastness, in the 
challenging process in which they were caught up. That it was not 
seen as a "constraint", or certainly not effective as such, was only too 
evident from the number of withdrawals from the Community 
which provided a cause for concern for John Baptist at this time. 

A further point made by Campos is that the element of"separation 
from the world" which figures in the argumentation of the Memoir is 
not to be read as an adverse value judgement on the world. 
Paradoxically, the Brothers observed "separation from the world" in 
order to be better fitted to exercise a function within the world. The 
habit they wore manifested to the world that they were not 
motivated in their task by worldly considerations. The habit was 
their way of saying to the world what St. Paul had said to the 
Ephesian ciders at Milctus: "I coveted no-one's gold or silver or 
apparel. You yourselves know that these hands ministered to my 
necessities and to those who were with me. In all things I have 
shown you that by so toiling one must help the weak, remembering 
the words of the Lord Jesus: 'It is more blessed to give than to 
receive."' 

A section of the Memoir which has drawn criticism in the past, and 
which is not calculated to find an immediate sympathetic response in 
today's world, is one headed, "On changes ingeneml". At face value 
the views here expressed by John Baptist seem to reflect the kind of 
inflexibility of character which provoked hostility in his lifetime. 
Thus he writes: 

"Thm are ftw changes which are not prejudicia,/ to a community, 
particularly iv hen it is a qtustwn of matt/en in the lmst tJreree important. 
Changes are always a mark of incQ11Stancy and of little smbility. Smbility, 
however, in pmctias, customs and points of rule, appears to be one of the 
chief supports of a community. One change opens the doon to others, and 
ordinarily leaves a lmd impression on the minds of all, or at least some, of 
the members of the community. Most of the disorden and irregularities in 
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a community come from a too great facility with which changes a,'t 
admitud." 

Miguel Campos deems it appropriate to dwell on the inflexibility 
suggested by such asseverations because, in his view, this 
characteristic is not marginal to the Memoir but a cen�I concept. 
But his discussion serves to show the positive aspect of the Founder's 
attitude in this, and to demonstrate convincingly that to equate his 
inflexibility with self-opinionated stubbornness (as some of his 
opponents pretended to in his lifetime) is to misread his meaning 
totally. The details ofJohn Baptist's personal history up to the point 
of his composing the Memoir on the Habit provide a sequence of 
dramatic changes to which he had constructively yielded in the firm 
conviction that such mutations were directed by Providence. The 
community itself was the product of a series of developments, each 
of which constituted a species of change. Neither John Baptist nor 
the Brothers excluded the possibility of change; but no change, 
whether prompted by circumstances exterior to the community or 
by developments within, was admitted without long deliberation 
aided by prayer and penance. In fact, the seeming finality of the 
passage just quoted is immediately qualified by these further words 
of the same section: 

"Hence it is a maxim accepted by al l those 1vho have some experience of 
community lift that, before allowing any change tQ be introduced, it is 
essential tQ give the matter serious thought and examine with care the 
good or er,il effects which maJ mult; but having once allowed a thing tQ be 
estRblished, it is necessary tQ be very circumspect in order not tQ werthrow 
it, except throt,gh an unavoidable necessity. "

The Memoir, then, is not to be read as a "no-change" manifesto, 
the product of a closed mentality. Its argument is conducted 
specifically on the question of the religious habit and the change 
proposed by the parish priest of Saint-Sulpice. This happened to be a 
change which neither John Baptist nor his disciples deemed to be 
desirable at that point in the Community's development. The 
Founder's intransigence in this matter derived its strength simply 
from his experience of God's will from the beginnings of the 
community, and from the profound sense of responsibility that had 
developed in him for keeping the enterprise of the Christian Schools 
true to the divine intention. In defending the claims of his Brothers 
and himself in the matter of the habit he was defending the work of 
God as he understood it. And, as Blain is at pains to point out, 
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worried to find himself in disagreement with his parish priest and 
benefactor, he did not fail to consult persons of known wisdom and 
disinterestedness, like M. Tronson and M. Baiihin (both 
conveniently at hand in the nearby seminary), who advised him to 
remain firm. To arrive at a valid assessment ofJohn Baptist's attitude 
in this matter we need to substitute the word "fidelity" for the word 
"intransigence" or its synonym "inflexibility". The Founder believed, 
and his advisers believed with him, that fidelity to God's purpose and 
fidelity to the persons involved in that purpose - the Brothers and 
the poor whom the Brothers were called to serve - required him to 
resist a change which did not tally with what his experience had 
shown him and which he saw as a danger to the enterprise. 

The Memoir on the Habit, concludes Miguel Campos, was a defence 
of the raison d'etre of a living community, a community in process of 
building structures for the sole purpose of rendering to God's people 
the service God called for. In this sense the Memoir gave thematic 
form to a development extending over a period of almost nine years, 
from the first encounter between John Baptist and Adrien Nyel 
down to the arrival in Paris. From the beginnings the random group 
of schoolmasters, untrained and unorganised, had been influenced 
by the successive procedures of M. de La Salle, himself responding at 
every step to what he had discerned to be God's purpose. The needs 
of the group and the lack of schools for the poor had brought him 
gradually to the recognition that he was the one chosen by 
Providence to meet those needs. From the humblest beginnings, the 
community had progressively assumed a structured form, with rules, 
vows (still, of course, only private in status, but pronounced with 
totaJ acceptance of their binding nature), a distinctive habit, an 
original nomenclature. Far from inhibiting the apostolic effort, these 
structures, developed from within the Community itself and not 
imposed from above, had enabled the Brothers to recognise 
themselves as a community of laymen summoned by God to devote 
(in the etymological sense of that word) their energies and gifts to the 
fulfilment of a common mission, the establishing and directing of 
schools for the poor, in total abandonment to the will of Providence, 
in total detachment from considerations of personal advantage. The 
choice of the particular form of dress to be worn, uniformly, by the 
members of this community, was a carefully considered and 
deliberate choice, a "structure" needed for a purpose which only 
those who chose it could appreciate. Its critics knew nothing of the 
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experience which had led to this choice, and it is not surprising that 
they found the result eccentric. The Community was a new 
phenomenon in the history of salvation. People must come to 
recognise this fact, and their gradual acceptance of the garb 
symbolising the uniqueness of the foundation would be a help to 
that end. But to change it now and to substitute for it the recognised 
clerical dress which was proposed, would remove an element from 
the carefully-balanced structure of the whole, and the future of the 
enterprise would be at least impaired, if not completely jeopardised. 

It was because John Baptist perceived these implications more 
sharply than anyone that he took such pains to answer the objections 
of Henri Baudrand, and it is because the answer derived from its 
writer's profound experience of God's intervention in his own life 
that the resulting Memoir on the Habit can be seen, in accord with 
Miguel Campos's thesis, as a parole-fora telling us much about a 
particular stage in our Saint's spiritual journey. 
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10 

From Communi-ty to Socie-ty 

The hostile attitude of M. Compagnon and the dissatisfaction of 
M. Baudrand with the Brothers' garb were only two of the
problems, and not the most worrying, that confronted John Baptist
during the early years in the capital. In particular, not long after his
departure from Rheims a counter-current to his hopes and plans
developed in a growing number of withdrawals from the
Community and a lack of applications to join. According to Blain,
the situation towards the end of 1690 had reached crisis proportions.
When he set off for Paris in 1688 the Founder left behind in Rheims
a community of sixteen Brothers together with the joint
communities of the student-teachers and the young aspirants,
comprising some fifty persons in all. The general direction had been
entrusted to Henri L'Heureux, but when the Founder had
sufficiently settled in Paris he decided to call L'Heureux to the capital
with a view to preparing him for the priesthood. (The idea of
resigning the superiorship remained persistent in his mind, and he
believed that his first attempt had failed only because L'Heureux was
not a priest.) The Brother appointed to take over the direction of
affairs at the rue Neuve was, according to Blain, exacting and lacking
in discretion - an effect presumably of a combination of
inexperience and an excessive sensitivity to the weight of his
responsibility. News percolated through to John Baptist ofunrest in
Rheims and he made arrangements for the young aspirants, the
''petits Frens'', as Blain calls them, to come to Paris to be under his
own care. The "seminary" for the country schoolmasters at the rue
Neuve gradually disintegrated; of the community of sixteen Brothers
eight withdrew. John Baptist's hopes of replacements from the
youngsters he had summoned from Rheims were dashed when,
having yielded to a request from the parish priest (Baudrand, whom
John Baptist felt he must oblige in this matter since he could not in
the matter of the habit) that these be allowed to serve at the
liturgical ceremonies in the great parish church, he saw them lose
interest in the Brothers' calling and return to their homes.

A further cause for alarm was provided by certain Paris lay 
schoolmasters who already began to see the success of the Brothers' 
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work as a threat to their own careers. So aggressively hostile was their 
campaign that, according to the biographers, John Baptist at one 
point came near to withdrawing the Brothers from their two schools 
and returning with them to Rheims, and he would have done so had 
not his spiritual director (not named in this particular context) made 
it a matter of conscience for him to stand his ground. Other tests of 
his faith came in the form of the death of Brother Henri L'Heureux 
and of a serious illness sustained by himself during a visit back to 
Rheims whither he had gone to raise the declining morale of the 
community there. Blain sums up the situation in the following 
terms: "It was a gmve state of affairs in which the saintly man found 
himself at the end of 1690. After so many sacrifices, so many sufferings and 
labours, so many crosses and perrecutions, and after so many appmmnces of 
success, he seemed now almost at the same point as he had been ten :rears 
prevwus(-v, with few Brothers and hard{-v any prtgress in the work, but in 
gnat fear rather of seeing it all come to nothing". 

In what Blain further calls "this state of gnat perplexity", John 
Baptist (says Miguel Campos) "brought to bear all his creative 
inspiration to sustain the work". His response to the desperate 
situation (continues our guide) reveals only a renewed determination 
to strengthen his association with the men who remained from the 
depicted ranks. The threat of total disintegration at this point did 
not make him lose sight of what, nine years before, he had 
understood of God's purpose, and which had inspired his "exodus" 
from his home to the rue Neuve. On the contrary, the crisis served 
rather to intensify his resolution to bring the divine purpose to 
fulfilment. The difference, suggests Campos, between the 1682 
"option" and the one now to be taken, was that the earlier decision 
had been, in the strict sense of the term, a personal one; the one he 
was now to make was marked by a strong communitarian 
dimension, a product of the intensely communitarian experience of 
the intervening nine years. And the act which embodied this 
resolution was an invitation to two of his most trusted disciples, 
Nicolas Vuyart and Gabriel Drolin, to join with him in making a life­
long commitment, by vow, to the enterprise of the schools. 

Our information about this comes from Blain alone, and the 
formula employed for this act of commitment is known only from 
the biographer's account. But the internal evidence of the text 
favours confidence that Blain was transcribing an original document 
(perhaps made available to him, attractively suggests Maurice 
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Hermans, by Gabriel Drolin, still alive when Blain was gathering his 
material for the commissioned biography. Drolin had been back in 
France since 1728 and, says Maurice Hermans, one can well imagine 
that "having found strength and encouragement in his personal copy 
of the document throughout the long years of his lonely mission in 
Rome, he would feel obliged to make known the text which, more 
than any other, gave witness to the heroicity of his revered Father"). 
Campos quotes the formula in full and a translation of it runs: 

"Most holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, prostmte with the most 
profound nspect befm your in.finite and IU/Qmble Majesty, we cons:ecmte 
ourselves entirely to you to procure, wirh all our pqw.m and with a/I. our 
endeavours, the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools, in 
the manner which shall seem to us to be most pleasing to you, and most 
admntage(IUS to the said Society. And for this purpose I, John Baptist de 
La Salle, priest,, I, N.ico/as Vuyan and I, Gabriel Drotin, as from now 
and for always, until the death of the last sumvor among us, or until the 
establishment of the said Society is finally assured, bind ours.elves by a v.ow 
of association and union to effect and maintain the said act of 
establishment, without pqw.n-to abandon the task, even should we remain 
the only three members of the said Society, and should be obliged to beg for 
alms and live on bread only. Wherefore, we promise to carry out 
unanim(IUS ly and by common consent all that we shall deem, in conscience 
and without human considemtion, to be for the greater good of the said 
Society. Done this twenty-first day of Nwember, Feast of the Presentation 
of the Most Blessed Vi1l#n, in the year 1691." 

Miguel Campos has a number of enlightening comments on the 
significance of this 1691 vow. Five years earlier, the Brothers whom 
John Baptist had called to an assembly at the rue Neuve had wished 
to pronounce a triple vow for all their lifetime, but John Baptist had 
thought it more prudent to limit their commitment to one of 
obedience, and for one year only, renewable annually thereafter. 
Now he took the initiative in asking two Brothers to make a lifelong 
vow together with him, one of heroic quality. And it was a change of 
view wrought by the sequence of events. It was not a matter of a 
heroic vow taken as a gesture betokening the first fervour of a new 
enterprise; rather, it was an extreme but necessary response to a 
desperate need - the need to maintain and strengthen an 
undertaking that was threatened with dissolution. The vow was not, 
as the earlier one had been, a vow of obedience, but one of simple 
association, a vow to remain together to ensure the existence of the 
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Society: for, so long as even three members remained together, the 
Society could be said to exist. Alone, John Baptist could not keep 
the Society in existence; but together with two - only two -
disciples, the existence of the Society was guaranteed - at least until 
the death of the last survivor among them. It was a covenantal 
situation. John Baptist was convinced that God had given existence 
to the Community of the Christian Schools; if the Community -
reduced, if it had to be, to the indispensable minimum of three -
remained faithful to its side of the covenant, God could be trusted 
not to fail in his. 

This 1691 vow was (in terms used by Michel Sauvage and Miguel 
Campos in collaboration, in their Annoncer l'Evangile aux Pauvres) 
the Founder's "forward way out of an impasse, an exercise of the 
theological virtue of hope, a transcendental act centred in the living 
God who had been with him from the beginning of the work that 
was God's own more than his, and who remained present to his 
deepest level of awareness now, in his state of 'great perplexity', 
giving assurance of a continued summons to creative action and a 

guarantee of the light and strength needed for a positive response. 
But this act of hope in God was expressed in a gesture which 
presupposed hope in men, an exercise of love implying confidence in 
others. Truly transcendental, it was not, nevertheless, an escape into 
the supernatural: the clear and sustained vision of God's role did not 
preclude, or even obscure, recognition of the indispensable role of 
men. The heroic vow of 1691 was a prophetic act, in the biblical 
sense of that term: the act of a seer who, aided by the Spirit, could 
pierce the surrounding gloom and discern the presence, the call and 
the will of the living God, ever at work among men to save them. 
And it was an efficacious act, initiating for the Founder a period of 
intense creativity, manifested in a lucid and eminently practical 
strategy for achieving what the vocal formula proclaimed - the 
continued existence and development of an undertaking willed by 
the God who saves". 

Blain summarises the practical measures taken at this time by John 
Baptist, the chief among them being the acquisition of a property at 
Vaugirard, on the outskirts of Paris, a house in a bad state of repair 
(which, no doubt, brought it within range of the financial 
means available to the Community), but having the advantage of a 
large garden and semi-rural surroundings. The Founder thought of it 
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first as a place of repose and recuperation for his overworked 
disciples; then as a haven of peace for the purpose of retreat and 
spiritual renewal; and, thirdly, it was there that he established a 
Novitiate, a gesture which not only envisaged ·a sound basic training 
for future membership of the Community, but also brought the 
Community a step nearer to the status of a religious congregation 
conforming to, but at the same time differing from, the classic 
pattern honoured in the Church. 

Similarly orientated, perhaps, was the introduction into the 
community of "serving Brothers", destined to participate in the 
enterprise of the Christian Schools by casing the burden of the 
teaching Brothers and enabling them to devote all their time and 
energy to the work of the classroom. Giving these a brown habit, a 
differentiation which was not to last, was again imitative of the 
practice in certain established religious Orders. So confident, one 
might surmise, was the Founder that his little group of Brothers 
would not be allowed to disappear that he chose this time of 'great 
perplexity' to manifest his intuition that it was a religious 
congregation that was evolving into an enduring existence. 

In this sense, the general assembly of 1694, three years later, was 
the culminating act of a thought-process already well-established in 
John Baptist's consciousness. The rules and regulations already 
practised for some years were now put into written form by himself, 
after due discussion with the Brothers to whom, Blain says, "he gave 
full freedom to express their view.sand to tell him frankly what they would 
like to be inc/,uied and what they thought should be left out." No 
manuscript or copy of this first formal draft of the RJgles Communes 
has come down to us, but we have a good idea of what it contained 
because Blain says that its prescriptions were what the Brothers were 
obscn•ing at the time he was writing; and in the intcn•al three 
successive drafts had appeared of which the texts arc known to us. 
But the point of interest here is that this decision of the Founder, 
with the approval of his assembly, to give written form to a Ruic 
seems to signify a further step in the Community's progress towards 
the status of a religious congregation or, as the sources now 
increasingly call it, a Society. 

It was during this assembly also that the Brothers made known to 
John Baptist their wish to make perpetual vows. Such a wish had 
been expressed, as we have seen, at the 1686 assembly, and the 
Founder deemed the time too soon. Now it was men with some 
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eight further years of community experience who put the request to 
him and in persuasive terms which Blain purports to transmit as 
follows: 

"Are we," they asked, "to be attached to God only as casual employees 
are attached to their employerf They contmct for a year's service and then 
either ,nqpe on to awther master of their choice or renew their contmct for 
a further year. With one foot in, and the other out, of the domain they 

serve, they are for ever poised to stay tr to quit acconii� to what suits them 
best. Not one of their employers am count on their services beyond the 
period contmcted for, since wne has any claim to the personal loyalty of 
these mercenary-minded servants. And is not our imy of servi� God 
compamble to that of these workers, since we likewise contmct for only one 
year, or for three at the most, at the expiration of which we find ourselves 
pe,fectly free to leave. But this reC11rring sense of liberty is a recurri� 
temptatwn to grow lax in our service and perhaps lose ourselves altogether. 
If� were to make a sacrifice of that liberty, the necessity of pmeveri� in 
our holy state of lift would fix <Nlr wills uncha�eably. And if we thus 
dedicated ourselves to God for all .time, He in turn would attach our 
hearts unchangeably to Him. "

The style is Blain's, and there is no certain means of knowing, 
observes Campos, whether the quotation is only an interpretation of 
his or whether it comes, in substance, from the Memoir of the 
Beginnings or from the verbal or written testimonies received by the 
biographer from the Brothers. But whatever his source, Blain can be 
safely assumed to be recording validly the general dispositions of the 
remaining disciples at this time, and specifically their wish to 
structure their lives in a permanent and stable community existence. 
Such a wish, Blain goes on to say, was very much in accordance now 
with M. de La Salle's own viewpoint. The development of his 
personal attitude to the nature of the Brothers' votal commitment, 
from the caution of 1686 to the secret heroicity of 1691 to the 
acceptance now in 1694 of the principle of lifelong consecration for 
the community as a whole, represented a progressive response to 
God's will discerned in the collective conscience of the Brothers 
themselves. The ratification of this response, another key moment in 
the history of the Institute, was reached on the feast of the Blessed 
Trinity 1694, when John Baptist and twelve Brothers, chosen by 
him, pronounced perpetual vows of obedience, association and 
stability in the Society. Thirteen copies of the formula then used, 
one for each of the participants named, are extant, all in the 
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handwriting of one of the twelve (Michel-Barthelemy Jacquinot) and 
bound into a booklet preserved in the Institute archives. Separate 
from this booklet's transcription of the formula used by the Founder 
himself, the original manuscript formula composed by him is also 
preserved in the archives. 

The general editor of the Cahiers Lasalliens series, Br. Maurice 
Hermans, has published in Volumes 2 and 3 a detailed study of the 
circumstances and juridical status of these early Institute vows, and 
Miguel Campos is content to make use of his confrere's findings in 
this part of his thesis. Hermans compares the Lasallian formula with 
other votal formulas of the same period, as well as with formulas 
already well established in the tradition of canonical religious life, and 
shows thereby the antecedents of the triple vow of obedience, 
association and stability pronounced at Vaugirard in 1694. He 
explains that, of course, the simple and private nature of this triple 
vow entailed none of the juridical consequences attached to the 
formal profession made in the established congregations. He refers 
us to two "Explanations" of the obligations of this Institute vow, 
one found in the earliest edition of the Collation of Short Treatises, the 
other hand-written on the reverse side of the formula used by Frere 
Irenee when making his perpetual profession on 29 September 1717. 

An examination of these two "Explanations" leads Maurice 
Hermans to preclude any hypothesis that the reason why the 
traditional vows of poverty and chastity were not mentioned in the 
1694 formula was simply that they were considered to be subsumed 
under the vow of obedience. There were indeed precedents for such 
a hypothesis. The Benedictine formula of vows does not include the 
words "poverty" and "chastity", and this precedent was followed by 
subsequent monastic foundations like the Carthusians, the Canons 
Regular of St. Augustine, the Premonstratensians, the Dominicans 
and the Carmelites. Certain commentators of the Rules of these 
congregations have deemed the two other vows of the classic triad to 
be contained in the vow of obedience. One such commentator, in an 
article contributed to the Dictionnaire de Spiritualilt, writes as follows: 
"The reason why these two vows, poverty and chastity, are not 
explicitly named in the formulas of profession is that their practice is 
so essential to the monastic state that they are inseparable from it, 
and one cannot even conceive the possibility of a religious, man or 
woman, not bound by the practice of continence and poverty. It is 
not therefore strictly necessary for these obligations to be mentioned 
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in the profession formula.'' And the official teaching of the 
Dominican Order on this point, quoted in Latin by Maurice 
Hermans, runs thus: "In our act of profession we mention only the 
vow of obedience, but this embraces the observance of chastity and 
of voluntary poverty, as also of the precepts contained in our Rule 
and Constitutions and those which are imposed by the Superior." 
But Hermans quotes such examples only to conclude that the 
reasoning they represent is ruled out, in the case of the Vaugirard 
vows of 1694, by the text of the "Explanation" available in the 
Collectwn. 

The same authority likewise notes the almost total absence from 
the Founder's writings of any mention of vows. There is no reference 
to them in the Memoir on the Habit, even though in that apologia he 
was defending the internal autonomy of a community of which at 
least some members had made an annual votal commitment to their 
work during the three years preceding the Memoir. The earliest 
known drafts of the Rules prescribed a renewal of vows for Trinity 
Sunday each year, and also differentiated the suffrages to be offered 
for the deceased Brothers according to whether they had made 
perpetual or temporary vows or had not made vows at all. But no 
specific reference was made to the nature or obligation of the vows. 
Even the chapter "On the manner in which the Brothers art to behave 
towards the Brother Dim:tor'' conveys the impression that nothing 
more than the binding power of the Rule, combined with a spirit of 
faith, is needed to retain the Brother in a disposition of submission 
to his Director; there is no mention of an obligation imposed by the 
vow of obedience. Whenever these drafts of the Rules find it 
necessary to categorise the Brothers (as for example in the chapters 
on Travel and the use of books which contained Latin) the criteria 
relate to age and length of time in the Society, never to status as to 
vows. Only in the 1726 edition of the Reg/es communes, which 
followed the granting of the Bull of Approbation the previous year 
(i.e. six years after the death of the Founder) do chapters appear, 
headed, "Of the Vows" and "The Obligr,tions of the Vmvs". True, the 
Collectwn, from its earliest known edition (1711) had, as has been 
mentioned, an "Explanatwn of the Vows"; but other chapters of the 
same book which might well have been expected to include reference 
to the vows - like those on Obedience, on the subjects appropriate 
for conversation during recreation, and on the considerations which 
the Brothers were to make from time to time and especially during 
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the annual retreat - have none. The Meditations are without 
mention of the vows, with the possible exception of an indirect 
reference to the formula of the vows in the meditation for Trinity 
Sunday: ''You should pay special homage to this adorrwle mystery on this 
day, and devote yourself unmervedly to the Most Blessed Trinity, to extend 
its g/qry, as far as you are able, throughout the earth." 

Hermans discusses the possible reasons for this surprising, but 
presumably deliberate, silence on the Founder's part with regard to 
the vows, and concludes with a passage, most of which Miguel 
Campos incorporates into his own discussion at this point: "M. de 
La Salle's Institute existed. It had a cohesive internal hierarchy, an 
efficient and supple system of government. New subjects applying 
for admission were attracted, it would seem, by the spirit of 
abnegation they witnessed in the humble and generous men who 
were already members. Once accepted into the community, the 
newcomers were hardly distinguishable, in mere terms of rank, from 
their ciders: the Rules sufficed to establish a bond of fraternity. 
Without formal conditions, the new members simply became 
'Brothers', not merely by virtue of the title they assumed, but 
because, in a shared discipleship of M. de La Salle, they received the 
same doctrine, undertook similar services, and accepted comparable 
duties. Several of them would bind themselves more fully, making 
vows of association, stability and obedience for a limited period or 
for life; and by thus supplementing their existing obligations, these 
'professed members' served to buttress the solidarity of the group. 
But a votal engagement did not seem to be essential to the structure 
of the Community. It was not - as it was in the monastic orders and 
congregations - an obligatory principle of incorporation and 
subjection, forming the basis of all the duties and rights, if not of all 
the privileges, of the religious. The Brother was what he was 
independently of his vows: he belonged to the Community before 
promising association and stability therein; the Rules which he 
accepted on entry prescribed nothing further in the way of 
obligation. So, in writings which were intended for all his disciples, 
John Baptist understandably avoided allusion to the vows." 

The insight contained in these words of Br. Maurice Hermans 
contributes to our understanding of the religious significance of the 
perpetual vows pronounced by the nucleus of the Community in 
1694. The vows were not needed, as such, to give cohesion and 
solidarity to M. de La Salle's enterprise. The sense of fraternal union 
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with one another under the totally accepted leadership of one whose 
vision they trusted because it had led him to become one with them, 
this had already given the Community a true corporate existence. 
The introduction of perpetual vows, however, was a development 
which could no longer be deferred, because it manifested, now 
insistently, a corporate consciousness of belonging to a Society for a 
specific purpose in the divine plan. The verbal expression of the sense 
of urgency underlying this consciousness, which we have quoted 
from Blain, was not now to be gainsaid. It was a desire to ratify their 
conviction that welled up from within the Community's conscience. 
The perpetual vows were not to be imposed as a binding influence to 
keep the Community together; nor were they a structure aimed at 
expediting the eventual recognition of a new religious congregation 
in the Church. The desire expressed by the Community told John 
Baptist that they had recognised a stage in their spiritual itinerary 
which corresponded with his own urgent recognition three years 
earlier, when he had made a lifelong commitment with Vuyart and 
Drolin (though this vow had been taken without knowledge of the 
rest of the Community). 

The importance, indispensability even, of M. de La Salle's 
incorporation with them as a factor in the Community's existence is 
dramatically demonstrated at this moment by the failure of a 
renewed effort on his part to have himself replaced as Superior. Blain 
well conveys John Baptist's motives in pursuing this objective despite 
the reversal he had accepted eight years before when he had been 
briefly replaced by Henri L'Heureux. The biographer attributes to 
the Founder a lengthy discourse delivered to the assembly the day 
following the ceremony of perpetual profession, and Campos quotes 
a portion of it "because of its rich thematic content": 

"M. de La Salle said that since Providence had bound them tryether 
with perpetual vows, it would be wise nmv to seek the means of rendering 
their union so solid and stnJ'l!f that neither the wor/Ji no,· the devil 1vou/Ji 
be able to shake it; that the first such means was to place thei,· confuience 
in God alone, rememberi'l!! that those 1vho depend for support on man 
lean on a fragile reed. . . He adtkd that the second effective means was to 
have ar their superior one like themselves, not a priest, sa_ying that JO lo'l!f 
as the sacerdotal status diffenntiated their leader from themselves, the 
union of the community wou/Ji remain insecure . . .  It was time, in fact, 
and urgently so, for them to take from himself the gmternment of the 
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Brothen, for if they continued to delay in doing so they would have reason 
to 1wret it. He amtml them that if they failed to take his advice on this 
matter, they ll'ould have the sad experience of diswvering, when death 
1-rmo1,ed him from them, that they had as man_v different mperiors as they 

had schools; that this multiplicity of pastors 1vould surely divide the .flock 
and that the scattered sheep 1vould drift out of touch with one 
another . . .  and, having no lunger a unifonnguidance, they would cease 
to ha1re a common spirit, a single heart, a united outlook. The dispersed 
groups would no longer constitute a single society; differences of attiti,de, of 
docn-ine, of custom and ei,en of garb, would eme,;ge, and ruin would 
result from such divisions. For, thus sepamted, the Brothers would be 
replaceable onl_v b_v people of a different kind of talent, outlook and purpose, 
so that soon thei1· schools would come under the direction of salaried 
schoolmasters and would kJse the principle of gmti,ity and, with it, their 
Christian inspimtion and their true 1,a/ue for the education of the 
young . . "

The wordy style, again, is Blain's, but he is no doubt faithfully 
reporting the general line of the Founder's argument. The evidence 
for this is, in fact, that the biographer's own interpretation ofJohn 
Baptist's reason for wishing to resign is at variance with the 
motivation revealed in the passage quoted. For Blain, once again, it 
was his saint-hero's humility that was the key factor in this persistent 
effort of the Founder to have himself replaced as Superior. The 
words with which the biographer introduces this renewed attempt 
by John Baptist translate thus: 

"This assembly of tlve/1,e Brothers, united and established in their 
vocatwn b_-v VOIV, appeared one'& more to present the humble founder with a 
favourable opportunity to descend from the first place in the Community. 
H

i
s humility, errer unhappy with that position, had nerrer relinquished 

the intention to have one of the Brothen replace him. He had abmdy 
gladly mken the opportunity of a similar assembly tv achieve this purpose 
and had so well p,-esented his case that he had mcceeded to the fi,11 
satisfaction of the holy passion of humility which animare-d him. "

But such an interpretation misrepresents (to the point of 
caricature, says Campos) the motivation of the Founder. Of course 
the wish to relinquish the leadership was the wish of a humble man, 
and was movingly consistent with the sustained pursuit of total 
oneness with his disciples that had become a lodestar of John 
Baptist's spiritual itinerary. But, more significantly, it constituted a 
positive, deliberate move towards the lasting stabilisation of the 
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Society, which was his God-given task. The speech attributed by 
Blain to the Founder and quoted above carries the stamp of 
authenticity in its reasoning, if not in its style, precisely because it 
reveals this practical aspect of John Baptist's purpose. 

And the response of the disciples on this occasion is revealing also 
of the distance they had travelled in their understanding of God's 
purpose in their lives. Eight years before, they had yielded to John 
Baptist's wish to resign and had elected Henri L'Heureux in his 
place. They had done so reluctantly but out of def erence to the will 
of the man whose guidance they felt at that stage to be their only 
sure pointer to God's will. On this second occasion they declined his 
wish from a corporate conviction that the moment was inopportune 
for acceding to it. Blain's account of the Founder's efforts to bring 
them to his way of thinking on this matter well suggl-sts the 
atmosphere of tension that developed. But John Baptist's failure to 
have himself replaced as Superior (successive ballots, despite vehement 
dissuasions and reproaches on his part, having unanimously 
confirmed him in that position) was, in fact, a victory for the 
ultimate purpose that motivated his wish. The community was 
already taking its destiny into its own hands by thus imposing its will 
on that of the revered leader. It demonstrated thus early what was 
entailed by the vow of obedience "to the body of the Society" which 
he had led them in pronouncing the day before. 

But although his sense of disappointment was profound, his 
argument had not been in vain. The minute which recorded this 
quite dramatic exchange in the 1694assembly admirably conveys the 
facts and the implications, and is worth quoting (the original 
document, in the handwriting of Michel-Barthelemy Jacquinot, is 
preserved in the Rome archives): 

"We, the undersigned Brothers, Nicolas Vuyart, Gabriel Drolin, Jean 
Partois, Gabriel-Char/es Rasigade, Jean Hemy, Jacques Compain, Jean 
Jacquot, Jean Louis de MarcheP1fie, Michel Barthelemy Jacquinot, 
Edme Lrguillon, Gilles Pierre and Claude Roussel, having, by voivs 
pro,u,unced yesterday, associated ourselves ivith M. Jean-Baptiste de La 
Salle, priest, to conduct fee schools, together and by association, record 
that, in consequence of our voivs and of the association 1ve have contmaed 
by them, we have chosen M. Jean-Baptiste de La Salle as our Superior; 
and we promise to obey him with entire submission in virtue of our WJV.r,

as also to obey those who ivi/1 be appointed by him to direct us. We firrther 
declare our intention that our present choice of the said M. de La Salle is 
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not to be taken as a precedent for future elections, o"r mo/� being that 
henceforth and for all time no priest or pmon in s"'"d on/en is to be 
accepted into otn· Society or elected as Superwr, and that we shall never 
admit as S1tperwr anyone who has not associated pimself with us by the 
same vow as 1ve have prono,,nced, and as 1vill be prono"nced by future 
membm of the Society. Done at Va1f!Jimrd, this seventh day of ],me in 
the year 1694." 

This document confirms (says Miguel Campos) that if M. de La 
Salle accepted afresh the superiorship he had tried to shed, it was 
because he recognised in the insistence of the Brothers a specific 
summons to continue the task of consolidating the enterprise of the 
Christian Schools. On the other hand, it shows that by 
determination of the same Brothers, the Society (the term they now 
use) was henceforth to have a purely lay character. Continuity was 
thus established between the self-awareness of community identity 
revealed in the Memoir on the Habit and the further development 
recorded in this election minute. The essence of the matter was that 
the Brothers were now sure that they constituted an autonomous 
body - a Society - and that in the exercise of that autonomy they 
had chosen to renew their obedience to John Baptist de La Salle, 
having, with full deliberation, appointed him to be their Superior, 
the one and only priest that would ever fill that role. 
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11 

The Formula of Vows as a <<Parole-Force'' 

The development described in the previous chapter - the 
evenement-clef in Campos terminology - may be briefly, if less than 
adequately, summarised as the crystallization of the Brothers' 
awareness that their personal destiny was bound up with that of 
John Baptist de La Salle in constituting a Society willed by God as 
part of the divine plan of salvation. The 1694 perpetual vows were 
the culminating expression of that awareness and it is the 
formulation of that consecration which Miguel Campos has chosen 
as the relevant parok-forre. The present chapter will try to convey 
some of the rich insights that arc contained in his commentary on 
this noble text, composed (we are expressly told by Blain) by the 
Founder himself . For the purpose of his discussion Campos links the 
formula pronounced by John Baptist together with Nicolas Vuyart 
and Gabriel Drolin in 1691 (already quoted on p.106) with that of 
1694, and indeed sets out the two side by side on the page. He 
believes that a comparati\'c study of the two texts will shed light on 
the way the mind of the founder worked from one course of action 
to another, and on how the measure of 1691 developed into that of 
1694, the religious experience revealed therein being sustained and 
controlled throughout by the dominant purpose of conducting free 
Christian schools for the poor. If, following Campos, we place the 
two formulas in parallel columns the subsequent comments will be 
more clear: 

1691 

Most holy Trinity, Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit, prostmte 
with the most profo11nd respect 
before yo11r infinite and 
adombk Majesty, we consecmte 
011rrelves entirel.,v to _vm, to 
proct11-e, 1vith all 011r powers 
and with ail 011r endea1101111, 
the establishment of the Society 
of the Christian Schools, in the 

1694 

Most Hol_v T,-inity, Father, 
Son and Ho�v Spirit, p,vstmtc 
with the most profo11nd n:spect 
before _vom· inji'nite and 
adorabk Majesty, I consecmte 
m_vself entire�y to _vo11 to proczm: 
:wmr glmy as fa,· as I am abk 
and as .vo11 will 1-e1p,ire of me. 
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manner ivhich shall s:eem to us 
to be most plmsing to you, and 
most admntageous to the said 
Society. 

And for this purpose, I John 
Baptist de La Salle, priest, I, 
Nicolas Vuyart and I, Gabriel 
Drolin, as from now and for 
a/JVays, until the death of the 
last survivor amung us, or until 
the establishment of the said 
Society is finally assurrd, bind 
ourselves by a voiv of anociati.on 
and union to effect and 
mainmin the said act of 
establishment, JVithout pmver to 
abandon the task, even should 
ive remain the only three 
membm of the said Society, 
and should be obliged to beg for 
alms and live on bread only. 

W herefort, 1"'- promise to 
cmry out unanimously and by 
comm.on consent all that ive 
shall deem, in conscience and 
ivithout human consideration, 
to be for the greater good of the 
said Society. 

Done this tiventy-frst day of 
November, feast of the 
Presenmtion of the Most Blessed 
Vi,zJin, in the y:ear 1691. 
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A nd for this purpose I, John 
Baptist de La Salle, priest, 
promise and voiv to unite myself 
and Ii"'- in Societyivith Brothers 
Nicolas Vuyart, Gabriel 
Drolin, Jean Partvis . . .  etc., to 
luep tllJether and by association 

gratuitous schools, 1vherev:er I 
may be, even if I wen obliged to 
beg for alms and live on bread 
only; or to do anything in the 
said Society at ivhich I shall be 
employed, ivhether by the body 
of the Society or by the superiors 
ivho ivill hal.\'- the government 
thmof 

W herefort, I promise and 
voiv obedience to the body of the 
Society as ivell as to the 
superiors; ivhich vows of 
association as ivell as of smbility 
in the said Society, and of 
obedience, I promise to keep 
inviolably all my lifetime. In 
testimony ivhereof I have 
signal. 

Done at Va,,girard, this 
sixth day of June, feast of the 
Most Holy Trinity, in the year 
1694. 



The first thing to be noted from this comparison (obsen1es 
Campos) is that the structure is the same in both formulas, each 
having a parallel division of three paragraphs, the first expressing the 
act of consecration, the second the means to be taken to ratify the 
consecration, and the third indicating the practical implications. To 
be noted is the use of the same introductory phrases in both 
formulas: "Most Holy Trinity", "And for this purpose . . and 
"Wherefon . . "This recognition of the structural similarity enables 
the differences between the formulas to be seen in sharper relief, and 
these differences, in turn, suggest the way in which experience has 
deepened between the two votal acts. 

In the first formula the consecration to the Trinity has for objective 
"to procun . . the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools"; 
that is to say, the strengthening of the cohesion and continuity of 
the work, in a manner contributing to the good of the Society 
(meaning the Society's potential for effective apostolic action) -
though only by means which will be deemed to be most pleasing to 
the Trinity. In other words, the enterprise of the Christian Schools is 
not to be dependent on the means taken by men, but on the good 
pleasure of God who guarantees the "establishment,, of the work in 
response to the resolve ofJohn Baptist and his two disciples to act in 
a manner pleasing to the Trinity. The second formula substitutes the 
logical conclusion of this reasoning for the implied reasoning itself: 
"to procun . . . the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools" 
has become "to procun your g/Qry". The inference is that for John 
Baptist, the glory of God is to be achieved by the firm establishment 
of the Society: the Founder is emboldened to believe that the 
humble work to be accomplished by his disciples in schools for the 
poor is equated, in the designs of Providence, with the glorification 
of the Trinity. 

But the term "the glory of God,, belongs to the realm of mystery, 
as docs any term relating to the divine Being, and hence the 
establishing of the Society of the Christian Schools was a way of 
interpreting the mystery of the Trinity to men. The Brother, by his 
consecration of himself to the Blessed Trinity for the work of the 
schools was assuming the role of mediator of the divine mystery. An 
alliance was thus formed, transcendental because it involved the 
participation of God himself� but binding for the human partner in 
terms fulfillable in the here and now of intramundane existence. The 
phrase of the first formula " in the manner ivhich shall seem to us to be 
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most plellsing to you" becoming, in the second, "as for as I am able and 
as you will rtJJUirt of me", preserves this terrestrial dimension in a 
contract which might otherwise remain a generous but inconclusive 
venture into mere mysticism. 

According to the second paragraph of the first formula the object 
of the vow is association and union for the purpose of effecting and 
maintaining the firm establishment of the Society. A phrase of the 
corresponding paragraph of the 1694 formula might seem to suggest 
an inversion of the twofold commitment, and that the emphasis in 
1694 is on unity within an association now assured. But the second 
formula itself precludes the idea that the Founder intended such an 
inversion since, in the third paragraph, he speaks of the same vows 
("lesquels roeux'') as "association" and "stability", placing the concept 
of association first, as in 1691. However, he now uses "stability" to 
correspond to the previous phrase "live in Society ivith" ("demeurtren 
Sociiti avec'') and we are reminded thereby that the French word 
"demeurer" (deriving from the Latin "dimorari") connotes 
something more than simply "live"; it means rather "continue to 
live", "remain". Indeed, by introducing the term "stability" the 
Founder seems to express a confidence that the Society will now 
endure. The corporate and spontaneous wish of the Brothers to bind 
themselves by perpetual vows has revealed to him that the purpose 
of the 1691 vow - to ensure the establishment of the Society - has 
been sufficiently fulfilled for the object of its establishment to receive 
due recognition in the act of consecration. And it was this object, 
the conducting of free schools for the poor - not the establishing of 
a So·ciety pier se - which would procure God's glory. 

The mention of authorities in the second paragraph of the 1694 
formula - "the body of the Society" and "the superion who will have the 

government thereof'' corroborates this concept. Only an established 
Society, not a Society in the making, can claim structures of 
government such as these words imply. The three who made the 
1691 vow promised to carry out whatever would be necessary for 
their purpose "unanimously and by common consent", it being 
understood that each would be motivated by what, in the depths of 
his conscience, he believed to be "for the grmm-good of the Society". 
No doubt, the concept of unanimity and common consent 
presupposes a disposition to obey, and specifically the idea of 
obedience "to the body of the Society" is germinally present in 1691.

But the thirteen who made their act of consecration three years later 
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introduced a juridical element by promising and vowing "obedience" 
- "to do anything in the said Society at which I shall be employ:ed" - not
from a motive of consensus, however religiously inspired, but by
submission to others, even to others still in the future, who would
have the right, in consequence of this vow, to engage their
obedience.

Significantly, the advance from the status of a Society evolving to 
that of a Soci�ty existing, does not preclude the reappearance in the 
second formula of the "heroic" clause of the first: " ... even if I were 
obliged to beg for al.ms and live on bread only". The dimension of 
evangelical detachment, expressive of total trust in Providence, on 
whom alone the enterprise was founded, remained integral to the 
fulfilment of the mission. If the establishing of the Society was worth 
such self-sacrifice, the fulfilment of the object for which the Society 
was established, the conducting of schools for the poor, was no less 
worth it. The recognition that this terrestrial mission was an 
undertaking to procure God's glory, and therefore to be fulfilled at 
whatever cost to self, could hardly, says Campos, be expressed in 
more radical terms. 

There is much more to Miguel Campos's discussion of the 
significance to be perceived from a comparison of these two 
formulas, each an eloquent testimony to the mind ofJohn Baptist de 
La Salle at two related stages of his spiritual journey. But perhaps 
sufficient has been said to indicate his line of thought. To conclude, 
however, it will be appropriate to quote a passage from a chapter of 
Annoncer l'Emngile aux Pauvre-s, a chapter in which Miguel Campos 
and Michel Sauvage in collaboration reflect on the religious 
significance of the 1694 votal formula. Their words, written for a 
wider public than the farmer's academic thesis, will convey very well 
the reason why Campos ranks this document as a precious parole-force 
for our understanding of a particular stage in the Founder's faith­
Joumey: 

"The twelve men who, with the Founder, pronounced the vows 
of 1694 associated themselves in brotherhood because they had 
each experienced the presence of God in their personal history. 
The consecration of each was to a transcendental God, even if it 
could be fulfilled only by community with men. Likewise it was 
with the specific object of contributing to the salvation of the 
children who would be entrusted to his ca·re that each Brother 
pledged himself, in association with others, to conduct free 
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schools. What further united these men in a bond of brotherhood 
was each one's identical experience of the need of salvation for the 
poor and of a personal responsibility to meet that need. The 
apostolic zeal of each individual Brother rea�hed out to poor and 
neglected children, but that zeal could find outlet only through 
community. 

"The vow 'to live in society . . together and by association ... ' 
which ratified an antecedent experience, both human and 
religious, reinforced the reality of that experience. In the very act 
of commitment by vow all that had gone before was summed up 
and, in a sense, accomplished. The undertaking of M. de La Salle, 
first with Drolin and Vuyart in 1691, and then with them and ten 
other companions in 1694, was more than an endorsement of the 
past: it ratified in a decisive manner a project previously tested in a 
real-life situation. In making their affirmation these men were 
raising an edifice; they gave voice to a purpose and by the very fact 
a Society came into existence." 
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12 

A Charism at Work Against the Odds 

At the point we have reached in his thesis, Miguel Campos 
reminds his readers that his purpose is not to present a biography of 
John Baptist de La Salle but to attempt to discover in what way the 
Saint himself understood his religious experience. So far he has 
shown that the recognition by John Baptist of a personal vocation 
coincided with the first efforts to ensure success, in an apostolic 
sense, of the enterprise of the free schools, tri�ered by Adrien Nyel's 
arrival in Rheims. If M. de La Salle gave himself totally and, in the 
event, irrevocably to this work in 1682 it was because he had reached 
a certainty in his mind that the enterprise was "God's work", 
fulfilling an ecclesial function destined to contribute to the building 
of God's kingdom. Simultaneously with, and inseparably from, this 
process of adhering to a personal summons, John Baptist had 
recognised as indispensable that, in order to be an ecclesial 
enterprise, the schools should be conducted, not by salaried teachers 
primarily concerned about making a living, but by schoolmasters 
called to the work by God and transformed by that call into ministers 
of the Gospel. The gradual maturing of the community of 
schoolmasters towards their own awareness of their elevated 
vocation was the fruit of M. de La Salle's sustained formative 
procedures which culminated in the definitive commitment by vow 
in 1694. 

Campos quotes at this point a document dating from 1721 (two 
years, therefore, after the Founder's death), a memorandum 
apparently addressed by the community of Rouen to their civil 
authorities by way of explaining the origin and purpose of their 
Institute. It runs, in translation: 

''This Institute was founded in 1680 by Monsieur de La Sa,//e, Canon of 
Rheims, who mu mo11.ed with great compassion for the many children of 
the poor and of the labouring classes, chi:ldren whose upbringing mis 

nllJ'ieaed because their parents, who were without education themselves 
and, in any case, were obliged to spend each hj earning a living, wen 
unable to instruct them in the principles of religion. He conceived the idtA 
of founding schools when the childnn of these poor and working-class 
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families coz,ld, 1vitho11t Jnyment of fees, I.earn reading, writing and 
arithmetic, and receive a Christian ed11cation by means of catechetical 
and other dai(y instructions swted to the fanning <f good Christians. For 
this p11,pose, he bro11ght together certain tmmarried yozmg men who 
showed themselves most willing to became teachers and also to /.ead a 
spiritual life, b11t had previmu(-v fo11nd no opportunity to do either. The 
said M. de La Salle, finding that the n11mber of such helpers stmdu_v 
increased, and that their services began to be railed for in sev.eml toJVns of 
the kingdom, applied himself tJ the task <f enabling them tJ live in a 
manner appropria,te to the purpose of their Institute. And in order to 
renew in them the life <f the early Christians and to inspire them to p11t 
their possessions at the disposal of all, and so own nothing as personal to 
themselves, he drew u p  rnl.es for them relating both to the g.en.eml 
administmtion of their Institute and to the daily exercises to be practis-ed 
in it." 
Miguel Campos singles out for comment from this memorandum 

the juxtaposition of the phrases "enabli1¥J them to live in a manner 
appr,pria,te to the purpose of their Institute .. and "to renew in them the life 
of the early Christians''. In the understanding c£ the Rouen community, 
writing so soon after their Founder's death which had taken place in 
their midst, the efforts of M. de La Salle to integrate "unmarried young 
men" into a community had been inseparable from his growing 
awareness of a mission to establish free schools for the poor. As the 
Rouen community saw it, "to live in a manner appropriate to the 
purpose of their Institute" was to live as a truly Christian 
community; they were quite clear that there was no opposition 
between their community life and their apostolic mission - between 
community and school. On the contrary, the two were indissociable. 
The rules which, as the Rouen memorandum pointed out, M. de La 
Salle drew up for his young men, by way of renewing in them the life 
of the Christians portrayed in the Acts of the Apostles, precisely 
underlined this integration of community and school. The opening 
words of the (earliest known) 1705 draft of those rules ran: "The 
Inti.tute of the Brothen of the Christian Schools is a society in which 
profession is made of conducting schools gmtuitously." The point could 
hardly be put more forcibly that the very mis on d'etre of the Society of 
Brothers was to conduct free schools; it is the same point, 
incidentally, as the Founder had made in the Memoir on the Habit 
when he wrote "The memben of this community are ocrnpied in teaching 

in gmtuitous schools ... " and also in the formula of vows where the 
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act of consecration to the Trinity had for its objective the procuring 
of God's glory by the conducting of free schools. 

John Baptist's recognition of his personal vocation and his 
unswerving acceptance of its implications have, in fact, involved at 
every stage thus far his adherence to the project of founding free 
schools for the poor. The evenement-clef now to be considered is 
specifically the combination of measures adopted by the Founder to 
ensure the success of the work of the schools - "pour que l'ecole aillt

bien", to use a simple but expressive phrase used by the Founder 
himself. And our guide conducts his investigation under two 
headings, namely, "The Consolidation of the community" and "The 
Extension of the Work of the Schools"; but, though separately 
studied, these two developments arc not to be seen as independent 
of each other. On the contrary, they arc interconnected at every 
stage, logically because the Society existed for the enterprise of free 
education, existentially because the historical facts show the 
interaction taking place. 

Reference has been made to the critical situation in which the 
Community found itself by the end of 1690 and to the practical 
measures adopted by M. de La Salle to meet the crisis. One such 
measure, we saw, was the acquisition of a large house at Vaugirard, 
in a semi-rural suburb of Paris, for the purpose, among others, of 
establishing a novitiate. As things turned out, both the parish priest 
ofSaint-Sulpice and the parish priest ofVaugirard itsclffound reason 
for dissatisfaction with this development. Henri Baudraod, at Saint­
Sulpice, had withheld his approval for a protracted period, seemingly 
resentful that another parish should prospectively share a benefit of 
which he thought he had a monopoly; the cure of Vaugirard, 
friendly and welcoming at first, took umbrage when John Baptist 
obtained permission from the Archbishop, Louis Antoine de 
Noailles, to establish a domestic chapel at the Vaugirard community 
house. Baudrand's displeasure, according to Blain, led to the 
withholding of the agreed salary for the work done by the Brothers 
in the rue du Bae school, and this deprivation aggravated the 
hardships of the struggling communities, already severe owing to the 
particularly bad winter of 1693-94. (Battersby questions Blain's 
attribution of this cessation of payment to Baudrand's annoyance 
over the Founder's insistence on starting a novitiate at Vaugirard, 
and suggests that the real motive was simply a lack of means caused 
by the increased calls on the parish priest's charity during the severe 
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winter. But Campos seems to accept Blain's interpretation.) 
As for John Baptist, however, the austerities thus imposed by 

circumstances, though not sought or welcomed by him as a good in 
themselves, were not seen by him as a threat to the consolidation of 
the young Society. They served, on the contrary, to intensify the 
fervour of those whose motives for remaining members were single­
minded, and they provided a test for the others either to purify their 
motives or to withdraw. The net effect was that evangelical values 
prevailed among these early Lasallians, not (Campos observes) 
because of a predetermined arrangement inspired by the gospel 
pages, but because of the very down to earth circumstances imposed 
by the train of events. John Baptist himself, of course, saw these 
events with the eyes of faith and as expressing the purpose of 
Providence. He saw in the hardships he and his disciples were called 
upon to endure (and they are described in chilling detail by Blain) a 
sign of God's endorsement of what had so far been accomplished; for 
he knew that a religious congregation cannot come into existence 
without going through the crucible of evangelical purification. 

In 1695 M. Baudrand resigned his position as cure of Saint-Sulpice 
and was succeeded, early in the following year, by the 60-year-old 
Joachim Trotti de La Chetardye. The new parish priest had no 
personal knowledge of M. de La Salle, having spent the previous 
thirty years, first as a seminary professor at Le Puy and then as rector 
of the seminary at Bourges. But he came to the large parish of Saint­
Sulpice full of zeal for the salvation of souls, and his cordial reaction 
to the work being accomplished there by the Brothers was 
immediate and self-evidently sincere. Unfortunately the generous 
patronage he forthwith showed for the Community, the paternal 
interest he took in each of the Brothers individually, and the 
influential benevolence he won for the Lasallians from the important 
personages he came to know in the capital, all amounted to an 
exercise of that kind of charity which, unconsciously or otherwise on 
the part of the benefactor, establishes proprietorial claims, and M. de 
La Chetardye was to become for the Founder one of those friends 
who render enemies superfluous. Georges Rigault has provided a fine 
psychological sketch of this formidable character in the first volume 
of his Histoire Genem/e of the Institute, and a translation of a couple 
of his paragraphs here will be helpful for a better understanding of 

126 



Campos's discussion of the events consequent on Chetardye's arrival 
at Saint-Sulpice: 

"We may safely assume that M. de La Chctardye did not recognise 
the workings of his own subconscious. He was innocent, in his 
own mind, of secret manoeuvrings, blind anger, ignoble 
intentions. When Blain refers to him anonymously, but explicitly 
enough, as 'the enemy of the servant of God', the impression 
given is of a lurking, shadowy figure, full of quasi-apocalyptic 
menace. And by thus cloaking his identity in mystery, out of 
respect for his reputation, the biographer only succeeds in 
damaging the memory of a virtuous and venerable parish priest. It 
would have served his purpose better to record the simple fact 
that when M. de La Chetardye decided to dispense with the 
personal services of M. de La Salle, he believed he had no other 
motive than the good of his parish and the interests, not indeed of 
the Institute as a whole, but of those Brothers who were working 
in the Saint-Sulpice schools. He had the same concept of his role as 
his precdecessors, MM. de La Barmondiere and Baudrand, but to 
an even greater degree. Like a French gardener he thought it his 
business to prune and trim a tree that was growing out of line and 
appearing too high above the enclosing wall. 

"Once separated from their Rheims founder the schoolmasters 
at work in the Sain t-Sulpice schools would form a parochial 
religious community. A clergyman, appointed by the Archbishop 
on the recommendation of the parish priest, would act as their 
Superior. A suitable daily programme, less demanding than the 
one followed at Rheims and at Vaugirard, would enable them to 
devote themselves to their work without excessive fatigue and 
premature illness. New members would be recruited within the 
parish and the community would be maintained by the clergy or 
by gifts and legacies of parishioners. When the time came to retire 
from teaching they would be supported, in old age or in illness, 
by the charity of those who had benefited from their services. 
Their only link with the Brothers teaching elsewhere would be a 
common vocation and the use mainly of the same pedagogical 
methods, though their relationship with their former colleagues 
would remain appropriately fraternal." 

A significant development which occurred a couple of years after the 
appointment of La Chetardye was the transfer of the novitiate from 
Vaugirard back to within the parish boundaries of Saint-Sulpice, at 
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the large enclosed property known as the Grand'maison. The 
biographers, Maillefer and Blain, (Bernard's narrative, or the part of 
it that has survived, ends just before the move to Paris) arc at 
variance in their explanations of this return of the novitiate from 
Vaugirard. Blain seems to place the initiative for the transfer with 
John Baptist. The accommodation at Vaugirard having become 

inadequate for the number of applicants for admission, and its 
distance from Paris having caused various difficulties to arise, the 
Founder "decided to wok for a mo1't sfn,cious and com,enient property nearer 
to Paris". The vacant Grand'maison seemed ideal for the purpose and 
(continues Blain) finding the stipulated rent of 1600 livres quite 
beyond his means, the Founder sought and obtained the financial 
assistance of the new parish priest. Maillefcr's version is that La 
Chctardye himself suggested the transfer, in order to have the 
advantage of the edifying life of the novices for his own parish. John 
Baptist "had recoun-e to prayer" to discover whether the move would 
be in conformity with God's will and, because the situation at 
Vaugirard was becoming untenable, he yielded to the curc's 
promptings, the latter assuming full responsibility for the expenses 
involved. As Maillefer expresses it in a brief sentence which may have 
been intended to convey La Chetardyc's unhesitating readiness to 
oblige, but which, in the light of subsequent developments, sounds 
ominously like the closing of a trap: "M. le Cure prit tout sur lui". 

Whatever the correct version, John Baptist's Paris communities 
were once again entirely within the Saint-Sulpice confines and, 
according to Rigault, this development catalysed the sequence of 
difficulties which made up the Founder's association with the 
French capital. But it was the practicalities of an unlooked-for 
dilemma which had led him to believe that the transfer of the 
novitiate was what God willed for him at that moment. The austere 
conditions at Vaugirard had had the paradoxical effect of attracting 
more would-be recruits to the Society than the accommodation 
could cope with; and John Baptist was unwilling to refuse anyone 
admission, preferring to leave the sorting-out of the genuine 
vocations ("the separating of the ll'heatfrom the chaff'' in Blain's phrase) 
to the testing routine of the novitiate itself. Whatever the Founder's 
personal conviction about keeping open the lines of independence 
and autonomy, he clearly saw as providential the availability of the 
Grand'maison and the curc's offer of means for renting it, at a 
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moment when a fitting novitiate training was no longer viable at 
Vaugirard, and he acted accordingly. 

The transfer took place on 18th April 1698, and the new 
establishment was placed under the patronage of St. Cassian. The 
novices numbered thirty-five and the Founder appointed as their 
Director, Brother John Henry, a saintly man whose tenure was sadly 
terminated by his premature death a year later. Other appointments 
made by the Founder at this time included a director of studies and 
inspector of schools in the person of the twenty-six year old Jean 
Jacquot. As general bursar for the Society he appointed Charles 
Frappet, known as Brother Thomas, described as a man of good 
sense, conscientious, methodical, diligent and devoted. At the age of 
twenty-eight he had the full confidence of M., de La Salle, and he 
appears also to have won the esteem of M. de La Chetardye who 
would, it seems (from certain implications made by Blain), have 
thought of him as a possible figure-head superior of a Saint-Sulpice 
branch of the Society; but Thomas remained loyal to John Baptist 
throughout. A general secretary was appointed in the person of 
Brother Antoine (Jean Partois); and the Founder's ever-present 
anxiety about the Brothers' health led him also to choose as general 
infirmarian a Brother Jean Chrysostome who was to die a few years 
later, in 1705, at Chartres, tending the Brothers laid low by an 
outbreak of purple fever there. 

The Brothers were now conducting four schools within the parish 
of Saint-Sulpice - at the rue Princesse, the rue du Bae, the rue Saint­
Placide and the rue de Vaugirard. The total number of pupils, 
according to Simon de Doncourt� historian of the parish of Saint­
Sulpice, was about a thousand. It was at this time also that the 
Founder accepted the request of M. de La Chetardye (acting on 
behalf of the Archbishop of Paris who himself had been asked by 
King Louis to intervene) that he assume responsibility for housing 
and educating at the Grand'maison some fifty Irish boys, fellow­
exiles of James II. 

The administration of the Society was becoming complex and the 
constantly growing need to delegate responsibility put pressures on 
John Baptist which resulted in his making two unfortunate 
appointments. The early death of the Director of Novices, Jean 
Henry, left an unexpected and crucially important vacancy, and the 
chosen successor, Brother Michel Lequeasse, a model of regularity 
and self-denial, created problems for the Founder by the harshness of 
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his treatment of the young people in his care. Another man of 
similar character, Brother Ponce Thiseux, hard on himself but, as it 
turned out, hard on others also, was made Director of the rue 
Princesse community. These two appointments were to provoke a 
series of misfortunes which were to harass John Baptist for years. The 
indiscretions of the two men were deemed the responsibility of the 
one who had appointed them and his status as Superior was called 
into question. 

In fact, John Baptist had no juridical claims to superiorship at all. 
He had indeed brought the Brothers together as a Society and had 
been nominated by themselves as their head, but in ecclesiastical and 
canonical terms he had no rights. As charity schoolmasters, working 
in parish schools, the Brothers came under the authority of the 
parish priest and were accountable to him for what they did in the 
schools. But, as Miguel Campos observes, such considerations hardly 
entered into John Baptist's thinking at this time. For him, 
everything was in the hands of Providence and he simply continued 
to follow wherever he believed Providence was leading him, 
responding to requests for Brothers which were now reaching him 
from Bishops and other authorities, training his men personally and 
through others, following closely the spiritual and professional 
progress of each. He concerned himself little about the possibility of 
hostile reactions until one such was upon him. Complaints about 
the harshness of Michel and Ponce were brought to the notice of La
Chctardye and even to that of the Archbishop. The painful sequel, 
culminating in the attempt to impose the Abbe Bricot as Superior, is 
dramatically chronicled by both Maillefer and Blain. 

The biographers once again focus attention on the humility and 
submissiveness shown by the Founder in these trying circumstances. 
But Miguel Campos suggests that there was nothing merely passive 
in his response to these events. He accepted responsibility for the 
misdemcanours of his disciples which had precipitated the hostile 
moves, but in doing so he was motivated principally by the need to 
save the Society from dissolution. The Cardinal Archbishop had 
become involved in the affair, and had appointed a Superior to take 
the place to which John Baptist had canonically no right. When his 
Vicar General reported back what had happened at the attempted 
induction of the appointee - concluding his account with the 
memorable testimony: "If all n:ligwus were a.s ajfectwnately atmched u, 
their superiors a.s these Brothen ant u, M. de La Salle, the communities of 

130 



Paris would be only a source of consolation." - the Cardinal realised that 
he had been led by false reports into over-hasty action. But even he 
could not now cancel the arrangement without seeming to have had 
his authority successfully repudiated by a community of lay 
schoolmasters; and that, as John Baptist well understood, must have 
disastrous consequences for the Society. 

According to Blain, a member of the Sulpician community, M. 
Madot, devised the compromise solution which, in effect, was to 
leave the Abbe Bricot with the title of Superior and M. de La Salle 
with the real authority. It was an unsatisfactory solution but the only 
way out of an impasse which else spelt ruin for the enterprise of the 
schools. It was a solution also which required both the acquiescence 
of the Founder in a humiliating arrangement and the acceptance, 
however reluctant, on the part of the Brothers who had shown, 
throughout the episode, a striking corporate loyalty to their leader 
and, more significantly, a shrewd discernment of the motives at work 
and the implications for themselves as a Society. But the influence 
which won their acceptance was that of John Baptist whose personal 
humility was indeed equal to the test, but whose overriding 
consideration was the survival of an undertaking which he was 
convinced was "God's work" - not to be destroyed by human 
machinations from whatever source. 

The whole unhappy situation had evolved not so much from the 
accusations of harshness levelled at the two Brothers as from the fact 
that these had provided an opportunity for M. de La Chetardye to 
try to dispense with the Founder. What was really involved was a 
confrontation between two opposed concepts of government for the 
Society of the Christian Schools. As Maurice Hermans has expressed 
it in his doctoral thesis published as No. 11 in the CA.him La.salliens 
series, "M. de La Salle had wished this form of government to be 
hierarchic and centralised. M. de La Chetardye, cure of Saint­
Sulpice, wanted to have in his own hands not only the overall 
direction of the parish schools but also the internal government of 
the Paris community." Hermans quotes in support of this view the 
testimony of Charles de La Grange whose letter, written at the time 
of the events to the parish priest of Laon, is our first-hand source of 
information about the affair. "As far as I can gather," wrote La 
Grange, "M. de La Salle's grrat crime seems to have bun that he has not 
acted according to the views of the cure ofSaint-Sulpice. The latter would like 
to have a say in the primte r.oncerns of the community of Brothers and this 
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M. de La Salle has refilS".ed him . . .  This is the principal source of the
trouble, and if an undmtRnding were to be reached with the cure it would be
easy to settle with the Archbishop."

But John Baptist believed that no understanding with M. de La 
Chetardye was possible which would not divert the Society from the 
path laid out for it by Providence, and so he was not prepared to seek 
such a way out of the impasse even to "settle with the Archbishop". 
Cardinal de Noailles, in fact, seems to have been less than totally 
convinced of any culpability on the part of M. de La Salle and when 
the latter, in a gesture to dissociate himself from the seemingly 
disobedient stance of the Brothers, wished to surrender his diocesan 
faculties for hearing confessions, the Archbishop declined to accept. 
Miguel Campos notes also that by the year 1703 de Noailles must 
have formally recognised John Baptist's status as Superior of the 
Brothers, since the Institute archives possesses a legal document of 
that year concerning the foundation of the school at Troyes and 
signed by M. de La Salle in the capacity of Superior. 

But the tensions between him and the parish priest ofSaint-Sulpice 
persisted, and these led in the first place to John Baptist's decision to 
withdraw his novices from the Grand'maison and to repair with 
them and their community to a less satisfactory domicile in the 
faubourg Saint-Antoine and situated in the parish of Saint-Paul. But 
the schools in the Saint-Sulpice parish continued to function, with 
their staffs remaining to form the base-community at the rue 
Princesse - all being now maintained entirely by M. de La 
Chetardye. John Baptist did not lose touch with the rue Princesse, 
visiting the Brothers from time to time and sometimes prolonging 
his stay. But the parish priest did nothing to make him welcome and 
the Founder had increasing cause to feel that his role had become 
redundant as far as the parish ofSaint-Sulpice was concerned. But it 
was a redundancy which he refused to admit, not because his 
personal rights were at stake, but because to concede the implied 
claims of the cure ofSaint-Sulpice would have been a betrayal of the 
trust which Providence had placed in him for the future of a work of 
salvation. So sure was he that that future was bound up with the 
autonomy of the Society, with the internal government centralised 
in the hands of the Brothers themselves, that he had tried twice (as 
we have seen) to shed his role of Superior in favour of one of 
them. It was the principle which had inspired his refusal of the 
offer of the Archbishop of Rheims to confer diocesan status, 
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financial security and the immensely influential patronage which 
he, the brother of Louis XIV's chancellor, the Marquis de 
Louvois, could offer. It was the same concept which had made 
him persist in establishing a novitiate at Vaugirard despite the 
pressures of M. Baudrand to keep the Brothers within the 
confines of his own parish. Significantly, the troubles he had now 
run into with Baudrand's successor seemed to stem from the 
clement of compromise which had led him to bring the novices 
back into the Saint-Sulpicc parish. Whether or not John Baptist 
now read this apparent compromise as an error to be regretted, 
he was firm in his intention that La Chctardyc should not split the 
Society and cultivate a branch membership for his parish -
thereby, additionally, setting a model for parish priests 
elsewhere to copy. 

Although the attempt to displace John Baptist was doubtless 
the most serious threat yet encountered to the Institutc's 
survival, it was only one among a whole sequence of trials which, 
as we have seen in part, tested his faith and his fortitude during 
these years in Paris. But what Miguel Campos centres our 
attention on at this point in his thesis is the remarkable 
expansion of the Society's work which took place in the midst r£, 
and despite, this alliance r£ forces seemingly bent on its 
dissolution. The mere chronolgy speaks for itself. In 1699 two 
schools were added in Paris to the four already mentioned, and 
in the same year, at the nearby town of Chartres, the Founder 
provided Brothers for two schools. In the July of the following 
year two Brothers were sent to open a school in Calais. Then 
followed foundations at Troyes and at Avignon in 1703, at 
Darnctal, Roucn and Dijon in 1705, at Marseilles in 1706, at 
Mende in 1706 or 1707, at Valrca:s and Alais in 1707, at Grenoble 
and Saint-Denis in 1708, at Macon and at Moulins in 1709, at 
Versailles and Boulognc in 1710 and at Les Vans in 1711. Miguel 
Campos seems justified in describing these developments as "a 
charismatic irradiation" of the work. Yet the initiative for all the 
foundations came not from John Baptist himself but from others 
- bishops, parish priests, social welfare groups (the history is
studied in learned detail by Yves Poutct in the second volume of his
work, Le XVIIe Siecle et /e.s Origines Lasa//iennes).

This paradox of an Institute just surviving from day to day in 

133 



the capital, but at the same time becoming known and sought 
after from north to south of the French kingdom (to borrow a 
phrase from Rigault) reveals (says Campos) the soundness of the 
form of administration the Founder had devised and which made 
it possible for him, in the midst of all his harassing distractions, to 
deploy the men and means for an effective response to the 
successive calls made upon him. But it would be an 
anachronism to think that the hierarchic and centralised form of 
government that had evolved under his direction had placed the 
Brothers in an attitude of passive dependence upon his person. It 
would likewise be inaccurate to assume that he conducted his 
Society by hard and fast rules, or that he created a monolithic 
pastoral structure in his schools. His particular gift was rather a 
capacity to bring strategically into play all the energies of 
ordinary men whose principal qualification was a desire to lead a 
life exclusively devoted to the poor, learning in the process the 
value of their consecration to the humble tasks of 
schoolmasters. 

The way the Society was governed and the way the schools 
were conducted evolved from the combined experience of the 
Founder and that of his disciples, the driving inspiration being 
that their way of providing for an urgent social need was a means 
of "procuring the glory of God". The term "Christian" carried full 
weight in the title the Institute had adopted for itself. Christian 
schools for a neglected area of a society which was officially 
Christian were what M. de La Salle and his Institute provided. In 
organising his schools the Founder believed himself to be 
accomplishing an ccclesial work, in the sense that he was 
enabling the poor to become integrated into the French social 
structure, which was a necessary step towards their becoming 
integrated into the Church. To achieve this end, he and his 
disciples acted "by association", themselves constituting a truly 
Christian community, acting together in total dependence on 
Providence whose purpose they sought to discern in every event 
of the world they worked in, specifically the world of the poor to 
whom they sought to make known the good news of salvation. 

John Baptist's personal religious experience must (Campos reminds 
us) be considered in the context of his relations with others - with 
his Brothers in the first place, but also, now, with the persons who 
successively requested him to provide schools, and with the poor for 
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whom he readily, and with charismatic assurance, responded to these 
calls. Which is another way of saying that his fidelity to God's 
summons was achieved in a particular historical context made up of 
the religious and social cross-currents of the France of that time. It 
was an intramundane fidelity involving such requirements as the 
formation of masters equal to their tasks and the conducting of 
schools at an effective level. In neither area of concern was the 
second-rate sufficient: God's work required the best possible 
deployment of the available human ways and means. However self­
evident this might seem to us at this distance of time, it was, in its 
context, an ideal that was, in fact, realisable only because of the 
unique existence of a community of laymen consecrated by vow to 
procuring God's glory by conducting schools. 

And the Founder was no less sure of the way God willed the 
schools to be conducted than he was about the way his Community 
was to develop. Just as he had adopted an inflexible stance in the face 
of attempts to interfere with the autonomy of the Community, so too 
he showed firmness in upholding the principles of pedagogy which 
he deemed necessary "pour que les ecoles aillent bien". We have seen 
this firmness illustrated in his procedures when he was asked by La 
Barmondicre to assume full direction of the rue Princesse school. 
The changes he introduced, though he proceeded with charitable 
tact, provoked a hostile reaction, but he persisted because the 
welfare of the poor children attending the school was his first 
concern and it was evident to all that his changes were beneficial to 
them. Subsequent complaints by parish priests, for example at 
Vaugirard and later at Rouen, that the Brothers did not participate in 
the parish liturgical offices as fully as the cures thought that they 
should (for the edification of the people) were met by the argument 
(recorded by Blain) that the Brothers' proper place at the High Mass 
and at Vespers was with their pupils. Such a presence, said the 
Founder, formed a part of the process of Christian education for 
which the Institute existed: left to themselves on Sundays, might 
not the pupils lose the benefit of what they had gained throughout 
the week? 

His displacement of Latin by French was inspired by the same 
concern for the children's ultimate good. The Bishop of Chartres, 
Paul Godet des Marais, was a personal friend of John Baptist since 
seminary days. He was also an influential figure of the time, the 
spiritual director of Madame de Main tenon and a friend of Bossuet, 
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Fenelon and other luminaries of the Paris scene. It was he also who 
had obtained for John Baptist the Cardinal Archbishop's approval for 
the establishing of a novitiate at Vaugirard. Nevertheless when, as 
Bishop of Chartres, he expressed grave concern that Latin was not 
being taught as the first language in the schools he had invited the 
Founder to open, the latter presented his case in a ten-point 
memorandum which Blain reproduces. His argument, as Miguel 
Campos notes, is not based on linguistic considerations but 
concentrates rather on the realities of life as lived by the poor 
children attending the schools. These needed all the available time 
(and it was in many cases of a very limited duration) to be given a 
sound Christian formation as well as a sufficient education for 
earning a reasonable living after leaving school. Moreover, a 
command of their mother-tongue would make it possible for them 
to supplement by their own re.ading the catechetical instruction they 
had received from the Brothers. The aim was not to train future 
clerics. The lads in the Brothers' classes needed a sufficient basic 
schooling to fit them to obtain and hold a job, as well as a grounding 
in the Christian faith which would remain firm and develop when 
the responsibility for it depended on themselves. Laborious hours 
spent on learning Latin seemed a hindrance rather than a help 
towards achieving these aims. 

Incidentally the importance the Founder attached to sound secular 
instruction should not (Campos points out) be underestimated 
against his well-known insistence on the religious formation to be 
ensured in his schools. It is true that the catechism lesson had pride 
of place, but not at the expense of qu�lity in the other lessons. The 
school as a whole was the pastoral agent; it did not exist simply to 
provide an opportunity for catcchetical formation. Integration into 
the social structure, was the object in view, since without that 
integration there would be scant hope of perseverance in faith and 
religious practice. 

Apropos of this Lasallian balance between the "sacred" and the 
"profane", Miguel Campos refers his readers to two chapters of his 
confrere Michel Sauvage's masterly work O#tchese et Laicat, namely 
the chapters headed (in translation): "The priority of religious 
teaching in the life of the Brother" and "The apostolic purpose of the 
Christian Schools and the profane teaching of the Brother'. It is 
normally unfair to an author to quote even a substantial passage from 
a closely-argued discussion which extends through many pages, but a 
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translation of a couple of Br. Sauvagc's paragraphs may be permitted 
here in ,�cw of their relevance to the point Miguel Campos is making 
at this stage in his thesis: 

"John Baptist de La Salle was well aware of the existence of the 
two Cities - the temporal City and the City of God, the State and 
the Church. He makes express allusion to this concept in his 
Meditation for the feast of Saint Louis, King of France: 'Your 
mission requins you to labour both for the good of the Church and for that 
of your country. Your pupils an: already members of the State and 1vill 
soon be endolved ivith full citizenship . .. ' He neither confuses the 
two Cities nor opposes them to each other as irreconcilable foes. 
If in many of his Meditations he puts the Brothers on their guard 
against 'the world' it is, no doubt, because he is addressing men 
who have renounced the world in pursuit of a religious call. 
Nevertheless, it seems very much as if, like Saint John, he employs 
this term 'the world' sometimes to designate humanity in general 
and sometimes that part of humanity which rejects God and acts 
in hatred of Christ and his followers. Understood in this latter 
sense, the world has a 'spirit' which must be guarded against, but 
which threatens from within one's own self rather than by means 
of a localised activity which it would suffice to steer clear of. In 
fact, as the Founder makes repeatedly clear, the Brothers must, in 
the nature of their vocation, 'frequent the world'. 

"Certainly the Saint in no way equates the world, in the 
pejorative sense just referred to, with the 'terrestrial City' ... The 
work which the Brothers arc called upon to accomplish in their 
schools is ordained to the good of the State. The teaching of the 
'profane' disciplines, the human education they arc obliged to 
give, will serve for the building of the earthly City: 'You will 
contribute to the good of your coimtry by teaching your pupils to read and 
write and all that pertains to your profession.' (Meditation 160). And 
again, emphasizing that one of the results of the education 
provided in the Christian Schools will be to prepare the pupils for 
their future career and thereby serve a useful purpose in the terms 
of this world, he writes: 'God has been pleased to supply a remedy . .. 
by the establishment of the Christian Schools, where the teaching is given 
fee of char,ge and solely for theglury of God, and where pupils an: kept all 
day and an: taught reading, writing and religion. Thus they an: prepared 
to earn their living as s.oon as their parents ivish to make them do so. ' 
(Meditation 194)." 
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Seen against the background of the time, this refusal of the 
Founder to treat the secular instruction provided in his schools as of 
inferior importance compared with that of religious formation is 
evidence of the originality of his mind. As Michel Sauvage has 
written again (in a passage quoted by Campos): 

"The Founder of the Brothers belonged to an epoch when the 
Church held, in practice, a monopoly in the field of education, 
especially that of primary education. The role of the State was not 
exactly non-existent in this area, but it consisted often, in France 
at least, in merely supporting the authority of the Church. And 
the Church saw its responsibility for the provision of schools from 
a religious perspective: it saw education as a privileged means of 
training in the faith. Instruction in the profane disciplines came 
second and was at that time very rudimentary." 

John Baptist de La Salle did not, in fact, raise in principle the 
question of the difference between "profane" and "Christian". It is 
certainly true that he saw the activity of the Brothers as an 
apostolate, as a collaboration in God's work of salvation. It is true that 
to achieve this apostolic purpose the Brothers were to propound the 
Good News by means of catechism lessons, thereby awakening and 
fostering faith in their young charges, so that the incorporation of 
the latter into the mystical body of Christ might be an ever­
developing reality. The ministry of God's word, exercised in this 
particular way of religious instruction, an authentic mission to which 
the Brothers were called by the Church, was undoubtedly seen by 
the Founder as the essence of his disciples' task. 

And yet, it was an order of schoolmasters that he founded, not an 
order of catechists. His sons are not called Brothers of Christian 
Doctrine, despite the fact that this title has often been bestowed 
upon them, sometimes even by writers who might have been 
expected to know better (like Etienne Gilson and Yves Congar). The 
carefully-considered title the Lasallians adopted from the beginning 
was "The Brothers of the Christian Schools". And as schoolmasters 
they were to teach the "profane" disciplines - to prepare their pupils 
for life here below, to make a contribution to the building of the 
secular city. 

But a difficulty arises in that certain expressions of the founder's 
writings do, in fact, seem to give an exclusive aspect to the specifically 
apostolic aim of his Brothers' work: expressions like, "YtJU �ceived 

gnat graces from God when he called you from the world to a ministry where 
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you are concerned solely with the sa/vatwn of souls . .. (Meditation 146) 
and "You are mmle only for httmm, you should labour only for 
hmven. .. ". Michel Sauvage answers this difficulty by suggesting 
that for the Founder the school as a whole was educative of the living 
faith of its children. The Brother was not to be a catechist 
functioning in a school sitution nor a schoolmaster who doubled as a 
catechist. The one ultimate aim of the Lasallian school presupposed 
and ensured a profound unity in the ministry of the schoolmaster­
catechist, so that the sense of responsibility and dedication brought 
to the one role was not devalued or diminished by that brought to 
the other. 

Michel Sauvage pursues this argument at length and convincingly 
illustrates with detailed references to two of the Founder's 
pedagogical works, the Reg/es de la Biensiance et de la Civilite Chretienne 
and the Conduite des Eco/es. Miguel Campos refers us for this to the 
relevant pages of Catkhese et Laicat and takes the discussion on from 
there. The opposition shown by the Writing Masters and the 
teachers of the Little Schools to the Founder's work derived precisely 
from the latter's particular understanding of the purpose of a school. 
For De la Salle, schools must be open to all and without payment of 
fees, because they were signs of the universalism and gratuity of 
salvation. John Baptist stood in opposition to the narrow interests of 
the corporations of schoolmasters, but the inflexibility he showed in 
this was less a social criticism of their mentality than a proof of his all­
prevailing intention to be at the service of the poor. Of course, in so 
far as his opponents' reactions jeopardised the making known of the 
Good News to the poor, his attitude constituted a criticism of them 
- just as the zeal of the biblical prophets for the rights of God turned
them into critics of the adverse social influences of their time. But
criticism was not the primary concern of the founder of the Christian
Schools. The thrust of his enterprise was creative, his endeavour was
to make the uniquely balanced apostolic services rendered by his
schools as widely available as possible. The legal actions brought
against him in Paris, the physical violence to which his work was
subjected, caused neither the Founder nor his disciples to waver.
Their firmness manifested not only that by now the Society was
stable and self-assured in its purposes but also that it had a clear
understanding of the unique nature of the mission with which it had
been entrusted. The Brothers knew, with their Founder, that just as
their religious life could not be identified with any of the classic
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monograph entitled Pour une meilleure lecture de nos Reg/es Communes 
(1954), how the classical tradition of monasticism influenced the 
composition of the Brothers' Rules which, nevertheless, were 
themselves innovative with their chapters directed to the Brothers' 
work in the schools. And just as the Common Rules were true to the 
spirit of the norms of religious life which preceded them, so the 
Founder's pedagogical writings were influenced by works already 
promoting educational reform in 17th-century France. Much 
research, comments Miguel Campos, remains to be done to discover 
such influences and literary affiliations. (An excellent example of 
such ongoing research is to be found in the most recent work of Br. 
Jean Pungier, JEAN-BAPTISTE DE LA SALLE: Le message de son 
C-atechisme, Rome 1985.) But, says our guide, what catches our 
attention in these writings of the Founder is his sense of mission and 
association in his approach to the pedagogical question. In his 
borrowings from his predecessors he did not select ideas in the 
abstract or because they supported a pre-conceived theory of his 
own. He took ideas and practices in order to adapt them in the light 
of the accumulating daily experience of the Brothers. In the Preface 
to the Conduite des Eco/es we find these words: "This 'Conduite' has 
been compiled only after a great number of meeti'!!JJ with the senwr Brothen 
of this Institute and with those who have shown mostabilityas teachers, and 
only after an experience of severa.l y.ean. . . " 

The evangelical dimension, in fact, is paramount in the pedagogy, 
not so much of John Baptist de La Salle himself but of an association 
of men who, thanks to him, possessed an understanding of their 
particular apostolic mission in the Church. His writings, both 
spiritual and pedagogical, envisage always the Christ of the Gospels 
and the mystery of the Blessed Trinity, considered not in abstract 
doctrinal terms but in terms of their manifestation through the 
immanent activity of God. Reference to the Trinity was to be 
inseparable from the daily work which was the fruit of consecration. 
The glory of God and "association to keep schools" were to be 
correlative in the life of the Brother. Consecration to the Trinity for a 
ministry of teaching, faith that the glory of God could certainly be 
procured by zeal in the service of the young, especially the poor and 
dispossessed - such was the synthesis which made the Brothers of 
the Christian Schools like no other religious congregation of men 
that had preceded them in the history of the Church, and like no 
other body of schoolmasters that the history of education had known. 
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13 

More ccParoles-Force)): 

The Personal Rules. . . 

The first of the paroles-force chosen by Miguel Campos for an 
understanding of the Founder's mind at this period of his life is a 
document the heading of which, in literal translation, is: "The Rules 
I have imposed upon myself. We know of it only from the pages of 
Blain, but there seems no reason to doubt its authenticity or indeed 
the fidelity with which Blain has transmitted it. The biographer 
introduces it with the following words: 

"In order to see ro what extent M. de La Salle had set limits ro his 
personal jrtedqm we need only wad the private tet of rules he had 
fmScribed for himu!f. It is a document which gives us rtason ro rrgret the 
IIJiss of all the others which his humility caUSied him ro dis-pose of. Divine 
P1TIPidmc-.e left this one in the hands of his disciples ro be for them an 
everlasting mmwrial, an ever-living example, and a motive ever�ew for 
imitating the regularity of their Father. Here it is just as it exists . . .  "

One of the first things one notices on reading this list of twenty 
rules of personal conduct is the resemblance of some of them to 
certain exhortations incorporated by the Founder into the 0,//ection 
of Short Twatises. The verbal coincidences occurring in both texts lead 
Miguel Campos to the consideration of a possible common source. 
For this purpose he refers his readers to a work by Maurice Hermans 
and Jose A. Gareis, published as No. 16 in the Cahiers Lasalllensseries 
under the title: O,ntribution a l'itud.e ,us sources du Recueil de dijfirents 
petits tmilir. These researchers discovered what they describe as "an 
identity of structure, and a parallelism" as between the chapter of the 
0,//ection entitled Reflections which the Brothen should make from time ro 
time, espcia/Jyduring the Retreat and a 17th-century work by a French 
Jesuit, Pere Julien Hayneufve. They found also that nine of the Rules 
I have imposed upon myself have close parallels in the 0,//ection and 
therefore in the Hayneufve work. 

The study of the literary sources of the personal Rules, observes 
Campos, is evidently important, in that it tells us something not 
only about what authors John Baptist chose to read, but also about 
the ambience of religious ideas in which he moved. For the purpose 
of his thesis, however, Campos says that such study has a further 

142 



interest. It provides an opportunity to discover how far the Founder 
was able to take over the words of others to express his own deeply­
felt convictions, so that the borrowed words become paro/es-force of 
his personal religious experience. Of similar interest is the fact that he 
borrowed from Pere Hayneufve not only to express his own 
understanding of God's purposes but also to educate his Brothers in 
their understanding of them - since he incorporated the borrowings 
not only into his personal rule of life but also into the Collection 
which he compiled for their spiritual instruction. Having found in 
certain examples of the Jesuit's terminology an adequate expression 
of his own need, he shared his discovery, so to speak with his 
disciples: his spiritual journey, as Campos insists, was made in 
company with others; he made them free of his own experience at 
every stage because the call of God to the enterprise of the schools 
was no less theirs than his. 

An example of the parallelism existing between the two Lasallian 
texts is to be found in No. 3 of the Rules I have imposed upon myself 
This reads as follows: 

"It is a good rule of conduct to make no distinction betwe.en the matters 
proper IV one's stnu and the business of one's salvation and perfeawn; and 
to be convinced that one will ne11;er work better for one's salvation, and will 
never acquin: greater pe,fection, than by accomplishing the duties of one's 
daily employment, provided that one carries that out in view of God's 
intention. It is necwary to keep that always in mind." 

The corresponding passage from the Collection is the one already 
quoted in an earlier context (p.98). Miguel Campos reminds us that 
when John Baptist made this rule his own, and before sharing 1t with 
his Brothers, the "duties of (his) daily employment" were being 
accomplished in terms of multiple journeyings to various houses of 
the Society, personal and written communications with his disciples, 
negotiations with the various authorities seeking the services of the 
Brothers and, of course, the recurring need to defend the Society's 
rights against adverse influences. This No. 3 of his personal Rules 
showed that he had understood the vital unity of a relationship with 
God, discoverable in the accomplishment of a mission. For him, 
God was not to be found in isolation from the business of living and 
working: God was where he willed his servants to be; he was to be 
found in the faithful accomplishment of the tasks his will had 
imposed. Working out one's salvation was not, in John Baptist's 
understanding, a subjective pursuit involving some kind of escape 
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from the realities of one's life; it was the continuous discovery of God 
in all that happened in one's relationships with others, particularly in 
association with others for the fulfilment of God's purpose. 
Not, of course, that John Baptist's life was one of feverish activity, 
totally caught up in the interplay of events and influences. The 
serenity with which, in the midst of so many distracting forces, he 
was able to pilot the work to su,ccess, derived from his sustained 
watch for the hand of God in all that happened. 

Nor was this search for the divine purpose to be allowed to become 
a dream of utopian ideals pursued in spite of, rather than by means 
of, the down-to-earth realities of life. Campos underlines this by 
quoting another of the personal rules, No. 14: 

"It is a good rn/e tobe less concen,ed about knoiving 1vhat one ivill have to 
do than abo11t doing perfectly ivhat one knoivs is to be done. "

The "ideal" is attainable at every moment, since each moment 
yields its divine purpose to one whose mind is set on doing God's 
will. The important thing is to accomplish that moment's behest as 
perfectly as one can. The Founder's own existence, particularly at 
this period of the rapid multiplication of the schools, was a 
continuous response to needs from resources which were only too 
limited and, as we have seen, he was, on occasion, pressurised by 
circumstances into making appointments which proved to be 
unfortunate. But he remained tranquil no less among the failures 
than amid the successes that punctuated his efforts, because his 
motive in all he did was to find the best possible means to achieve 
what he knew was needed. 

Like the 3rd personal rule, this 14th one is also to be found in the 
same chapter of the Collection, formulated thus in the English 
edition: 

"StriV'e to perform your actions as peifectly as you knoiv hotv, ivithout 
being 1vorried about hoiv pnfectly they may be performed. By doing as 
1vell as you kno1v hoiv, y;ou deserve to learn and kno1v that pe,fiaion of 
ivhich _v,vu are still ignomnt. Be satisfied ivith ivhat you can do, since God 
is satisfied; but do not spare yourself ivhen gmce comes to your assistance. 
Be convinced that ivith the dil'ine help _v,v11 can do more than you 
imagine." 

In thus sharing this particular piece of wisdom with his disciples, 
John Baptist wanted them to understand that perfection could only 
be sought for within the concrete realities of their existence, and that 
there must be no discouragement when the result fell short of the 
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intention. At the same time, they must trust that God's grace could 
enable them to achieve more than they could aspire to by their own 
powers, and that therefore co-operation with that grace was a 
condition, as well as a guarantee, of success. By bringing all their 
energy and natural talent to bear on the accomplishment of their 
modest tasks as parish schoolmasters, they would, because God's 
grace would foster their efforts, lead their pupils to salvation and to

holiness, and at the same time grow themselves into that likeness of 
Christ which is the ultimate perfection. 

Another of the Rules I have imposed upon myself continues to ponder 
this question of the ideal and the reality. No. 8 runs thus: 

"I shall always consider the work of my snlvation and that of establishing 

and directing our Community as God's work. Hence I shall commit to 
him the care of all this, so as to do nothing of what concerns me without 
his on/en. I shall often consult him on all I shall have to do, 1vhether it 
relates to the one or to the other, often raying to him those words of the 
prophet Habakkuk: Lord, it is your work. "

In other words, if the tasks that fell to John Baptist as Founder 
were assumed and fulfilled as a response to the incessant summoning 
of a God who works out his plan of salvation in the unfolding of 
history, all such tasks, so far from distancing him from God, 
provided the very context of the divine companionship which 
sustained him in his faith-journey. Salvation is God's work, not the 
product of man's striving for personal perfection. In the 
consolidation and expansion of the Society of the Christian Schools 
John Baptist saw only the saving activity of God, and it was to this 
God, recognised in the daily sequence of human events,. that he 
abandoned himself and the matter of his own salvation and 
sanctification. 

Miguel Campos proceeds to a consideration of the 9th of the 
personal rules which may be translated: 

"I must often recall that I am like an implement, tu:efal only in the 
hands of a worker; and that therefore I must await the orders of divine 
Providence before acting, ivithout, horvever, letting these onlm go by 
default once they are known. 

The first comment of our guide on this rule is that a study of its 
linguistic content would be enlightening. The simile of an 
implement in the hands of a worker carried particular overtones in 
the context of the religious ideas of the 17th century, a period when 
Thomist theology and the decrees of the Council of Trent were 
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exercising a powerful influence on the movement for reform among 
the French clergy. The idea of man as an "implement", useless until 
made use of by God, relates to the Thomist concept of God as first 
cause and man as instrumental cause. The Founder's use of this 
model reveals in him a consciousness of unaided man's incapacity for 
good, but there was nothing negative or passive about his awareness 
of this: he was very far (as the quoted rule shows) from letting the 
orders of Providence "go by default" once he knew what they were. It 
was his wish, as "implement", to respond as perfectly as possible to 
the touch of the divine Worker's hand, and the fulncss of the 
response was to be seen in the success of the schools. 

The general effect of Miguel Campos's commentary on these 
personal rules is to show the consistency of John Baptist's reflections 
on God's dealings with him. Thus he next quotes for comment Ruic 
No. 5 which runs: 

"I shall unite my actions to those of Jesus Christ at least tiventy times a 
day, and I shall strive to make my views and intentions accord with his. 
For this purpose I shall have a small piece of paper ivhich I shall pierce 
each time I make my act of union; and for every one that I shall have 
omitted on any day, I shall say a Pater before retiring, kissi'!!J the fo,or 
once for each Pater. "

As Campos says, this rule cannot be appreciated without reference 
to the others. It would misconstrue the Founder's intention if we 
gave undue weight to the clement of computation contained in this 
rule - an clement which reflects the particular type of personal 
devotion favoured at the time the Founder wrote, and which felt the 
need to support the wavering will by setting "targets" to be achieved 
and sanctions to be applied in case of failure. The device may well 
seem to be no more than a psychological help to spiritual progress, 
but to stop short at defining it thus would be to misunderstand that 
the conformity with Jesus Christ which John Baptist sought was 
indissociably linked with the will to carry out the orders of 
Providence. His "target" was not twenty acts of union a day, but a 
sustained - though repeatedly willed - identification with the mind 
of Christ, who came not to do his own will but the will of the Father 
who had sent him (Jn. 6,38), whose very food was to do his Father's 
will and accomplish his work (Jn. 4,34), whose judgement was just 
because he sought not his own will but the will of him who sent him 
(Jn. 5,30), who did as the Father had commanded him so that the 
world might know that he loved the Father (Jn. 14,31) ... It was a 
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sublime aspiration, this conformity with Christ, which John Baptist 
formulated in this fifth rule of personal conduct, but its fulfilment 
was to be sought in the harsh reality of the circumstances in which 
his life was cast. Unsparing attention to the multifarious needs which 
pressed in upon him was his way of participating in the mystery of 
Christ, and it is not surprising if, as a child of his time, he felt the 
value of "accountability" as a device to keep his purity of intention 
firm. The point is that conformity with Jesus Christ was not 
understood by John Baptist as an abstract ideal attained by a mere 
repetition of a prayer (twenty a day!) but (after the example of 
Christ) only as a persistent, unwearying application of all his human 
powers to fulfilling each behest of God as revealed to him in the 
circumstances of each day. 

Nevertheless, such an aspiration and such a fulfilment presupposed 
a life of in tense prayer - an aspect of the spirituality ofJ oh n Baptist 
de La Salle on which his earliest biographers dwell at some length. His 
self-identification with Christ included his divine model's ever­
present concern to pray for his disciples. In the 6th of the personal 
rules, the Founder wrote: 

"When my Brothers come to seek my advice I shall ask our Lord to answer 
for me. If what they ask is a matter of some consequence I shall mke a 
little time to pmy over it and shall at least be careful to r«ollect myself and 
elevate my heart to God during a suimb/e period of time." 

But in thus seeking divine guidance for what he must advise his 
Brothers, the Founder was seeking what was best also for the mission 
in which they were involved. For the journey he had so far travelled 
with them had convinced him that their spiritual well-being was 
inseparable from the common task to which they, with him, had 
been called; and that in praying for guidance for them he was praying 
for the prosperity of their work - which was God's work. 

The Saint's uncompromising adherence to the divine will could 
hardly be expressed in more convincing terms than those which 
make up Nos. 1, 2 and 18 of the personal rules.: 

"I shall not leave the house without nad and without having mken a 
quarter of an hour to examine before God whether the need is a real or an 
imaginary one. lfthe matm-seems urgent I shall mke at least the length 
of the time reJJUire-d for the recitation if a M iserere to think it wer and to 
put myself in the right frame of mind for the task . . .  Every day I shall set 
aside a quarter of an hour to renew the consecmtum of myself to the Most 
Holy Trinity. . . I shall mke means to elevate my mind to God as often as 
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I begin a fresh action; and whate,,er I undertake, I shall make a point of 
not beginning until I have prayed about it." 

Once again the practical measures ( "a quarter of an hour". . . "the

time required far the recitation of a M iserere". . . ) • reflect the religious 
ambience in which John Baptist had grown up, but when we seek 
beyond these to the essence of what he says, we find a living 
determination to remain attentive, at every juncture of the day's 
unfolding, to the divine will - to be an implement functioning only 
in response to the touch of God's hand. Quite simply, for the 
Founder prayer was inseparable from action. It is interesting, in fact, 
(comments Miguel Campos) to notice that for a man who made no 
distinction between the affair of his salvation and perfection and the 
duties of state, the prayer which he deemed (in the rules just quoted) 
an indispensable preliminary to action shows his gift of discernment. 
The period of creative action outlined in the last chapter was no less a 
period of intense prayer for John Baptist personally and for his 
disciples. 

Underlying all these Rules I have imposed upon myself one senses a 
profound conviction that time is a commodity to be used for God 
alone - that all time is "God's time". In some of the rules this 
conviction is made particularly explicit, as when the Founder writes: 

"In whatev:er new situation I find myself I shall keep t¥J a fixed timetable, 
trusti'!!J in the gmce of our L<mi t¥J be able t¥J do this, since I have never 
managed t¥J do it of myself And the first thi'!!J I shall do when my 
situation cha'!!Jes will be t¥J SJffld. a day in retreat far the purpose of 
dmwi'!!J up a new personal Jmljmmme." (No.10) 

"I must take measurn about the time I have w:asted and be careful 
never t¥J lose any more. A long rartat will be necessary far me t¥J be able t¥J
develop due 11igilance in this matter." (No.13) 

"EPerJ ,mmii'!!J I shall take a quaner of an hour t¥J fan.see how t¥J
acquit myself well of the tasks I shall have t¥J pnfimn. I shall plan my 
whole day accordi'!!fly. " (No .15) 

The Founder's biographers (remarks Campos) in their presentation 
of him as a perfect model of every virtue, have overlooked the very 
human traits revealed in these last extracts from the personal rules. 
John Baptist was overwhelmed with work, with unforeseen 
emergencies and with difficulties of all kinds; and the need he felt for 
a programme, his dissatisfaction with himself for never having 
managed to adhere to one, was purely religious in its inspiration. 
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Temperamentally, no doubt, he inclined to orderliness and method 
and indeed the evidence of his history and his writings runs counter 
to his self-criticism in this matter. But such self-criticism is 
understandable as the expression of a conscience acutely sensitive to 
the idea that time is a gift of God and every moment an opportunity 
for fulfilling his will. 

This attention to the value of time shows the seriousness of the 
Founder's commitment to his mission. Consciousness of the passing 
of time, of the irrevocability of moments lost, of the uncertainty of 
the allocation of time to come, the haunting image, sp to speak, of 
the hour-glass ever present to the mind's eye, such was the measure 
of the intensity of the Saint's sense of God's presence in his life. 
Consciousness of this presence of God everywhere is another 
pervading theme of the personal rules, as in the one already quoted 
about his intention to elevate his mind to God ar the beginning of 
every fresh action, and in the following 19th article: 

"It is a rule of the Community never to enter the house or one's room 
without a pmyer and a m,eival of one's atUntion to God's presence. I 
shall take care myself not to fail in this. "

Such terminology could well seem to postulate limits of time and 
place on God's activity in his creatures' lives - as if the divine 
assistance were dependent on one's having specifically prayed for it. 
But the "make no distinction" element in the Founder's spirituality 
sufficiently refutes any such implication. Certainly John Baptist 
himself was no less closely united to God when he was absorbed in 
the conflicting calls on his attention than when he was "elevating his 
mind" to the Lord before commencing an action . Miguel Campos 
suggests that a study of the Explanation of the Method of Mental Prayer 
would throw light on the Saint's total reference to God amid the 
centrifugal pull of intramundane affairs. 

Our guide has an interesting reflection at this point in his 
discussion which raises the question of the nature of divine 
revelation. The Founder's insistence on the practice of the presence 
of God, combined with his constant recourse to Scripture in his 
writings, leaves no doubt as to the reality of his concept of a divine 
plan already fulfilled in the past. The spirituality he offered his 
Brothers invited them to apply to themselves the mysteries of Christ 
revealed in the New Testament, imitating his virtues made familiar to 
them by constant meditation thereon, drawing upon his merits for 
their progress in holiness and the fruitfulness of their apostolate. It is 
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a sublime formula, one which has led innumerable Lasallians to high 
levels of sanctity, some few to the ultimate reaches of achieved or 
potential canonisation. 

What has perhaps been insufficiently noticeq, however, is that this 
self-application of the revelation contained in Scripture (and, of 
course, in its interpretation by the Church) can only be made in the 
existential circumstances of each one's life, with all the variations 
which that implies for different generations, different places and 
times. Miguel Campos makes the point that precisely the Founder's 
attachment to the sense of God's presence in every moment of his 
busy and distracting life, expresses in a certain manner the reality of 
God's continuing revelation of himself to each individual. 

The present writer was prompted at this point in his reading of the 
Campos thesis to turn back to a book by Bishop Christopher Butler 
O.S.B., published by Darton, Longman and Todd in 1967 under 
the title The Theol'l!J of Vatican II - the printed version of the Sa rum 
Lectures which the Bishop had delivered at Oxford the previous 
year. Chapter 2 of this book, written with the authority of one who, 
as Abbot of Downside, had been an influential participant at the 
Council, is a discussion of the Dogmatic constitution on "Divine 
Revelation". The discussion seemed to the present writer to provide 
fresh insights into this area ofJohn Baptist de La Salle's thought and 
conduct. It should be said that Campos makes no reference to this or 
any other work of Bishop Butler either here or in his extensive 
bibliography; but a brief look, with quotation, at the Bishop's 
discussion will not, it is hoped, be a mere digression from the 
Lasallian's line of thought. 

Dr. Butler remarks that the Council's Constitution does not begin, 
as a manual of dogmatic theology might, with a scholastic definition 
of the term "divine revelation". Tanquerey's Bm,wr Synopsis, for 
example, offers one such definition in these words: "Divine 
revelation is the manifestation of some truth made to us by God 
through a supernatural illumination of the mind" - following which 
Tanquerey provides a discourse on scholastic cognitive psychology. 
"But what is missing here," comments Butler, "is any reference to 
the personal Thou-and-I relationship which may be set up between 
him who receives a divine revelation and God who reveals." The 
Tanquerey concept leaves the impression of a "third-personal 
enrichment of the intellect rather than a second-personal self 
disclosure to the heart." 
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But, continues Butler, "it is precisely this element that is brought 
into the foreground in the Constitution: God does not simply 
increase men's store of speculative knowledge; he addresses them as 
his friends and 'holds converse with them'; his immediate purpose is 
both to make known the mystery of his will and to disclose himself; 
and his ulterior purpose is not only to invite but to take them into 
fellowship with himself. . . " The Bishop develops this theme for a 
page or so and then quotes a passage from Section 2 of the 
Constitution as follows: "This plan ('oeconomia') of revelation takes 
place by deeds and words intrinsically interconnected, so that the 
works wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest the 
teaching and realities sign ified by the words and corroborate them; 
while the words proclaim the works and illuminate the mystery 
contained in them." And Bishop Butler comments: "Thus we see 
that, according to our Constitution, the notion of divine revelation, 
as it concerns the Christian gospel, is part of a larger notion of divine 
action in history; it is not by 'words' alone, but by 'deeds and words' 
that the revelation is given." 

It would take this incidental discussion too far to attempt to 
consider the treatment of this theme by a fellow-Lasallian of Miguel 
Campos, Gabriel Moran. Campos does not refer to him at this point 
in his thesis any more than he does to Bishop Butler, but he does list 
all Moran's works on the nature and theology of revelation in his 
bibliography, and in the general introductory section of his thesis he 
refers his readers specifically to Moran's Theology of Revelatibn (1966) 
and The PIT'sent Revelation (1972). 

But here it must suffice to observe simply that the new light 
thrown on the nature of divine revelation first by the Constitution 
Dei Verbum itself and then by its commentators, adds a considerable 
degree of richness to our understanding of John Baptist de La Salle's 
spirituality. We appreciate betrc-r what Miguel Campos is intending 
when he writes at this point "In the facts of M. de La Salle's life, as 
we know them, we discover that his pervasive consciousness of God's 
presence expresses, in a certain manner, the 'presentness' of 
revelation in its most concrete historical form." We gain a new 
insight into Campos's persistent theme that the Founder lived out 
his relationship with God not in a self-devised isolation from the 
world and from the men of his time, but in a freely accepted and 
total commitment to the world, a commitment by which God's 
revelation was mediated to him. Needless to say, such revelation was 
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monitored, so so speak, at every stage by the revelation already 
stored in John Baptist's consciousness from his familiarity with 
Scripture and his loving and constant adherence to the Church's 
teaching. But his itinerary was a sustained progress in the knowledge 
of God's mysterious ways, and that itinerary was followed - with 
others - in a particular world at a particular time. 

Christ was the supreme revelation of God and this revelation too 
was presented to mankind in historical terms: Christ revealed his 
Father in the world of his time, defined with careful deliberation by 
Saint Luke in the early pages of his Gospel. And in the solemn prayer 
uttered on the eve of his passion, and recorded by Saint John, Jesus 
dwelt on this theme of God's presence discoverable in the world, 
whilst pointing the paradox that the world is in need of salvation: "I 
do not pray that thou shouldst take them out of the world, but that 
thou shouldst keep them from the evil one. They are not of the 
world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; thy 
word is truth. As thou didst send me into the world, so I have sent 
them into the world ... " (Jn.17,IStf.). John Baptist de La Salle 
understood the paradox well. His doctrine of separation from the 
world is integral to his spirituality: but the mission God revealed to 
him could hardly have been more intramundane. 

Campos quotes two more of the personal rules which have 
reference to the Founder's attitude to the world. First, No. 4: 

"When I go to see someone, I shall take cart to say unly what is necessary 
and not to talk about worldly or useless matters, and to stay no lo"fP than 
half an hour at the most. "

and next, No. 12: 
"When anyme, whether in authority or not, hurts my .feelings a-., 
naturally speaking, se,-wu,rly upsets me, I shall take care not to speak about 
it; and if someone else rais.-es the subject with me, I shall make exmses for 
the persons who have injured me and justi.fJ their behavicur. "

The Founder's biographers place much emphasis on his love of 
silence and retreat, his withdrawal from the "world", and also of his 
self-effacing meekness. But, says Campos, in some instances they 
come very close to caricature - for example, in what they say about 
his relations with his family, about his self-seclusion at Vaugirard 
and, towards the end of his life, at Saint-Yon. This insistence of the 
biographers on his "separation from the world" could lead the reader 
to a quite erroneous understanding of the Founder's religious 
experience. His involvement with the world is, in fact, underlined in 
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other examples of the Rules I have imposed upon myself which show him 
dealing with the problems arising from his ministry. The problem, 
for instance, of prayer and personal devotions when travelling. In 
rule No.11 he wrote: 

"When I have to go into the country I shall make a day's retrtat by way 
of prepamtion, putting myself in the right fmme of mind to make at least 
three hr,urs of meditation a day while I am on the road. "

and he supplements this with Rule 17: 
"I must also make sun not to let a single day pass, whilst I am out of 
town, without visiting the Most Blessed Sacmment; every time I am in 
reach of a village church I shall emer, to kneel in adoration before the 
M.B. Sacrament."
Such resolutions, comments Campos, speak for themselves of the

intramundane dimension of M. de La Salle's religious experience. 
Schools to be founded and then put on a secure footing involved 
visits to the various communities and meetings with the civil and 
ecclesiastical authorities. Slow and comfortless journeys were part of 
the pattern of his life. And amidst them all, the hunger for prayer 
persisted because prayer was his lifeline to God who had called him 
to the task and on whose guidance and strengthening power he was 
consciously dependent at every moment of his busy days. Campos 
quotes two other personal rules which have direct reference to the 
subject of prayer. No. 16 reads as follows: 

"In the past I have often failed to say my rosary although this is a prayer 
prescribed for the C,ommunity. From now on, I shall not retire to /rd any 
day without having first said this pmyer. " 

and, in similar vein, No. 20: 
"Enry day, I shall recite one Pater Noster with the utmost devotion, 
attention and faith, as an act of submission to our Lord who taught us 
this pmyer and b:ade us say it. " 

The first of these two quotatio!'ls reminds us that in imposing rules 
of conduct on himself, John Baptist was not acting independently of 
the rules already in practice in his communities. The earliest known 
draft of the Rfeles C.Ommunes has for article 7 of Chapter 3 the 
following: "None of the Brothm shall omit to say the ro.mry wny day, and 
if any one of them has been unable to say it with the community, he will 
make it good at some other time indicated by the Brother Director. " 
Campos notes that the Saint's admission, in the formulation of his 
personal rule on this subject, that he has "often failed" to fulfil this 
rule of the Community, speaks eloquently of the absorbing demands 
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made on his time and attention by the responsibilities accruing to 
him. It reflects also, as do the other relevant ones quoted, a certain 
anxiety lest those responsibilities should cause a diminution in his 
application to prayer. Whatever his "duties of state" involved, he was 
intent to preserve explicit moments for prayer, personal or with the 
community - explicit moments of communication with God. 

Incidentally, the particular devotion to the Our Father just noted 
in his personal rule No. 20 is reflected also in the 
"Considerations ... " listed in the Collectwn, where we read: 
"Consider that God has promised to hear prayer well said; then is no tk,ubt 
about obtaini� all that is contained in the Lord's Prayer, if we place no 
obstRck in the way, since it is the noblest, most excellent, most efficacious of 
all prayers. " And this devotion in tum reflects the Founder's sense of 
identification with Christ, the divine model, who was ceaselessly 
attentive to the work his Father had sent him to do, and whose 
communication with his Father was unceasing. 

This habitual purpose of self-identification with Christ is at the 
heart of the one personal rule still to be quoted, No. 7, which reads: 

"When the Brothers tell me their faults I sha//d«m myself blameworthy 
before God for my fail,m to prevent those faults, whether by the helpful 
advice I should have giPen them or by wat&hi� ov:er them. And if I giPe 
them a penance, I shall gwe myself a grrater one; when a fault is 
c�k I shall add to my penance a period of prim.te prayer, a half­
hour or even an hour, on several successive days, just to b:eg God's pardon. 
For if I accept that I reprtsent our Loni to them, then I am obliged to take 
their sins i,pon m-ysdf, as our Loni took ours upon himself This is a 
mponsibility which God has placed upon me for the sake of the Brothers." 

The theme here is penance in imitation of Jesus Christ, and the 
Founder's penitential spirit is a trait that the Institute has particularly 
remembered, following therein Blain's reading of the life. But while 
Blain was happy to describe his hero as "one ofthegrratpenitents of the 
17th century" and to substantiate the claim intermittently 
throughout the Life and with circumstantial verbiage in the relevant 
chapter of the Spirit and Virtues, what has been less noticed in the 
Institute tradition on this subject is the relationship between the 
penitential spirit and practice and the commitment to an enterprise. 
In the spirituality of the 17th century, self-effacement by 
mortification was the recognised means of leaving the field free for 
the divine action. The will to maintain the undertaking of the 
Christian Schools in the line intended for it by divine Providence was 
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the motivation for what Blain calls M. de La Salle's "holy excesses" in 
the sphere of penance. This understanding on the Founder's part 
explains why, in the personal rule just quoted, he associates himself 
with his disciples to the extent of assuming responsibility for their 
faults. However earnestly he might personally strive to please God in 
all that he did, the enterprise of the schools could be threatened, or 
at least distorted, by infidelities within the Community as a whole, 
and for such infidelities, vicarious satisfaction must be made. It was 
a spirituality identifiable, as has been mentioned, with a particular 
period in the Church's history; but at the same time there was a 
certain logic about it, quite independent of time and place, for one 
who, like John Baptist de La Salle, had a profound sense of Christ's 
redemptive role and a Pauline conviction of his own participation 
in the work of redemption. 
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14 

And Some Letters 

To his study of the personal rules Miguel Campos appends a 
supplementary consideration of certain passages of the Founder's 
correspondence which, says Campos, "constitutes a collection of 
writings of priceless value for a study of M. de La Salle's religious 
experience and of the way -he interpreted that experience in the 
accomplishment of his mission." The Letters provide a direct witness 
to his manner of guiding the Brothers and administering the Society, 
bringing his disciples to an ever-deepening understanding of the 
significance of their work as schoolmasters. And we who, at this 
distance of time, have the privilege of reading these letters, relatively 
few though they are (53 originals and some 42 copies out of a 
probable total of thousands), gain insights into the mind and heart 
of their writer which only personal letters, not intended for 
publication, can give. 

Campos selects for special consideration a group of letters 
belonging specifically to the period of the Founder's life which we 
have been reviewing in chapter 12, the period of the remarkable 
expansion in the number of the Society's schools. They were letters 
written between 1701 and 1711 to three of the Founder's disciples in 
particular, Brothers Denis, Clement and Anastase. Campos draws 
attention to this small group of letters (five in all) to demonstrate 
how certain constant themes emerge - and therefore tell us much 
about the Saint's contemplation at this busiest and most 
preoccupying period in his life as Founder. 

One such theme (it is no surprise to discover) is the need for the 
Brothers to refer all things to the will of God. Thus, in a letter dated 
26 June 1706, he wrote to Clement (Jacques Gatelet, a teacher at 
Laon who had entered the Society in April 1700 and was twenty-two 
at the time he received this letter): 

''Take ca�, I bt$eech you, to be pnulentand to confonn to the will of God 
in everything, and above all by submission, not only exterwr but 
interior. . . To have God in view w hen pe,fonning y:our actums is the best 
way of doing them well. Gm demands not only the exterior part of our 
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acts, but he requires that they should be pe,jimned with becomi,w interior 
dispositions.''* 

An earlier letter, this rime to Brother Denis (Jean-Louis Guynand, 
who had made his profession at Vaugirard in 1697) contains this 
advice: 

"It is not enough to have the wish togo to God in the most perfect manner 
possible-; you must actually tro so, and this is accomplished only in so far as 
we tro ourselves violence. . . I T"90ice at your abantronment to God, and at 
your indifference ro bei,w sent anywhere. This is very necessary in our 
Society.,, 

On such passages Campos comments that in the Founder's 
understanding, abandonment to the will of God is nothing other 
than the ready acceptance of existing situations which have 
developed from a conscious purpose of accomplishing that will. Bur 
such acceptance must nor be a passive thing - complacency in 
success and resignation in failure. The emphasis is on doing what is 
discerned to be God's will - even at the cost of doing violence to 
one's own - and doing it as perfectly as possible, nor just wishing to 
do so. 

Nevertheless, prayer and the remembrance of God's presence are 
never to be separated from this preoccupation with the daily tasks to 
be accomplished. In the same letter to Denis, John Baptist wrote: 

« Make it a habit a/s-o to think often of the holy presence of God, for this is 
the chef fruit of mentRl prayer. It would be of little us:e to you, however, if 
you did not strive to mm-tifJ yourself, or if you sought after your own 
comfort.,, 

This and the previous extract from the letter to Denis give the 
impression that the latter, in his monthly reddirion to the Founder, 
had either been frank about his tendency to seek his own comfort or 
had complained about the lack of comfort in the community he was 
in. Bur once the ascerical principle has been affirmed in the 
Founder's reply - that progress in virtue is conditional on a degree of 
self-denial - a note of encouragement enters and it is prompted nor 
by an abstract principle bur by the circumstances of the Society's 
work at the rime the reply was written. The Founder is pleased with 
Denis's spirit of "abantronment to God", especially as manifested by 
the Brother's "indiffennce to bei,w sent anywhere whatsoever" because, 
adds the Saint, "this is very necessary in our Society". The need to be 

*The letters arc quoted from the Battersby translation: De IA Salk: Lenrn and
DocummiY (1952).
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able to move a Brother from one community to another, and at 
short notice, was beginning to be urgent at this time when the 
demands for new schools were reaching the Founder with growing 
insistence. 

The same inseparability between spirituality �d apostolate comes 
through in a sentence from the one extant letter to Brother Anastase 
(Antoine Paradis, aged 22 when he received this letter and a member 
of the Society from less than two years previously): 

"Often enter into yourself in order to nnew and incrmse the 
nmembmnce of the pmmce of God. The mon you try to procun it, the 
easier it will be for you to perform your actwns well and accomplish ytmr 
duty ('dn,oirs' the Founder's usual words for school tasks)" 

Campos notes that practically all the Founder's letters to Brothers 
that we possess contain one or other reference to their school work 
- advice on difficulties experienced therein, exhortations to ensure
the efficient conduct of the establishment. This passage from
another letter to Brother Denis is typical:

"Deal in a fow words with the people who call at the school, in order not 
to make the pupils !Me time. Be careful to conut the pupils - the 
ignqmnt even more than the othm. It is shameful to call them abuswe 
names. . . I am glad that )'JU now har,e a /a.rge number of pupils. Try to 
keep the number up . . . "

Characteristic also is this reminder to Brother Clement of the rules 
relating to school work: 

"Mind ytm do not strike the pupils with your hand. Ytm know that this 
is forbidden by Rule. . . If you know of any way in which I could pmrent 
the c/ass;es of tmr Brothm from getting out of hand, I should be much 
obliged if ytm w.ould let me know, for we must do our best to strtngthen 
them. . . I am of the opinion that the pupils who attend irrtgu/a.rJy or 
who come /a.te should be sent away, for it brings dislmier in a school to 
tolerate the one or the other." 

Both these brief extracts are revealing of the mind of the Founder at 
this period. His consciousness of the value of time, which we noted 
earlier, and also his scale of priorities, can be discerned in the opening 
words of the quotation from his letter to Denis. The joy he shows in 
the same extract that Denis's school has "a /a.rge number of pupils" has 
nothing to do with income to the community, since no pupil paid 
fees, but only to do with the number of young people able to have 
the advantage of his disciples' tutelage - the number of the poor able 
to have the good news made known to them. Also, the large 
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number of pupils is taken as a sign that Denis's school is functioning 
well and, as has been noted already, the efficient working of the 
schools remained a dominant preoccupation of the Founder. 

The quoted extract from the letter to Clement provides impressive 
evidence that M. de La Salle regarded his disciples as collaborators in 
a mission as much as religious to be directed in the path of holiness. 
He will be "much obliged" to be told by Clement (aged twenty-two) 
of any way the latter knows to help the Brothers who are having 
discipline problems. It is interesting, however, that the sentence 
immediately preceding this request for advice reads: ''Take only one 
defect at a time far your Particular Examen, and keep it far ser,md days 
running". In the letter to Denis, immediately before telling him not 
to cause the pupils to lose time, the Founder had written: "MentRI 
pn,.yer is the mainstay of piety, hence appl.y )"Urself most sedulously''. The 
way in which, in fact, the Saint passes in his letters from the subject 
of school to spiritual matters and vice-versa (with total disregard for 
literary effect) is evidence in itself that for him the two aspects of the 
Brothers' life were inseparable. We are enabled to see how, having 
laid down the principle of unity between the practices of the 
religious life and the efficient conduct of the schools, he fostered its 
observance in the person-to-person situation of the correspondence. 

We notice also, in reading the letters, that the Founder, while 
setting the highest ideals in his advice, writes as one who is well aware 
of his disciples' limitations. In this connection it is instructive (as 
Miguel Campos points out) to focus one's attention on a sequence of 
letters directed to a particular Brother - an illustration, in Campos 
terms, of how the spiritual journey of the Founder merged with that 
of his early disciples. There are two series which are particularly 
illustrative here, namely ten letters to Brother Mathias and twenty to 
Brother Gabriel Drolin. 

The early registers leave us uncertain about the identity of Mathias 
but it is evident from John Baptist's letters to him that he was, in 
Battersby's words, "an exceptionally unstable character. . . never 
pleased wherever he was". But the Founder deals with him with a 
delicately-balanced combination of forbearance and reproof from 
which we derive the impression that Mathias's happiness was second 
to none of the Saint's many preoccupations but that he was not 
prepared to let his disciple think that happiness could be achieved 
without self-discipline. The relevant letters could be quoted almost 
at random: 
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''There is nothing I desin mtm than to be able to help y,ou in your 
difficulties . . .  Let me know all your troubles . . .  "(3.12.1706)
"I know how you w.ere in Paris, and I be/ierle that you an mtm sick in 
mind than in body. As long as J'OU an submis-.sive God will uphold you. I 
am sorry that you should be annoyed. I shall do all I possibly e11,n to mite 
away your annoyance." (18.11.1707)

In fulfilment of this promise John,Baptist gave Mathias the change 
of community he had asked for, but the move failed to bring the 
restless disciple peace and the Founder responded energetically, 
though with patience still intact: 

"I do not know why you wrote to me in such an ungnuious manner and 
so contrary to the truth . . .  You should not have insisted so much on my 
sending you so far if you wanted to come bRCk so s0<»1. As you see, it is not 
possible to bring Brothen b'.JICk such a dismnce beftm Eastn-, nor to send 
any there, and we should not unde,,t,ilte journeys to obmin a dispmsRtwn 
from fasting during Lent . . .  Rest IISSUml, my very tkar Brother, that I 
shall do emything that is requindfor you." (30.12.1707)

Tenderness and forbearance continue to prevail in the Founder's 
dealings with the wayward Mathias, but we see also that the Saint 
desists from taking over the disciple's responsibility for his own 
"itinerary": 

"I shall see that you an led to God with gentleness and not hars:hness. 
There is nothing I shall not do fr your good and for your salvRtwn, but, 
on your part, you must RCt mwe gmciously and not by impulse or 
anger.· . . You must go to God, my 11.-ery tkar Brother, and work out your 
salmtion. Do not abuse the means which God gives J'OU." (13.1.1708)

Patience (and, no doubt, the prayers of the Saint) provided a 
therapy the gradual effectiveness of which can be discerned from the 
letters. In due course we find the following: 

"I am greatly delighted at the good dispositwns you an in at pment to 
mnain in your roe11,tion, which is a v.-ery sanctifyi

ng one for you, and to 
t1ecomplish your duty in it . . .  You an rifjht in apokgising for your 
letters, for they htM ocCRSionally been not only indismet, butv,eryabusiPe, 
and I CR,nnot unde,,mtnd how you CR,n write in such a way. I htM tried, 
however, not to mite offena and, as far as I am cmcerned, to bear no 

grudge. . . Try and Require, I beseech you, a le-Pel, mady and submisme 
spirit, for otherwise God would not bless you. I commend myself toy.our 
pmyers in this holy smson . . .  " (4.4.1708)

What comes through perhaps most noticeably (and movingly) in 
this correspondence with Mathias is John Baptist's total lack of self-
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importance, the complete absence of any sign of personal offence or 
of wounded dignity. At the time he was writing these letters to the 
difficult disciple, his name and (in human terms, which of course he 
would have rejected) his achievements were known in many parts of 
France. Yet he was corresponding with Mathias at a quite 
uncondescending, person-to-person level, as a pilgrim discoursing 
with a fellow-pilgrim on a journey which God had planned for both. 
Mathias was even led by this disposition of the Founder to indulge in 
abuse - a grotesque error which he seems gradually to have 
recognised with shame and regret. In the final letter of the series, 
John Baptist was able to write such things as: 

"I am g:lad to see you in the disposition to !JII Wh�I-w,mt tu se1lli 
yo,,. . . I am pwued you like the region 1Vhnr you mr a'Ni thtit yo,, wish 
in future to give me as much pleasure as you hm,e caus.-ed me 
annoyance . .. I am v.ery pluued to know that you wish to make yourself 
usefal in every imy . .. I shall not omit to pray, as you ask me, so that 
God may grant you penevemnce to the end of your days. . . " 
( 16.5.1708) 

And, in fact, if (following both Riga ult and Battersby) we identify 
this Brother Mathias with Laurent de Douay, the Oimugue de:s Fnm 
des Eco/es Chretiennes, preserved at the Bibliotheque Nationale in 
Paris, informs us that he died in the Institute at Guise (date not 
given) - a happy, if unlikely, ending to a chequered journey which 
had, however, the immensely compensating advantage of having 
been made in the company of a saint. 

Campos takes his final examples of the way John Baptist's letters 
serve as a supplementary parole-fora for this period of his life, from 
the correspondence with Brother Gabriel Drolin - a correspondence 
which reflects (says Campos) a journeying more fascinating even than 
that travelled by John Baptist with Mathias, and one deserving of a 
full monographic study. Our guide notes that the tone of the 
Founder's letters to Gabriel reminds us of the particular bond which 
existed between them, scaled on the day in 1691, ten years before 
Gabriel's departure for Rome, when both, together with Nicolas 
Vuyart, pronounced the "heroic vow". The trust in Providence 
which had formed the basis of that vow is a recurrent theme of the 
letters to the disciple in distant Rome. One such reference is singled 
out by Campos as a particularly revealing comment about the 
Founder's own way of envisaging Providence at this most fecund 
period of the Society's expansion: 
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"As for myself, I do not like to put myself forward in any imy, and I shall 
not do so at Rome mm than anywhere else. Prwidmce must make the 
first step, and I am conlmt when it apptan that I act according to its 
d icmtes. "

The letter in which he wrote those words is dated 28 August 1705, 
and that year, as we have seen, marked the high point of the 
expansion of the work. Busy as John Baptist was in human terms, he 
was not, according to this avowal to Drolin, taking initiatives himself 
but simply following those which he attributed to Providence. The 
enterprise, as he kept reminding the Brothers, was "God's work". At 
the same time, the letters to Drolin exemplify particularly well the 
Founder's realistic assessment of the human factors involved in 
fostering the enterprise. Sometimes a long letter is taken up almost 
entirely with "business" details. For example, the one addressed from 
Paris exactly a week after the one just quoted, contains an early 
rebuke for Gabriel's failure to notify him of a change of address and 
then goes on to the question of his disciple's expenses (finance is a 
recurring topic throughout the Drolin letters): money is in shorter 
supply than ever, since "a fine house, formerly occupied by nuns in a 
suburb of Rouen" has been rented for a novitiate - so Gabriel must 
not expect to keep "relyi.ng entirely" for his support on his home 
base. Nor must he keep on incurring debts: there is nothing his 
Superior holds "more in horror" than debts and Gabriel must cease 
attempting to pay his way by giving promissory notes and expecting 
these to be honoured from source. However, a further subsidy of 
fifty francs will soon be on its way to the impecunious disciple, 
through the office of the Pope's treasurer at Avignon. Mention of 
Avignon prompts John Baptist to add that henceforth letters may be 
safely transmitted by that route. News is given that openings have 
been made at Dijon and at Brest, and that there are plans for an 
establishment at Marseilles. Copies of the school prayer book are 
going to be forwarded etc. 

All these references, and more like them, are to be found in this 
one letter, and one has to search for anything in the nature of 
spiritual direction. There is, predictably, a word about trust in 
Providence, but even this serves only to reinforce the impression of 
urgency that Gabriel should busy himself more about what he was 
sent to Rome to do: 

"I know it is better to live independently, even though it is mm difficult, 
and I am glad thllt you are in these dispositions. But in thllt case, one 
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must either abandon oneself entirely to prrrvidence or, if one has not 
enough virtue to do SQ, or insufficient faith, one m11st take the necessary 
precautions beforehand; otherwise it is neither wise nor Christian to act 
thus.,, 

Even the one brief mention (in this letter) of prayer seems directed 
to the tasks to be accomplished rather than to Gabriel's 
sanctification: 

"Pmy hard . . .  and ask God to condztet our affairs in &me and 
elsewhere according to his ho�y will. "

It is as if the Founder believed that if Gabriel took more seriously 
the work for which he had been sent to Rome, his spiritual progress 
would be quite safe. There is, of course, throughout this 
correspondence an underlying confidence in his disciple's religious 
quality, a confidence which he voices with emphasis in his letter of 
27 April 1705: 

"I know that you are very far from doing what Brother Nicolas did, and 
that is why I have so completely placed my confoience in you." 

John Baptist knew his man. Vuyart had sadly failed his trust, but 
Drolin, he was sure, still meant what he said when, fourteen years 
before this letter, he pronounced the words: "We bind ourrelve.r by a 
vo111 of association and union to effect and maintain the said act of 
establishment, without pow.er to ab11111Wn the task, even should we remain 
the only thru members of the Society, and should be ob/igbi to beg for alms 
and live on brtad only." That the Saint's confidence was well-placed is 
convincingly demonstrated by the fact that Gabriel remained faithful 
to his lonely assignment for twenty-seven years, without sight ever 
again of his Founder, and without company of confreres until the 
last few months of his long exile. No doubt his fidelity owed much 
to the awareness the letters gave him that his Founder and friend was 
with him in spirit, his companion on the particular and strange 
journey that Providence had mapped out for him, Gabriel Drolin, in 
these foundation years of the new work of salvation. The letters he 
received (and carefully preserved) were often frank in their 
promptings and advice but it was a frankness allowed by the mutual 
understanding existing between the Founder and the disciple. 
Gabriel well knew that John Baptist's concern in everything was that 
God's will be fulfilled - specifically his will for the mission entrusted 
to them both. A school in Rome, and a school functioning well, was 
the objective of that mission in the particular case of Drolin. The 
clement of community life was absent but had not (needless to say) 
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been intended by the Founder who had sent Gabriel's brother 
Gerard with him to Rome in the first place; Gerard soon lost courage 
and returned to France, and although the need to send another 
companion was a constant preoccupation ofJohn Baptist (the letters 
prove it) circumstances repeatedly defeated the intention. So 
Gabriel's community life was found in the letters he received from 
M. de La Salle. The many items of news they conveyed about the
growing Institute arc to be read in that light. As Miguel Campos
puts it: "Everything was shared - the sorrows but also the joys".
And throughout the Drolin letters - and indeed throughout all the
others that we have - we arc able to note the detail of the Founder's
awareness of the development of "God's work", and especially his
concern that that development remain true to the line intended for it 
by Providence. That is why the correspondence is a valuable pam/e­
force for a particular stage in the Saint's journey of faith.
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15 
Self-Effacement for the Good 

of the Enterprise 

The final evenement-def of those selected by Miguel Campos as 
cruciaJ stages in the spiritual journey of St. John Baptist de La Salle 
has reference to the sequence of incidents which led the Founder to 
leave Paris in 1712 for a long absence in the south of France, whence 
he returned only in response to a letter from the "principal Brothers" 
of the Institute. This period of John Baptist's life is at once enigmatic 
and revealing. For him, apparently, it was that "dark night of the 
soul" which, according to the mystical theologians, is the common 
experience of high holiness. But what was darkness for him is full of 
enlightenment for us, seeking to observe the ways of God with his 
faithful servant. In particular it provides a specially revealing occasion 
to appreciate the phenomenon which is at the heart of the Campos 
thesis, namely, the inseparability of the Founder's personal spiritual 
growth and the development of the work God had called him to 
accomplish. 

The historicaJ facts relating to this period are complex and less than 
totally clear. The two source-biographers treated them in their own 
fashion and (notes Rigault) between their interpretations the reader 
cannot always be sure of the reality. Maillefer had warned his readers 
in his foreword to his (second) biography that he had fcl t it "a duty to 
suppress infimnatum about cert.ain secret inttigues" out c:f consideration 
for the reputation "of several meritm-ious persons" whose views "which 
it has not seemed desimble to discuss" had caused trouble for M. de La 
Salle. Behind this disclaimer was the fact that some of the 
"me,-itm-ious pemms" concerned were of Jansenistic persuasion, 

including some who had appealed against Clement Xi's Bull 
"Unjg-.enit11s" which had condemned the sect and which, as it 
happened, was promulgated on 8 September 1713, chronologically 
at the half way point of John Baptist's stay in the South. Maillefer 
himself was a partisan of the sect and was aware, of course, that John 
Baptist's brother, Louis, was a committed "appellant". Rather than 
cause even indirect offence to the uncle still living, the Maurist 
biographer settled for a discreet withholding of details concerning 
the tribulations of his deceased uncle. 
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Canon Blain, on the other hand (according to a particularly critical 
assessment by Georges Rigault) dramatises the events, calling his 
hero's journey to the South a "flight" and then modifying the 
historical content to suit this interpretation. All the incidents 
relating to the Founder's period in Provence arc presented by Blain 
(says Rigault) from this point of view: " ... His portrayal is given in 
bold colours, without nuance, his personages arc fixed in 
conventional attitudes, and his facts arc distorted in order to evoke 
either compassion or blame ... " Miguel Campos is less forthright 
than this in his assessment of Blain's treatment, and even adopts the 
latter's term "flight" to describe John Baptist's departure from Paris 
in 1712. But his understanding of the motivation for that departure 
goes beyond the simplistic reading of Blain and offers an 
interpretation which seems wholly satisfying, especially when the 
evennnent-clef of which the "flight" was the historical core is reflected 
upon in the light of the parole-fora chosen by Campos for the 
purpose. 

But in order to set the situation in context it is necessary to sketch 
the sequence of events which led to what seemed to be a self­
imposed exile from the administrative centre of the Society, namely 
Paris. Campos begins such a sketch with a reminder of the litigation 
to which the Founder was subjected at the hands of the writing­
masters and the masters of the so-called Little Schools. This is an area 
of the Saint's life which awaits a monographic study as a contribution 
to the definitive biography towards which the vigorous scholarship 
at work in the Institute during the last three decades has been 
leading. The source-biographers raise more questions than they 
answer in their accounts of this series of legal actions. Documents 
unearthed by later researchers, notably Lucard, Ravclct and Guibcrt, 
have made it possible to answer some of these questions and to fill 
out the historical content, and Rigault's discussion of the issues 
involved has the quality of critical insight so often noticeable 
throughout the first volume of his Histtin Genem/e. But one is still 
left wondering about the state of the French judiciary at that time 
which made it possible for a man of De La Salle's patent goodness 
and beneficence to suffer incessant persecution, in the name of the 
law, during some dozen years. 

A chronological summary (based on present knowledge) of this 
sustained onslaught must suffice here, since litigation was not the 
only weapon employed by the opponents of M. de La Salle and the 

166 



work he had established. The first attack occurred in 1690 when the 
second school to be opened in Paris, the one in the rue du Bae, was 
pillaged within less than a year of its foundation. Blain and Maillefer 
mention no other lawsuit until 1699, but later research discovered a 
letter of Madame de Maintenon, written in 1698 to the President of 
the Paris regional parlnnent on behalf of the Founder's schools, from 
which it is fair to deduce that other attacks had been launched during 
that interval. The 1699 case - another violent ransacking, this time 
of the school in the rue Saint-Placide - resulted in the closure of that 
establishment for three months. From 1704 the frequency of the 
lawsuits and condemnations reached a crisis level, following one 
another with a do-or-die determination to stop the Christian Schools' 
challenge to the survival of the fee-paying establishments: the 
relevant dates are summarised by Campos as 1 February, 22 
February, 30 May, 11 July and 29 August all in 1704, then 5 
February 1706. 

The parish priest of Saint-Sulpice, Joachim de La Chctardye, could 
effectively have shielded John Baptist from these attacks but, as we 
saw in Chapter 12, the estrangement of La Chetardye had by this 
time reached a point when John Ba[Ptist had felt obliged, for the sake 
of peace, to betake himself and his novices to a residence outside the 
Saint-Sulpice confines. La Chetardye, in fact, maintained a passive 
attitude in face of the lawsuits, even though these threatened the 
work of the free schools within his own parish. Two years after the 
1704 barrage, the Brothers labouring in the Saint-Sulpice schools, 
exasperated beyond endurance by the harassment of the 
schoolmasters, prevailed upon M. de La Salle to withdraw them 
from the parish. The closure took place in July 1706, and Blain 
describes the bewilderment and anger of the parents, whose 
protestations, when they realised what had happened, forced the 
cure to beg John Baptist (now with the novices in what Blain calls "a 
kind of exile" in Rouen) to re-open the schools. The Founder, 
unconcerned to score off his enemy by refusing the request, but 
conscious, rather, of the needs of the Paris poor, and still convinced 
of the advantage for the future of the Society to have a base in the 
capital, agreed. But he asked for a guarantee that the Brothers would 
be able to carry out their work without further harassment. 
Significantly, La Chetardye was able to give this guarantee and to 
ensure that it was honoured, and we hear no more of the hostile 
irruptions of the school-master corporations. 
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The severity of the winter of 1708-9 caused a food shortage which 
obliged John Baptist to bring the novices back from Rouen to Paris. 
A suitably spacious house had earlier been acquired (through the 
good business skills of the bursar, Br. Thomas Frappet) in the rue de 
la Barouillere. The Founder, thinking and acting positively, as he had 
done throughout the difficulties he had met in Paris, had wanted the 
Brothers working in the Saint-Sulpice schools to have more 
comfortable and salubrious accommodation than the dingy residence 
attached to the rue Princesse school, where they had been from the 
beginning. It was to this property in the rue de la Barouillere that 
John Baptist now brought the novices. 

The move was imposed upon him by the incidence of famine, but 
it did something to ease his concern for centralisation and unity. The 
fear of fragmentation was an ever-present preoccupation at this time, 
arising from the fact that he had felt obliged to respond to as many as 
possible of the requests for new openings, a number of these in 
distant towns. His experience of the proprietorial attitudes of the 
successive parish priests of Saint-Sulpice, especially of M. de La 
Chetardye, had made him sensitive to this danger. Fidelity to the 
providential plan for the enterprise of the Christian Schools seemed 
particularly threatened at this period when John Baptist was 
approaching his sixtieth year and was, no doubt, increasingly 
conscious that time was running out for his personal oversight of the 
work Ood had called him to ac,complish. Even had the fortuitous 
need created by the famine not occurred, the urge to return to the 
centre of things in Paris cannot have been far from the Founder's 
mind. Such a move, he was well aware, involved a return to the 
tension-fraught relationship with the parish priest of Saint-Sulpice 
which had driven him first to seek a kind of refuge at the rue de 
Charonnc in another parish of the capital, and then to go further 
afield to Roucn. But personal feelings were not to be allowed to 
impede what he was convinced was God's will at this particular 
juncture. He forthwith took up residence (accompanied by his 
novices) with the Saint-Sulpice Brothers at the rue de la Barouillere 
in July 1709. 

It was a more critical moment in his personal spiritual itinerary 
than he knew. It was one thing to have assembled the Brothers of 
the Saint-Sulpice schools and the novices in a single residence, under 
his own direction, but another to re-create the unity of mind and 
heart which had prevailed in the early days at Rheims and which the 

168 



Saint knew to be the first and indispensable condition of future 
success for the Congregation. The divisive influence of the years in 
the Saint-Sulpice schools, under the supervision of the possessive M. 
de La Chetardye, and the concomitant psychological, and even 
physical, exclusion of M. de La Salle, had wrought a damaging effect 
on some of the Brothers who now showed resentment at the 
Founder's new arrangements at the rue de la Barouillere. As 
described by Maillefer: "Some Brothers among those who had been left to 
conduct the schools in Paris had last their spirit of obedience in the absmce of 
M. de La Salle. He sought to bring them back to the pmctice of the Rule but
they, with perverse disregard for his authority, set themselves up in opposition
to him, refused him their obedience and complained strong!J against the
severity of the rules he wished them to observe. . . "

This was a new test of John Baptist's trust in God, and one perhaps 
more severe than any that had gone before. Individual defections 
had been a recurrent trial from the beginning, the most wounding 
that, four years previously, of Nicolas Vuyart. But the Founder had 
learned to cope with such disappointments because he had found 
that God made good such losses by calling others to fill the vacant 
places. His faith had also been well able to sustain the sequence of 
trials which had been his experience since he had committed himself 
to the service of the poor - the alienation of many of his relatives 
and friends, the hostility of M. de La Chetardye, the attempt to 
displace him as Superior on the ground that he was incompetent, the 
harassment by the schoolmasters, and the rest. His profound 
relationship with God had long enabled him to understand that 
suffering was inseparable from participation in Christ's redemptive 
work - which the establishing of the enterprise of the Christian 
Schools most assuredly was. 

But the new situation now confronting him at the rue de la 
Barouillere was in a different category from what had gone before. If 
Maillefer has accurately conveyed the historical reality, John Baptist 
now found himself opposed from within the community by a 
considerable proportion of its members - who, apparently, were 
not proposing to withdraw from the Society but to give it a different 
character. The autonomy which the Founder had striven to defend 
against interference from outsiders was now threatened by a 
polarisation of views within. The formula of vows had established 
the principle that it was "t-<yether and by association" that the work of 
the schools could be accomplished and, thereby, God's glory 
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procured. The schism within the Paris community now threatened 
to make a dead letter of this principle and thereby bring about the 
failure of the whole undertaking. 

According to Blain, the personal animosity shown him by Joachim 
de La Chetardye (a zealous pastor, esteemed by all who knew him) 
had first caused John Baptist to entertain doubts about his own role 
in the work he had thus far been convinced God had given him to 
do. In the first place these doubts had taken the form of self­
questionings as to whether the hostility directed against himself and 
his disciples in Paris was nor the result of the provocative nature of 
his own temperament and procedures. It was in this state of mind 
that he decided to put his doubts, so ro speak, ro a rest, by betaking 
himself to the Carmelire friary in Paris where he spent a fortnight in 
prayer and reflection, his whereabouts known only to two or three 
of his disciples. He had begun to see himself, says Blain with 
characteristic imagery, "as a Jonah who had to be thrown into the sea", 
and by this temporary withdrawal to the Carmelite house he was 
testing "whether the ,empest 1vould ab.ate" in his absence. 

The experiment served to strengthen his doubts. La Cherardye, 
under the impression, it seems, that the Founder had left Paris, 
showed a new cordiality to the community in his absence which 
contrasted only too sharply with his renewed coldness when John 
Baptist returned. The latter's self-questionings persisted and took on 
subtly disturbing modulations as his adversities continued. With the 
declared opposition of a clique of his own disciples, his doubts began 
to coalesce into a pervading darkness in which he was no longer able 
to discern with confidence the way God wished him to go. As 
Campos says, the impression John Baptist had that his disciples were 
rejecting him began to equate itself in his mind with a rejection by 
God. The seeming impossibility for the enterprise to move forward 
unchecked created in him a doubt as to the authenticity of what he 
had hitherto been sure was his vocation. 

According to Blain, it was the turmoil of yet another entanglement 
with a lawsuit which finally decided the Founder to yield to 
circumstances and leave the capital. The story of the Clement affair is 
sufficiently well known to readers of the Saint's life nor to need 
derailing here. John Baptist chose nor to appear as defendant in 
court, preferring simply to entrust to "certain persons of standing and 
authurity" (Blain 's phrase) a memoir presenting his side of the case, 
together with thirteen letters he had received from the Abbe 
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Clement - these constituting sufficient evidence that the initiative 
for the founding of the teacher training college at Saint-Denis had 
come from the Abbe and not from himself. Blain says that the 
lawyers to whom these trusted persons submitted the dossier 
happened to be sympathetic to the Jansenistic faction and merely 
used the documents to reinforce the case against M. de La Salle. 

Blain's version of the Clement affair, in fact, suggests that the 
eventual condemnation of the Founder was the effect of hostile 
forces determined to get him out of Paris. The thinly-disguised figure 
of M. de La Chetardye hovers in the background throughout the 
unhappy story. He, says Blain, "had long wanted to see M. de La Salle 
far from Paris in order to profit by his absence to take over the direction of the 
Brothers in the capital". The biographer goes on to say that only M. 
de La Salle's virtue enabled him to bear with patience the suffering 
caused by this new trial which he accepted "like holy Job, as coming 
from the hand of God . . . Neither complaint nor murmur escaped him 
against so many people who seemed to have mAde a paa to oppress him. 
Silence and patience were the only weapons he employed against the bml faith 
of the Abbe, the fury of the latter's father, the injustice of the sentence 
pronounced against him, the malevolence of the lawyers in the case, the 
indolence of those Jn'Sons who should have come to his defence, the treachery 
of one who had been his friend (Louis Rogier) ... Thus, finding himself 
in enemy territory in Paris, surrounded by perrecurors known or unknown, 
with friends who were either indifferent to his lot or even treacherous, where 
he could trust no one and where he could nd even be sure of his personal 
safety, he left the capital in the first week of Lent, to escape the 1vont excesses 
of the pmecutwn, bearing in mind the words of Jesus Christ: 'When they 
persecute you in one town, fle:e to the next . . . ' He went into hiding in 
remote Prwence, with the intentwn of not rmppearing in Paris until he 
could do so 1vith safety, that is, until his secret and ruthless perrecutar, the 
instigator of it all, was no longer in a positwn to harm him. " 

The passage is typical Blain, the historical content of the 
information just managing to emerge from the misty hagiography 
which threatens to conceal it, the essential truth of the 
interpretation endangered by the bland partiality of the biographer's 
stance. Miguel Campos corrects the historical perspective by noting 
that the Founder's refusal to fight the Clement charges in court was 
due to his awareness that, in strictly legal terms, he had no chance of 
succeeding. The establishment of the teachers' training seminary at 
Saint-Denis had cut clean across a formal order of the Paris parlement, 
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dated 5 February 1706, that "the said De La Salle must furthermore 
establish no community under the name of seminary for tmchers of Little 
Schools". His having advanced, in simple trust, a first instalment of 
5,200 livres on the property of Mlle. Poignant was evidence of his 
part in this, and his case would not have been helped by the fact that 
he had personally kept himself in the background by asking Louis 
Rogier to act on his behalf. Moreover, the whole project was 
dependent upon a promise by the young Abbe Clement not only to 

reimburse John Baptist's advance of 5,200 livres, but to pay off the 
total cost of the Saint-Denis property. As Clement was under the age 
of twenty-five, and therefore unqualified to enter into a legal 
contract, a prosecuting counsel would have had little difficulty in 
establishing M. de La Salle's procedures as a case of "suborning a 
minor". 

Sentence was pronounced against him, in his absence, on 31 May 
1712 - an example, surely, of the way the law of a country, designed 
to ensure justice for its citizens, can sometimes succeed only in 
inflicting a moral injustice. John Baptist had acted in good faith 
throughout. His wish to provide training for country schoolmasters 
had never deserted him, even though he had seen two earlier 
undertakings of the kind come to nothing. When the Abbe Clement 
made his proposal to establish a training college at Saint-Denis, a few 
miles outside Paris, the Saint had seen this as a providential 
opportunity to try again. The court order forbidding him to make 
any such foundation was an injustice sustained in the course of the 
campaign waged against him by the schoolmaster syndicates. In the 
sight of God this did not bind his conscience; nor had he seen 
Clement's promise to finance the Saint-Denis undertaking as 
anything other than the generous wish of a zealous young priest to 
further the work of Christian education . But, without the support 
of his parish priest or of the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal de 
Noailles, whose Jansenistic leanings set him at variance with the 
uncompromising adherent of Rome that John Baptist was known to 
be, he would make little headway in court with the moral defence on 
which alone he could build his case. So he departed for the South of 
France where, by this time, his disciples were conducting schools in 
eight towns. 

Brother Clair Battersby provides a sufficiently lucid account of the 
subsequent events in Chapter XX of his 1957 biography of the 
Founder, the chapter headed "Tour of the South". Miguel Campos 
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delays less over the historical detail of this complex period in John 
Baptist's life than to consider its meaning for the Saint's spiritual 
itinerary - though, of course, as throughout the thesis, the latter is 
shown to be related to, and conditioned by, the former. What is to 
be noted in the first place is that, even if Blain has used the right 
word in describing this journey to the South as a "flight", the 
Founder's purpose still remained firm for the consolidation of the 
work he had been given to do. Doubts as to his continued usefulness 
to the Society were ever present to his mind, and the disaster of the 
Clement business had only served to intensify them - not least 
because he felt he had blundered in reading the abbe's apparently 
good intentions as a providential sign. But the account of his visits to 
the Brothers' communities at Avignon, Ales, Les Vans, Mende and 
Marseilles shows his concern for the well-being of the schools there 
and also the consolation he gained from the marks of esteem for the 
Brothers by the church and civic authorities. His visit to Marseilles 
afforded the greatest comfort of all in that it culminated in the 
establishment of a novitiate there. 

But it was, in fact, the subsequent events in Marseilles which 
triggered a fresh onset of self-doubt. The local support which had 
made the Brothers' work in Marseilles a flourishing success was 
provided by patrons sympathetic to Jansenism, and when the 
Founder's opposition to the sect became known there, the support 
turned to hostility and the work suffered a disastrous decline. 
According to Blain, this was the occasion chosen by certain Brothers 
to tell their Founder that he had evidently come South to demolish 
rather than to build. As in Paris, so now in Marseilles, John Baptist 
became convinced that his continued presence would only do harm 
and he withdrew, this time not to visit other communities but to 
find relief in prayer at the monastery of Saint-Maximin, some thirty 
miles north-east of Marseilles. 

Miguel Campos stresses that the doubts now nearing certainty in 
the Founder's mind were not purely an effect of subjective illusion. 
The criticisms which he had experienced from the beginning in Paris 
had centred on his fitness to govern the Society he had founded. 
True, his disciples had firmly registered their confidence in him when 
his opponents had succeeded in getting him replaced by an 
ecclesiastical superior, but his own fundamental attitude of respect 
for authority - his innate tendency to equate the wish of a superior, 
in that case the Archbishop of Paris, with the will of God - had 
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raised the first question mark in his mind. Perhaps God had called 
him to establish the Community but not necessarily to conduct its 
development beyond a certain point? Much that had happened since 
then had seemed to reinforce the validity of this question. Perhaps it 
was God who wanted him out of the way of the lnstitute's 
development and was only using the machinations of hostile forces 
to bring about this object? Perhaps, even, the whole enterprise was a 
product not of God's will but of his own ambition? Such questions 
as these, it may be fairly surmised, occupied John Baptist's mind in 
the prayerful solitude of Saint-Maximin. 

At this time, according to Blain, the Founder was persistently 
drawn to the idea of seeking parish work, with a special apostolate 
for the conversion of sinners (a charism which, according to 
examples quoted by the biographers, he possessed in a high degree). 
Campos sets this statement of Blain's in the context of his "itinerary" 
theme. At this late stage in his journey John Baptist, now aged sixty­
two, found himself at yet another junction of roads at which he 
must make a choice. Campos believes that we must give full weight 
to the biographer's assurance that the idea of a new form of 
apostolate was now presenting itself as a serious possibility. Maillefer, 
for his part, indicates another option that beckoned at this time, 
namely to remain in seclusion at Saint-Maximin and "end his days 

there, unknmvn to anyone" - a solution to his perplexity which we 
may well believe he found strongly attractive. Objectively speaking, 
these two alternative routes, either of which would have diverted 
him completely from the one he had so far travelled, were potential 
ways of adhering to God's will. Neither was an option of despair, nor 
even of wavering faith. It was only his determination to follow God's 
will that had brought him to where he was. If it was now God's will 
to take him along a new route, then he would unhesitatingly follow. 
His purpose, says Campos, was not at all to make a prophet-like 
judgment on the Brothers who had turned against him, nor even on 
those outside the Community who had challenged the way the 
enterprise of the Christian Schools had developed and the structures 
he had given it. His withdrawal expressed only a profound doubt 
about the validity of his own role in that enterprise. 

Campos refers to a passage of Blain's at this point in the biography 
reporting a sense of guilt which pre-occupied John Baptist at this 
time: "Bereft of all consolatwn, the holy priat b/amd his own sins, 
believing that they alone were the cause of the twofold persecutwn he now 
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sujfeml, one at the hands of God, the other at the hands of men . . . " Th is 
sense of guilt would have been much more than a manifestation of 
the deep humility which the years had developed in his soul. It 
would have arisen from an acute consciousness of the religious 
significance of the undertaking which he believed God had entrusted 
to him. The contrast between the demands of that undertaking, 
considered as a part of the history of salvation, and the sense of his 
own inadequacy for the task, filled him now with a sharpened sense 
of the nature of sin, specifically his own. A sentence of St. John of 
the Cross seems not too wide of the mark to describe the Founder's 
state of mind at this time: "The greatest affliction of the sorrowful 
soul in the state of the dark night is to be convinced beyond all 
doubt that God has abandoned it, that He has cast it away into the 
darkness as an abominable thing". Certainly everything that had 
happened to him seemed now to tell him that God no longer wanted 
him with the Brothers. 

As for the Brothers, the biographers tell a story of bewilderment 
and disarray. In Paris, by a kind of unspoken consensus among a 
majority, Brother Barthelemy had assumed responsibility for the day 
to day business of the Community, but he had no mandate from the 
Founder and his assumption of the role was not to the liking of all. 
Those who disapproved feared that he would be too pliant in the 
hands of M. de La Salle's enemies. He did, in fact, evince either 
excessive trustfulness or sheer weakness in agreeing to a suggestion 
that he should write to some of the communities proposing that 
they might invite a local ecclesiastic to assume direction of their 
affairs. Blain assures us that in doing this Barthelemy was motivated 
by pure charity. The Founder seemed to have abandoned the 
Institute to its own resources: correspondence with him was at a 
standstill, either because letters were not reaching him or because, as 
the majority of the Brothers now feared, he preferred to leave them 
unanswered. Barthelemy, conscious of the heavy responsibilities 
weighing upon him, acted upon what seemed to him well-meant 
advice to save the Society from collapse. But his action served to 
drive out of the Institute men who saw that his procedure was only a 
step in the direction precisely of collapse. 

Blain says that the Founder's reason for leaving unanswered any 
letters that reached him was that "he wished m induce the Brothen m 

forget him completely". Campos considers that this assessment by the 
biographer is well-judged, that it accurately reflects John Baptist's 
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belief at this moment that he was no longer needed by, or useful to, 
the Society. All he could do for it now was to leave it free to work 
out its own future. As we have seen, the conviction that he must 
eventually be displaced as Superior by one of the Brothers had been 
with him for many years - from at least as far back as 1686 when, at 
the rue Neuve, he had persuaded the Community to elect Henri 
L'Heureux in his place. That had been a short-lived arrangement, 
and when he had tried again eight years later at Vaugirard, the 
Brothers had stood firm against his insistence that they should elect 
one of themselves to take his place. By his self-deprivation now of 
that communion which his faith in God and his trust in them had 
built, he may have felt that he was placing the ultimate pressure on 
them to take the future of "God's work" into their own hands. 

The narrative of the events shows, however, that if he considered 
that his place was no longer at the centre of things in Paris, he did 
not equate this with having nothing more to do with the Society at 
all. His enemies in the capital had already put it about that he had 
abandoned the Brothers, but this was an accusation prompted by 
wishful thinking rather than by genuine conviction. To have yielded 
to his inclination to stay in the solitude of Saint-Maxim in or to take 
up parochial work would have been to pre-empt the orders of 
Providence. He was still seeking light in his darkness, still awaiting a 
sign which, like the many signs he had so far followed in his journey 
of faith, would convince him of what God wanted him to do. 

This was why, upon leaving Saint-Maximin in June 1713 he went 
directly to the community established six years before at Mende, 
where he had learned that serious irregularity had developed. He 
needed no special sign for this. The offence to God and the possible 
scandal to parents and pupils represented by a community whose 
Director had abdicated his post had to be rectified. He was coldly 
received by the discontented community and, according to Blain, 
was obliged, after a few days, to seek accommodation in the 
neighbouring Capuchin friary. But he remained in the town some 
two months, and succeeded by patience and tact in finally restoring 
order in the community. 

The Mende episode is significant at this stage of our study ofJohn 
Baptist's sustained response to what he believed was God's will for 
him. It shows that, even if he had become convinced that God no 
longer wanted him to carry the burden of responsibility for the 
future of the Society, nevertheless he knew that it could not be 
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reconcilable with the divine will to be indifferent to its fortunes as 
revealed in the daily events occurring in his vicinity. What was 
developing in his mind, suggests Campos, was a consciousness of a 
new role for him in the Society. When he left Mende, it was to go to 
Grenoble, not this time to bring tranquillity to a restless community 
but to share the peace and companionship of the small group of 
Brothers who gave him welcome there. The impression one derives 
from the biographers is that this stay at Grenoble provided a kind of 
a halting-place in his itinerary, and that the new role he gladly 
assumed was that of a simple member of one of the several 
communities which had sprung into being under his charismatic 
leadership. It was here, as Blain tells us, that he once again took his 
place in class and taught the children who frequented the school. 
But the occasion for this act of participation in his disciples' daily 
work symbolised, in fact, the ambivalence of his situation at this 
time. God had not yet given him the sign that he was no longer to 
act as Superior. Whatever his growing conviction, the present fact 
was that, in the sight of God, the only Superior of the Institute was 
himself, since, despite all his efforts to the contrary, he had been 
chosen as such by his disciples. Any idea of returning to Paris to 
impose his authority had by now been ruled out. Yet his conscience 
told him that he should at least know how the situation had evolved 
in the capital during the year and half since he had left there. His 
compromise solution was to send a Brother from the Grenoble 
community to carry out a visit on his behalf, and to take that 
Brother's place in class. 

His continuing state of doubt at this time was also indicated by his 
decision to visit the Parmenie recluse Sister Louise, to seek the 
benefit of her famed gift of discernment.* Her assurance that his 
developing wish to spend the rest of his days in solitude was not in 
accordance with God's will served to confirm his own intuition but 
not to convince him that his place was back in the capital actively at 
the head of the Society. He returned to the haven of the Grenoble 
community to resume the archetypal way of life, comprising prayer 
and work and fraternal union, envisaged by him from the beginning 
as the ideal of e\'ery Brother of the Christian Schools. It was for God 
to intervene in his own good time, when and if the respite should 
end. 

• An absorbing account of this episode is to be found in Encountrn: De IA Salle at

Pannmie by Leo Burkhard FSC & Luke Salm FSC (Romeoville, ) 982). 
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16 

Light out of Dark-ness 

The divine intervention came in the form of a letter, dated 1 April 
1714, addressed to the Founder by the assembled Brothers of Paris, 
Saint-Denis and Versailles. It was a remarkable document about 
which Michel Sauvage has said that "it would be difficult to discover 
a more convincing proof of the solidarity of the Society established 
by M. de La Salle, or of the Brothers' consciousness of being an 
autonomous Community". The incident that had brought them to 
the point of writing their letter was a step taken by the cleric, a M. de 
Brou, whom M. de La Chetardye had asked to act as Superior of the 
Saint-Sulpice community. De Brou, prompted by the parish priest, 
had drawn up a set of regulations for the Brothers, quite different 
from the rules already formulated by their Founder, and had 
submitted these to the Cardinal Archbishop for his approval. It was a 
move which united the Brothers in an alarmed awareness of the 
threat to their existence as a Society such as they knew their absent 
leader had intended it to be. They took the only step available to 
them: they "ordered" M. de La Salle, in the name of the vow of 
obedience which he had pronounced with them, to return to Paris 
and resume direction of the society. 

For John Baptist it was the sign he had awaited. The request of 
"the principal Brothers of the Ch1-istian Schools" (thus the writers of the 
letter termed themselves), gathered together as forming "the body of 
the Society", was an unmistakable expression of God's will. Not to 
have obeyed this request would have been to default on his vow and 
therefore to have refused the divine purpose. But his response 
transcended a mere material act of obedience. As Miguel Campos 
points out, Blain remains at the mere surface of the Founder's 
reaction to the letter when he says that, "having inculcated the virtue of 
obedience in his disciples so often by word, he felt it mu only 1-ight that he 
should now pnwide a lesson by his example". Obedience certainly entered 
into his motivation and indeed it was the direct appeal to his 
obedience contained in the letter's words, ". . . .and we command you 
in the name of the body of this Society to which you have voived 
obedience . .. ", which left him no room for doubt as to where God's 
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will lay. But the experience of his two years away from the capital, 
the deepening of his understanding which his intensive prayer and 
meditation had wrought, made him sure of how he must read the 
letter's injunction that he was to "resume forthwith thegeneml conduct 
of affairs". The writers of the letter no doubt meant that he must 
take up again the reins of government from where he had left off. 
They could not know that the experience he had been through 
during the two years since they had last seen him moved him to a 
different understanding of their words. 

The letter from Paris provided light in his darkness, not only 
because it invoked his obedience to "the body of the Society" but also, 
and by that very fact, because it demonstrated for him that the 
Society was now, at last, capable of taking its destiny into its own 
hands. It told him that the autonomy he had defended at the cost of 
being thought stubborn and inflexible (by men whose minds and 
characters he respected) was now secure and needed his protection 
no longer. It told him that, by wording their request to him - their 
Founder to whom, at every stage of their spiritual journey together, 
they had looked for guidance - as a command, the "principal 
Brothm" had understood what the term "the body of the Sodety" 
meant and its significance for the future. Without, surely, adverting 
to the fact themselves, their request served only to convince their 
Founder that his role as Superior had now become redundant - and 
also (fulfilling his persistent dream!) that the Society would never 
have another priest as its Superior, but only and exclusively one of its 
own members. 

If we bear these considerations in mind, the remaining sequence of 
events will not seem as surprising as perhaps they have tended to in 
the past. For example, Battersby, in his valuable 1957 biography, 
having commented that the Founder left Grenoble "without further 
hesitation", goes on to say that "instead of arriving in Paris within a 
week or so, as he might easily have done, took four months to get 
there, and this provides us with yet another of those problems with 
which this period is full". But the fact was that now John Baptist felt 
no urgency about his response to the Brothers' summons. His 
prolonged absence from the capital had brought about the very thing 
he had hoped for: a funhcr delay could only serve to consolidate the 
Brothers' awareness that the Society's future was now, under God's 
providence, in their own hands. 

It happened also that the incident which had alerted the Brothers 
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into writing their letter had proved to be a false alarm. The Cardinal's 
response to M. de Brou's request for approval of the Community's 
new regulations was that he deemed it "inappropriateforanydeciswn to 
be mken relating to changes in the existing rnie". The date cf this 
communication was 4 April 1714, and no doubt John Baptist 
would have had word of it a few days after receiving the Brothers' 
letter written just three days before. The news would have seemed a 
providential intervention, allowing more time for his return to Paris. 

The biographers say that after leaving Grenoble he travelled north 
to Dijon, but broke his journey at Lyons in order to visit the tomb 
of St. Francis de Sales (in fulfilment of a promise made to the 
Visitation nuns at Grenoble). He stayed some little while with the 
Brothers at Dijon, where a school had been founded nine years 
before, but then, instead of pressing on to Paris (he was about half­
way there from Grenoble) he retraced his steps and revisited other 
communities in the south. No doubt he had a premonition that he 
would not sec these communities again, not only because he sensed 
he had not many more years to live, but also because he foresaw that 
future "visitations" of these places would be the responsibility of 
others. 

It is true that there was one further consideration which surely 
helped to make his return to Paris a leisurely affair. The old enemy, 
M. de La Chctardye, was still in possession at Saint-Sulpice. John
Baptist had no reason to believe that the attitude of the redoubtable
parish priest had changed, and he was in no disposition to return and
resume the battle which, in essence, had been the cause of his
departure from the capital two years before. More than ever, since
receiving the letter of 1 April, he was confident that the Brothers
could defend their autonomy even against any further
encroachments by La Chctardyc himself. He wished neither to
renew trouble for them by returning now, nor to seem to have
triumphed over his opponent by responding to a vote of total
confidence on the part of his disciples.

But on 29 June of that same year, M. de La Chetardye died, aged 
78, "in the odour of sanctity" as Brother Barthelemy said, without a 
trace of irony, in a letter he had occasion to write to the parish priest 
of Mende, who presumably conveyed the news to John Baptist. As 
Georges Rigault comments, the conventional term "in the odour of 
sanctity" was not wholly misplaced. La Chetardye had been an 
esteemed priest to whose "virtues and saintly labours" the reigning 
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Pope Clement XI paid personal tribute, and whose eighteen years of 
zealous ministration to the people of Saint-Sulpice were recognised 
by all who had known him there. But his death removed the one 
great obstacle to the free development of the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools, and it is significant that within three weeks of 
learning the news, the Founder arrived back in Paris, 10 August 
1714. 

According to Blain, reporting no doubt from a reminiscence of one 
who was present, John Baptist's first words to the welcoming 
Brothers were, "Here I am. What do you want me to do?" He spoke, 
from the moment of reunion with them, as one who had no further 
role but to be under obedience to "the body of the Society". His 
concern was to deflect attention from himself and to concentrate the 
efforts of the Brothers on securing the future of the enterprise of the 
Christian Schools. They engaged his obedience to accept once again 
the title and duties of Superior, but he associated Barthelemy with 
him in all that he did, leaving the day to day administration to him, 
advising when asked, but otherwise limiting his activity to that of 
chaplain and spending much of his time composing or revising works 
for the spiritual and professional use of the Brothers. He did exercise 
his authority to transfer the novitiate back to Saint-Yon in October 
1715 and took up residence there himself a month later. But his 
tendency throughout this period was to efface himself, to prepare 
the Brothers for the day when death would remove him definitively 
from them. 

Once the transfer to Rouen was complete, he again used his 
authority to set in motion arrangements for a general assembly of the 
Brothers with the purpose, above all, of ensuring the election of one 
of them as Superior. But even in this he avoided any semblance of 
autocratic procedure. He assembled a group of the Brothers of the 
Rouen area and deliberated procedure with them. The result was a 
formal document, signed by each of the Brothers present (John 
Baptist adding simply "I am in agreement with JVhat the Brothm have 
herein decided. De La Salle") appointing Brother Barthelemy to visit all 
the twenty-two existing communities throughout the realm (a 
round journey of some 1800 miles, begun in mid-December) to 
secure their agreement for the holding of a general assembly at Saint­
Yon the following spring. This agreement was expressed by the 
signatures of the Brothers constituting the twenty-two communities 
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(exactly 100, not including some 18 novices)* to a formula assenting 
to the holding of "an assemb�voftheprindpalBrothersof our Institute in 
the said ho11se of Saint-Yon, at the time indicated by our Brother 
Barthelem_v, in order to de1ermine and finalise our rules and at the same 
time to make provision for the government of our Institute ... " The 
booklet containing the twenty-two signed statements is preserved in 
the Rome archives. 

The gathering took place in May 1717 and Brother Barthelemy, 
Joseph Truffet, was elected Superior. The Founder himself took no 
official part in the proceedings and did not sign any of the acts of the 
assembly, nor even the formula of vows when a renovation of them 
took place during the meeting. (He did, however, sign the formula 
when the renovation took place the following year and the 
attestation of the act describes him there as ''Jmest, founder of the 
Brothers of the Christian Schools, sen,i'!!J the chapel of the said house of 
Saint-Yon".) By remaining apart now from the formal administrative 
tasks, he was underlining the lay character of the Society and its 
government from within by consecrated laymen freely elected . The 
attempts of his opponents to decentralise the administration had 
foundered; their total result had been to strengthen the bonds that 
held the Brothers together in that unity they had discovered in their 
personal spiritual journey made in company with him who, under 
God's guidance, had given their Society its unique character. And, 
observes Miguel Campos, the self-effilcement of M. de La Salle, the 
obligation he had imposed upon his disciples to do without him for 
an extended period, had certainly contributed greatly to the 
solidarity which found its expression in the 1717 general chapter at 
Saint-Yon. 

Acting further as a self-contained legislative body, the capitulants 
entrusted to the Founder the task of making a definitive revision of 
the Rules. There is evidence in that revision to show how the Saint's 
understanding of his mission had developed since the first draft of 
the Rules was drawn up in 1705. Miguel Campos treats this evidence 
as a supplementary parole-force for this closing stage ofJohn Baptist's 
faith-journey and a consideration of his treatment, following his 
discussion of the principal relevant parole-force, the Brothers' letter of 

• And not including Gahrid Omlin. We know &om a suhsequent letter of
Rarthclcmy to Gahrid that the Founder wrote personally to the latter to ohtain his 
agreement to the decisions of the general asscmhly, hut the letter seemingly failed to 
reach Omlin. 
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1 April 1714, will form the subject matter of our next and final 
chapter. 

Seeking still to be as non-existent as possible to the Brothers, the 
Founder obtained Barthelemy's approval to make an extended stay at 
the Paris seminary of Saint-Nicolas du Chardonnet, returning only 
after five months and at the insistence of the Saint-Yon community. 
No doubt the latter were unable to treat him other than as if he were 
still their Superior and this he now abhorred. His disposition of total 
kenosis (the term used by Campos) is well illustrated by a letter he 
wrote from the seminary to Brother Barthelemy apropos the 
purchase of the Saint-Yon property (hitherto held only on lease). 
One can discern from the letter that John Baptist considered the 
opportunity of purchase not one to be missed, but at the same time 
he declined to give advice (which of course Barthelemy had 
requested) that could be construed as direction: "Jam unable to give 
you advice on the subject, and you should c<msult more enlightened perr<ms, 
for it is a matter of importance. Think the thing wer carefully, since it is not 
yet settkd. I should not advise you to borrow money for the purchase. On the 
other hand I do not say outright that it must not be done; you can consult 
others on this point. I esteem that whatever you decide in the matter will be 
all right. It is not becoming that I should have any share in these 
delibemtwns, for I am nothing, whereas you, as Superior, are the master". 

The original manuscript of this letter is in the Institute archives, 
but Blain quotes others of this period, of which the originals have not 
come down to us. Miguel Campos cites passages from these which 
reveal the same insistent tendency to self-effacement. Blain, in fact, 
introduces his references to these letters with the remark that the 
nearer M. de La Salle felt himself approaching the end of his life, che 
more he strove "to die to everything and to effece himself from the 
minds of everyone, even of his dearm disciples''. To one of these 
latter, a senior member of the Society whose request for advice he 
had not felt able to ignore, he added in his reply: "I beg you for the love 
of God, my dear Brother, that for the future you think no more about 
consulting me on anything. Y <Ml have your superion whom you must consult 
on matters spiritual and temporrd. For myself there is nothing now but to 
prepare myself for death which must soon make my final seJXl,mtwn from all 
creatures." And in another letter quoted by Blain and written at this 
time to a correspondent not ibelonging to the Institute, he 
remarked: "Allow me to say, Sir, that you hai,e apparently been 
misinformed by 1vhoever told you that I was doing good in the Church and 

183 



prwiding schoolmasters for towns and villages to  instruct the young. It is tn,e 
that I began the lllork of training Brothers t o  conduct free schools, but for a 
long time nolll I have had no part in their direction. It is one of themselves, a 
Brother Barthelnny, lllho directs them at present and lllho resides in this 
house, and lllhom the Bmthm, incl11ding those at Saint Denis, recognise as 
their Superior. "

Bearing in mind the total reduction of his sense of usefulness to the 
Institute, we can understand better the tranquillity with which he 
received the news, on his death-bed, that the Archbishop of Rouen 
had withdrawn his authorisation to act as chaplain for the 
community. Canon Blain, who was personally involved in the 
episode as the one to whom fell the task of conveying the 
Archbishop's decision to John Baptist, assures us that he listened 
"lllithout losing peace or calm, reflecting only cheerful contentment, shmving 
no kast sign of annoyance or mentment''. Coming at the end of a long 
process of self-annihilation, such a decision couJd only seem to the 
Founder a logical endorsement of his own conviction: so 
unnecessary was he now to the survival of the Institute that even his 
role of chaplain could be dispensed with. Any sense of personal 
insult did not enter into his reaction at all. His faith-journey had 
taken him long past the point at which any personal injustice could 
wound him, least of all an injustice inflicted by a prelate who had 
never shown him much sympathy. 

All that mattered now to the dying Saint was the future of the 
work which God had given him to initiate. And the assurance that 
his intimate converse with his Lord gave him was that the work lllould 
endure because, as he had so often told his disciples, it was "God's 
work". He could die in profound peace (and with what symbolic 
appropriateness!) on Good Friday, 7 April 1719, endorsing every 
step that Providence had led him to take in his life's long and 
arduous pilgrimage, with his last words: "Yes, I adore God in 
everything He has n1ilkd for me". 
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17 

a Monsieur Notre Tres Cher Pere ) ) 

Miguel Campos's choice of the principal parole-force for these final 
stages of the Founder's gospel-inspired itinerary is momentarily 
surprising because it is the only one selected by our guide which is 
not a writing of the Saint himself. It is, in fact, the letter sent to him 
l>y the group of "principal Brothers" assembled in Paris, requesting 
and requiring him to resume direction of the Society. Campos ranks 
this letter with the autobiographical documents chosen by him as 
paroles-force in the course of his study because, no less than they, the 
letter reflected John Baptist's discernment of God's will at a crucial 
moment in his journey of faith, a moment when he was at a parting 
of the ways and was awaiting the sign which would show him the 
way he must choose. It did so because the very wording of it spoke 
to him at the deepest level of his religious experience. Beginning with 
a form of address in which respect and affection were combined: 
"Monmur notre ms cher Pere ... "the letter continued (as translated 
by Battersby in his 1957 biography): 

"We, the principal Brothers of the Christian Schools, having in view the 
greater glory of God, the good of the Church and that of our Society, 
consider that it is of the utmost importance that you should resume the 
conduct of God's holy work, which is also your own, since it has pkfised the 
Loni to make use of you to establish it and guide it for so kmg a time. We 
Rn all convinced that God has given you the necessary graces and talents 
for the proper government of this new Society, which is of such great utility 
in the Church, and JVe acknowledge in all justice that yr;u have in fact 
always guided it with much success and edificatum. For this reason we 
humbly beseech you, and we command you in the name of the body of this 
Soci-ety to which you have vowed obedi-ence, to resume forthwith the general 
conduct of affain. In testimony of which, 1ve have signed. Done at Paris 
this 1st April 1714. We are, with the most profound respect, dear 
Father, your very humble and my obedient inferion. . . " 

To be noted, in the first place, about this document (says Campos) 
is that it both recapitulates the Founder's association with the 
Society from the beginning and testifies to the contract entered into 
by the vows of 1694, whereby the Society had taken definitive shape 
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as an alliance of men binding themselves in the sight of God to 
conduct "together and by association" free schools for the poor. These 
vows had given direction to John Baptist's fulfilment of his mission 
as founder: they were the point of convergence for his procedures 
previous to their pronouncement and they constituted the driving 
force for every subsequent act. The changes in the course of his early 
life, which retrospectively he had understood to be intcn'cntions of 
Providence, had all been firmly accepted by him because they 
corresponded to the demands of discipleship of Christ as he read 
them in the gospel pages. God had led him, step by step, to the 
point at which he left his family home, renounced his canonry and 
the ecclesiastical career it promised, and gave away his personal 
wealth to the poor - all to bind himself in an irrevocable union with 
others who had met him on his journey of faith and had decided to 
take up the same journey in his company, their hearts burning 
within them, like the Emmaus disciples of Jesus, as he progressively 
revealed to them the meaning of what God had called him and them 
to accomplish "together and b_v association". 

The letter recalled all this with its reminder that it had "pleased the 
Lord to make 11se of (him) to establish and g11ide (the enterprise of the 
Christian Schools) for so long a time". The words were evocative of the 
Memoir which he had written to explain the ways whereby divine 
Providence had brought the Institute into existence. As we saw in 
Miguel Campos's analysis of that Memoir, John Baptist had realised 
that God had led him "in a q11ite imperceptible way, and with plenty of 
time" to accept responsibility for the schoolmasters - a responsibility 
definitively assumed by the "exodus" with his few companions to the 
house in the rue Ncuvc in 1682. As to the nature of his "guidance" 
of the Society, referred to in the letter, he had been obliged by 
circumstances to summarise this in another extended statement, the 
Memoir on the Habit. 

The writers of the letter claimed that they had in view "the greater 
glmy of God, the good of the Ch11rch and that of (their) Society". The 
words revealed their consciousness that their Society was now a 
recognisable corporate unit capable, as such, of rendering invaluable 
scn'icc to the Church and, thereby, contributing to the greater glory 
of God. The latter phrase was a direct allusion to the formula of vows 
and it was a logical step that the letter culminated in an appeal to that 
formula as the grounds of the command "in the name of the body of this 
Society" to which the Founder had vowed obedience. 
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In saying that they deemed it of the utmost importance that he 
should resume the conduct of "God's holy work", the writers again 
used terminology they had learned from him and showed, at this 
supremely critical moment in the life of the Society, that his own 
long-held conviction was now firmly their own. By adding 
" ... which is also your own (work)" they declared their belief that God 
had made use of him as the responsive instrument whereby the work 
was brought into being - an idea which, as Campos reminds us, 
corresponds with a thought of the founder expressed in one of the 
personal rules: "/ must often recall that I am like an implement, useful 
only in the hands of a worker". 

In such terms the Brothers expressed their conviction that the 
form of government their "very dear Father" had shaped for the 
Society, the structure he had given it, the way he had organised the 
schools, all represented the fulfilment of a task in accordance with 
God's intention. John Baptist had wondered, to the point offeeling 
rejected by God, whether his own unworthiness had proved an 
obstacle to the divine plan, but these disciples were assuring him 
now that such was far from being the case: they were telling him that 
the plan had been fulfilled and that it was he who had made it 
possible. And they reinforced their assurance in the strongest terms: 
"We are all convinced that God has given y:ou the necessary gmces and 
talents for the prop.er gm,ernment of this new Society . . .  and we acknowledge 
in all justice that yw have in fact always guided it with much success and 
edific:ation". 

Such words, comments Miguel Campos, penetrated to the very 
heart of John Baptist's self doubts. The burden of his opponents' 
criticism had been that "he did not know how to govern", and so often 
had this been said that he had finally become convinced of its truth. 
The categorical assurance he now read in the Brothers' letter told 
him that God had not, after all, found him wanting. When he had 
thought himself rejected by his disciples he had equated this with a 
rejection by God. The converse equation held good now that his 
disciples made clear that they had not rejected him: neither therefore 
had God. 

Paradoxically, the message the letter conveyed was not quite the 
one they were intending to convey. In this sense, though written by 
others, it became his parole-force, because he read in it a meaning 
which transcended the writers' own. God made use of their words to 
give his faithful servant a directive which went beyond what the 
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words in themselves said. The letter, inspired by a desperate need of 
his presence, told John Baptist, in fact, that the Society was no 
longer in need of him. And when, in obedience to the summons of 
"the body of the Society", he returned to Paris '�to n:sume the genera/ 
conduct <f ajfain", his purpose was to do so ·only to finalise the 
structures which would replace him as Superior by another drawn 
from the Society itself. 

There remains a further parole-force chosen by Miguel Campos to 
illuminate the closing years of the Founder's life. This derives from 
the revision of the Rules which the general assembly of 1717 
requested him to undertake. According to Blain, John Baptist 
applied himself to this task "with great attentwn"; and because a 
manuscript copy exists, both of the 1705 draft of the Rules, which 
was the one he revised in 1718, and of the 1718 version itself (both 
published in No. 25 of the CAhien Lasa/luns series) it is possible to 
discern what new insights the Founder had developed, with regard 
to this key text of the Institute, over a period of thirteen years. 
Campos chooses for particular consideration two additions made by 
the Founder to the 1705 text, in the form of prologues to two 
principal chapters of the Rules. 

The first of these two additions is to be found at the beginning of 
the second chapter of the R),g/es Communes, the chapter on The Spirit 
of this Institute. In the primitive 1705 manuscript this chapter began 
directly: "The spirit of this Institute is first a spirit of Faith . .. "What 
prompted the Founder, thirteen years later, his life-work nearing its 
end and the charge of the Institute now in another's hands, to 
preface this abrupt definition with an introductory paragraph? 
Campos's answer is that the Saint was concerned that, in this revised 
Rule, when "the body of the Sociay" was seeking a legislative text 
which would provide for the most minute details, priority should be 
given to the spirit rather than to the letter. "That which is of the 
utmost importance," the revised chapter began, "and to which the 
greatest attentwn should be given in a Community, is that all who compose it 
possess the spirit peculiar to it. . . " 

John Baptist, able now to look back on the way God had led him 
forward step by step on a journey beset with temptations to 
discouragement, knew that faith was the bulwark which must 
sustain his disciples through the difficulties of their mission. If they 
were strong in the spirit of faith God's work would continue to be 
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accomplished in and through them. From the very beginning of 
their spiritual journey "the mwices must apply themselves t-0 acquin" this 
spirit, and those who were already members "must make it their first 
care ID preserve and inma.re it in themselves". This spirit was to "animate 
all their actions'' and "be the motive of their whole cmuiuct". 

Having thus established the priority of the spirit, the Founder was 
able to present the rest of the second chapter in almost the same 
words as in the 1705 version. The spirit of faith was to be combined 
with a spirit of "ardent zeal for the instruction of children". We 
recognise here the familiar synthesis, formulated now in the solemn 
context of the Society's Rules: there was to be no dichotomy between 
the duties of state and the pursuit of personal sanctification. Prayer 
sustained by faith combined with work inspired by zeal, such was to 
be the way of fulfilling the Lasallian vocation. It was a way which the 
charism of John Baptist de La Salle enabled him to bequeath to his 
Institute; and countless disciples of his, down the three centuries of 
the Institute's existence, who have taken him at his word, have 
demonstrated in their lives the sureness of his previsionary insights. 

Another addition made by the Saint when revising the 1705 Rules 
was the whole chapter on Regularity. Campos centres attention 
particularly on the prologue to this: "It is necessary that the Brothers 
apply t-0 themselves, and take for the foundation and suppt,t of their 
regularity� what St. A ugu.stine says at the beginning of his Rule, that those 
who live in Community should, before all else, love God and next their 
neighb:our . .. "The passage continued with examples illustrating the 
practical application of this great principle. The purpose of this 
prologue was to emphasise that regularity - the observance of a Rule 
- however essential to the effectiveness of an Institute's mission -
could be valid only to the degree to which it manifested love for God
and love for one's neighbour. Rcgufarity which failed this test was, in
the words of the text, "quite usek-ss for salvation", because love of God
and love of one's neighbour are "the principal commandments given us
by God".

This was teaching, as Brother Maurice Hermans has shown in his 
study, Pour une Meilleure Lecture de nos Reg/es communes (Paris-Rome 
1954), which echoed the most ancient traditions of the Church's 
monastic life, that had based itself on the ideal of the first Christian 
community in Jerusalem, delineated in the Acts of the Apostles. But 
the truth it contained could be lost sight of: structures could assume 
a greater importance th:in fraternal union; the letter of the law could 
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take ascendancy over the spirit of love. John Baptist, for all his 
profound conviction that regularity would sustain the Institute for 
the work God wished it to accomplish, wanted now to leave this 
message, that love is the fulfilment of the law. 

Taken together, comments Miguel Campos, the two prologues, 
inserted into the Common Rules by the Founder within sight of his 
death, constitute a kind of enduring parole-fora for the Brothers of 
the Christian Schools, a guide-line to safeguard their mission 
through the vicissitudes of time and place - faith, hope expressed in 
unflagging zeal in the service of youth, and love. 
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