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Introduction

The full ttle of Brother Miguel Campos’s doctoral thesis is
LITINERAIRE EVANGELIQUE DE SAINT JEAN—BAPTISTE
DE LA SALLE ET LE RECOURS A L’ECRITURE DANS SES
“MEDITATIONS POUR LE TEMPS DE LA RETRAITE”. It has
been published i two volumes as Nos 45 and 46 of the Cahbery
Lasalliens sevies, The rwo volumes correspond to the two elements of
the ntle and, coinadentally, both have the same number of pages,
389. Ar first glance, the relationship berween the two parts of the
title 1s not self-evident, but, in fact, a perusal of the two volumes
leaves the reader in no doubt that the interdependence is complete.
The Mdéditarions powr le Temps de la Retraite 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 consohdate the Instrute of
the Brothers of the Christian Schools. The charting of this itinerary is
the rask Brother Miguel set himself for the furst part of his thesis, and
the present book is a modest attempt to convey something of the
nchness of chronicle and commentary to be found in the first
volume. The Campos treatment of the MTR, and specifically of the
scniptural content of those Medirations, would be material for
another attempt to make some of his findings available to English-
speaking readers: 1t would be a task most congenial to the present
writer if time were to permit.

It should be mentoned also thar Brother Miguel gives a sub-ritle
to his work, calling it a Contribution & Pétude sur les fondements
évangéluyues de lo vie veligieuse. In the course of a lengthy Insveduction
Générale Campos presents a summary of current research inro this
aspect of the religious life, research thar 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 Perfectne Caritatis, on the theology of the
religious life and on the profession by vow of the evangelical
counsels. He concludes with an appiication of his survey to one of
the Institutes of consecrated life in the Church, that of the Brothers
of the Christian Schools.



Again, the prescnt work offers nothing of this rich discussion, the
intention of rhe 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 thar 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 informanon.

The survey has its starting-point in the concern of the first Superior
General, Brother Barthétemy Truffer, to gather, soon after the death
of M. de La Salle, written reminiscences and testimontals which
might serve towards the composition of a biography of the Founder.
Qur knowledge of the bfe of John Baptist de La Salle derives from
the work of the first three men to make use of the resulting matenal,
all of them wrniting from the vantage-poimnt of having known
personally the subject of rheir biographies.

The first in time of these was Jean Dauge, who was born at
Fribourg, Switzertand, on 24th June 1697, and entered the Institute
in March 1713, receiving the name of Frére Bernard. Very soon after
the death of the Founder, Bernard was given the rask of writing the
biography, and to facilitate his work he was handed the collection of
statements and tribures thar had been received rogether with, and
more significantly than the rest, a document in M. de La Salle’s own
handwriting. But judging rthese materials insufficient for his purpose,
the young biographer (still in his carly cwenties) sought rto
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-Suipice. Having completed a first draft of the biography he
sent it 1o Canen Lous de La Salle, John Bapust’s brother, for his
observations and corrections. The Canoen, however, held on to the
manuscript for so long that Bernard decided to make a new start and
produce a second drafe. But all that has come down to us from this
activity on Bernard’s part is 2 short manuscript of eighty-six exercise-
book pages, relating to the period 1651-1688 in the Founder’s Iife.

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 Frére Romain, Charles Plansson,
who was born in 1671 but did not enter the Insttute unel 1719, the
year of M. de La Salle’s death. The copy can be dated from the
inscription 1723 on the tutle-page. The hiterary quality of the
manuscript is of minor interest, and Bernard’s chronology is shaky,
especiajly wirh regard to facts not directly related to the foundation
of the Institute. The author admits the seylistic limitations of the
work burt claims that these were present in the testimonials he had
recetved and which he had wished to use conscientiousiy.

The particular interest of Bernard’s modest cffort, then, is not at all
literary. Its significance rather s that it is the first attempt to present
a biography of John Baptist de La Salle and it 15 the work of one who
had known the Founder personally and was writing shortly after his
death. It rerains, 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
impiicit in the lowly work. The first of these is contained in the
wording of Bernard’s title which, translated literally, 1s: The adwmimbie
conduet of divine Providence in the pesson of the Venerable Sevpant of God,
Jobwn Baptist de La Salle, Priest, Doctor of Theology, fovmer Canon of the
Cathedral of Rhetms and Founder of the Brothers of the Chvistinn 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 limired ability prevented him from living up to the
promise of this title, and the specific onginality of M. de La Salle’s
response hardly comes through in the text.

The second contnbution that Berpard’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 o rhis
document in these words: “Here then is the way in which the Institule of
the Brother of the Christian Schools came into being. The sevvant of God
bimself gives ws the information in swmmary form in a handwritten
Aocuwment Which he kept undisclosed fov move than twenty years but which
was fortunately discovered (during his absence in Provence).” The
significance of this document will be discussed later.



The second of the Founder’s biographers was a nephew of his,
Dom Frangois Elie Maillefer, 2 Maurist Benedictine, Librarian for
many vears at the monastery of Saint-Remi in Rheins. He produced
two versions of his biography of his undle, 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 Saile
prétre, docteur en théologie, ancien chanoine de lp cathédrale de Reims et
Institutrenr des Fréves des Ecoles chrétennes with a second version fifteen
years later are 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 “serernl learned 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
admircr who had undertaken to bear the expense of the prinnng
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, ar fiest without success.
But “ome of their nmmber,”’ says the blographer, “called Brother
Thowmas, was so inststent that I finally gave him my manuscript on condition
that if 1 weve decided to publish it, no change must be made in it without my
consent. He has not kept bis word. The manuscrips was sent to Saint-Yon in
Rouen, and theve given to the Supevior Geneval who ovdinarily resides there.
The latter therupon commissioned a clevgyman of Rouen to compose a new life
and this bas been published tn two volumes. These have only to be vead to
convinge anyome of the poor taste and lack of discernment possessed by therr
author. The greater povtion of the facts he velates in this work are dvowned,
50 to speak, i & confused mass of poorly distributed personal reflections. His
style is careless, and although be has not scrupled to copy me word for word in
some places, he has not fudged fit to acknowledge his souyce.”’

The “clengyman 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 ro 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 unpubhbshed manuscripr, is
preserved in the municipal Library of Rheims. Both drafts, 1723 and
1740, have been published in the Cakiers Lasalliens serics, with a
comparative study by Bro. Maurice IHermans,

Maillefer’s two biographics present, in Migue) Campos’s view, “a
first-hand witness account of the De La Salle event, offered in a
historical form certainly more technically accomplished than thar of
Bernard, and without the sometimes naive comments of the fatter.
Writing as a member of the De La Salle family, and belonging to a
Jansemst mihien, Maillefer omits all polemical references, prefernng
vo stress the spirirual 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, Maillefec’s
work has an incstimable value as a primary source.”

There remains the two-volume biography by Jean-Bapriste Blain, a
waork which has enjoyed the widest diffusion in the Institute, though
its author has remained relatively unknown. Blain was a fellow-
student of Louis-Gngnon de Montfort at the Jesuit College at
Rennes and afrerwards in Pans at the seminary of Saint=Sulpice. His
spititual director at the Paris seminary was Jacques Baiihip who had
also been a counsellor of M, de La Salle. Blain was ordained priest at
Noyon by Mgr. d’Aubigné who later became Archbishop of Roten
and invired Blain to transfer to the archdiocese in 1710, The latrer
became, in due course, ccclesiastical superior to several rehigious
congregations: he composed the Rules of the Ernemont Institute
taking as his inspiration the Brothers’ Rigles Communes and the rules
drawn up by Pere Barré for his congregation of reaching sisters. In
1712, during M. dc 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 ceclesiastical superior of the
Brothers had neccssarily given him unrivalled access to the Institure’s
mother house during the final years of his hero’s life. As
representative of the Institute with the archdiocesan authorities, the
future biographer enjoved the confidence of the saintly Founder: the
Brorhers themselves were 1o 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 vears Jater, in 1745, during an
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archdiocesan enquiry, more than one Brother recalled that Blain was
a man exceptionally well-informed on marters connected with their
Congregation.”

The biography appcared in two volumes at Rouen in 1733, under
the rtitle La Vie de Monsieny Jean-Bapeiste de La Salle, Institutenr des
Frtres des Ecoles Chwétiennes. It has been re-published in facsimile as
Nos. 7 and 8 of the Calbiers Lasalliens. An authoritative article on
Lasallian studies, written by Pére André Rayez 8.]. and published in
1952 in the Revne d’Ascétigne et de Mystigue, sums up borh the fauls
and the incstimable value of Canon Blain’s achievement in the
following terms: “Blain is a biographer of the old school, oo often
merely a long-winded panegyrist, sometimes a clumsy apologst; the
good Canon embellishes his own memories and improves on thosc
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
Quicusts, But my apologies to his memory! His biography, wntren
so soon after the death of the Saint, by one who was a contemporary
of his subject and a witness of his lifc and who, in addirion,
questioned others who knew the Saint well, remains, whatever its
shortcomings, irreplaceably precious as a source.”

With reference to  Blain’s use of documenrts, another
commentator, Maurice Hermans, has this assessment: “One may
regrer that he does not always wdentify 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 1es carly stages, has produced a number of hypotheses. But
(says Miguel Campos, after Rigault) one thing is certain: on the
origins and carliest years of the Institute and on the struggles which
the Founder had ro sustain in consolidating his work, Blain provides
a mass of informarion impossible to find elsewhere.

A critical study of the references common to the three earliest
brographies would throw light on a number of historical data and on
the documents relating ro rhose data. In this connection we are
indebred to the indefatigable General Editor of the Cabiers Lasalliens,
Bro. Maurice Hermans, for two invaluabie tools of research,
published as Nos. 9@ and 10 in that series: Bernard, Madllefer et Blain:
Index cumulatif des Noms de Lienx et des Nowms de Peysonnes {1974) and
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Bernard, Marllefer er Blain: 1. Index anglyrigue cumulatif. 11 Relevé des
dits et des bovits mvrvibués & Jean-Baptiste de La Salle. (1979). Bur
whatever the nature of the areas of contacr relating each to the
others, these three biographers remain the premier witnesses for a
study of M. de La Salle’s spintual itinerary, as discernible in the
concrete data of his cxistence,

It remains true that all three considered the man they wrote about
o be a saint and becawse of this their works are marked by a prion
judgements. Furthermore, all the facts of his life are interprered
according to the religious climate of the period and to the personal
standpoinr of each wrirer. Their reading of the “De la Salte event”
{Campos’s term), while being undoubrediv valid and rich, has to be
viewed with a certain rescrve. 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 mennoned above, while nor ar all quesrioning Blain’s
integrity of purpose, enters this caveatr abour his work: “When
biographers dispense with documentary evidence and omit to make
expiicit referenice to authentic sources, the chapters they devore 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 are based on undisputed facts or
documentary evidence. In the case of Blain rthere is always the
risk . . . thar we may rake rhe 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 happencd in his ife-
story, but, still more, to make the effort to enter into that sequence
of occurrences wirh the same undevstanding as he bad of their meaning
mnterprered in faith ”



1
“Pavoles-Force’” and < Evénements-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 hor
vocabulary 1s the cxpression parsle-force which Campos is at pains, m
an introductory chapter, to define and analyse at some length.

The author suggests that in every man’s life there are @ hmited
number of occasions when a particular combination of circumstances
obliges him to pausc and take stock, to assess his motives, the
direction in which his lifc is moving, the value, greacer 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 15 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 formularion, made ar a
critical moment in a person’s hfe, is what (if the present writer has
understood him fairly correctly) Miguel Campos means by a pargle-
force. The clement of -forze in his invented term dernives, as he points
out, from the analogy of kinetic energy in physics: the parole
(meaning the “word”, bur understood in the ampler connotation of
the versatile French term) is expressed at the moment of pausc when
the potential encrgy stored in the sequence of events leading to that
moment 1§ about to be released in dedisive actton for the furure.
Action, in fact, is the generating source of the parole-foree, and acrion
is its product.

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

8



Not that our author would claim to arrive ar a total revelarion of
the personal spiritual experience of the Founder, There is a limit to
such rescarch, beyond which lies mysrery. This is true for every
humar bemng, but especially so in the case of a man like De La Salle
whose life was, so to speak, torally polarised by rhe sustained appeal
thar God made to him to accomplish 2 work for which hittle in his
social origins, his training or his remperament seemed particularly to
equip him. But we shall find {claims Campos) that history has, in
fact, recorded cerrain paroles-force in the life of John Baprist 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 pavoles-force which arc to guide us
- in the joumney of discovery we are undertaking? First, naturally,
among the few but precious writings of the Founder which the
Institute happens to possess in their onginal manuscript; but then,
also, in cerrain other writings cited expliatly or imphicitly in the
earliest biographies. Reference has already been made, in our
intreductory chapter, to one such document which was made
available to Frére Bernard when he was asked to write M. de La
Salle’s blography. It seems at first sight to be merely a summary
account of how the Institute originated, but it 1s more than that- [t
tells us much abourt the man who wrote it {and who, Bernard tells us,
kept it to himself for more than twenry years). It is, in fact, an
important parole-force in the Founder’s tife.

Biain, for his part, recognised that the biographer of a person who
has died with a repuration for holiness must utilise, in the first place,
any personal memoirs left by the subject of the brography. 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 gui se
passatt au dedans de us?, as he himself expresses it, was ro study his
hero’s actions. And for a knowledge of the Founder’s actions he
dectares that he was dependent on the wntten testtmonials “cargfully
assesnbled by the late Brother Bavthélemy as soon as the holy founder was
dead, and subsequently arranged by one of the Brothers”’,

The facr of the matter s 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 rhe spiritual physiognomy of the saint. His formula
was to present a prolonged lesson in Chrstian perfection and to
lustrate 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 relling his readers that M. de La Salle was “& perfect
model of vegularity, of silence, of recollection, of patience, of obedience, of
bumility, of detochment from all things, of abandovment to Providence, of
resygnation to the ovders of God, of disdain for the world, of arraction for the
cross and for bumilations.”” (Vol. 1. p. 113}, To demonstrate all these
virtues he drew upon the reminiscences of the evewitnesses whose
testimonials he had at his disposal. But in point of fact it frequently
happens that rhe rype of sanctity of which Blain proposes M. de La
Salle as a model is directly ar 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
hagrography practised by Blain, including, for example, the degree of
exactness which he felt obliged ro observe when quoting texts or
testimonials. There is always the possibility, as Fr. Rayez pointed
out, that the ideas and reflections which Blain attmibutes to M. de La
Salle are Blain’s own.

It remains true, nevertheless, that the language used by Blain (and
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 refecence to “‘a menoir which M. de La Salle
composed lnter'on to infovm the Brothers about the means diving Providence
had used to establish ther Institute”. This 1s obviously the memoir
which had already been uulised by Bernard and which, it seems, was
passed on to Blain together with the other documents assembled
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by Bernard. As we shall see, Blain’s use of this manuscript is more
explicit than Bernard’s.

Contrary, in fact, to what he thoughr, Blain had available an
invaluable documentation for an interpretation of the religious
experience of John Baptist de La Saile. 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
rthetorical 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 thar subsequent knowledge of such material is owed. Therein, it is
fair to suggest, lics his claim to the lasting gratitude of the Institute.

Significantly, it is the Benedictine librarian, Dom Elic Maillefer,
who seems, among the source-biographers, to have perceived most
clearly the need for crirical standards. In the foreword o the second
version of his life of the Founder, he wrote: ““The written testimonials
which weve put at wmy disposal and on which I have bad ro base this
Liggraphy weve not always as detwiled as a conscientions wish for accuracy
wonld have Lked them to be. Hence certain gaps, cevtain omissions, will be
[found which a more ample treatment wonld have to supply. I have moveover
kept in mind the taste of our present age which bas little Iking for what
savours of the marvellous, and bave left ont several tncidents whick wonld
have styained the credulity of my veadevs. Those of the sort which I have
tncluded I have found to be based on relinble evidence.”” But even Maillefer
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 carcer
presented by his nephew.

Unfortunately the notes on the Founder which Brother
Barthélemy had collected were lost after being utilised by Bernard,
Blain and, indirectly, by Maillefer. In the Revwe d’Ascétigue et de
Mystigue article of 1952 (mentioned in our introductory chapter) the
Jesuit, André 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 charactenistic 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 Jament
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about his lack of personal documentation. In ecach case rhe
implication is that in order to know John Baptist de La Salle’s
interior life in its reality it would be indispensable to have aurobio-
graphical writings detailing the nature of his relationship with God.
So, for example, the Founder’s Memorr on the Habir 1s seen by Rayez
as documenrary evidence relating to the foundation of the Instituce
rather than to the Saint’s personal spirtuality. It is undoubredly truc
that this document tells us much about the consolidarion of the
enterpris¢ of the Chnsnan Schools ar a pamcular stage of its
existence; but to limit its usefulness ro thatis to imply the belief thar
only personal confidences are really valid source-material for the
study of a saint’s spiritual life.

Bur, argues Campos, whar has o 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
1 the existential arcumstances of his life. His relationship with God
developed in depth and definition cerrainly through his willing
submission to the guidance of his spiritual directors, but not only
through that. It developed no Jess surely from his initial engagement
with a group of schoolmasters, through the successive steps he took
to consolidate the Community, through his incorporating (or, o
use Miguel Campos’s expressive French term “incarpating™) himself
inte the Community for what he preceived o be a divinely-ordained
mission, through his rotal commitment to an evangelical enterprise,
that of Christian Schools — a commitment unto death. To make a
distincnion, says Campos persuasively, between “God’s dealings with
John Baptist™ (Blain’s ““ce gui se passait entve Digu et M. de La Salle’”)
and God’s dealings with him gerher with his disciples in the
establishing of the Christian Schools is to “disincarnate™ the
Founder’s refligious cxperience and therefore to distort and even
totally falsify it for our understanding.

Campos cxpresses this in another way by suggesting that the time
has come to re-orientate research into the nature of John Baptist de
La Salle’s spirituality. Students of this have hitherto depended
habitually, if not exciusively, on Book Four of Blain’s biography, the
part which we know as The Spiric and Virtues of M. #e La Salle. What
future students musr look at as well is the small but vitally significant
collection of attestarions 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 abour the mind and
heart, the psychological and spiritual outfook, of the man who wrote
them.

It is at this point in his discussion that Miguel Campos introduces
another techmical term which he has devised for the purpose of his
investigation. This is the term événement-clef, an expression which
looks as if it might slip more casily into English (as “key-event™) but
which, like parole-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 parucular
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 ‘“pénement’” 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”.

Remarking 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 wirh 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 anising from each
such option proved that he had correctly discerned the choice God
wilted for him and thar 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 événements-clefs.

Campos chooses four such évémements-clefs for particular
consideration, and his choice of them is inspired by the existence of
corresponding pareles-force which mterpret these occasions for us in
words written by the Founder himself or, in the exceptional case of
one, words written # 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.

Neediess to say, there 15 no question of supposing thar the life of
John Baprist dc La Salle can be fragmented inro four significant
episodes with little importance to be attached to the intervening
periods of his career. Every venfiable 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
tour conjunctures in particular which not only marked major ¢ntical
stages in his spirjtual 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, pacticularly
the admirable Canon Blain}, but which arc immeasurably enhanced
as to the degree of light they shed, by documents of unquestionable
authcntsclrv written, not indecd as formal interpretations of those
episodes, but serving as such becausc of the providential temporal
and circumstantial relatonship linking the documenrs with the
events.

What were these four événements-clefs and their relaved paroles-finrce?
First, there was the situation in which John Baptist accepred his
vocation as Founder of a Society which would bring the gospel to the
poor through the channel of cducation. The document which
enlightens us on the crcumstances which led to his recognition of
this vacation and his acceptance of what it entailed 15 a memoir of
which the manuscript is now lost but which, as we saw in our
introductory chapter, Bernard claims to have been his prnapal
source of information. This document, now conveniently referred to
as the Memoir of the Bgginmings, gives us an nsight 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 protecrion and hospitahity to a fortuitous
assemblage of would-be schooimasters, to that of inspirer and
organiser of a Community of men who were to be religious as well as
schoolmasters and who were 1o have their muson dépe in the
educational service of the poor.

The second fvénement-clef 1s represented by the nich and complex
period of the Founder’s move to Pars. The difficulties he
encountered there in the pansh of Saint-Sulpice, the opposition
coming from the schoolmaster corporations, the defections within
the Community, and the rest — all consttuted a sequence of tests
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which brought John Baprtist to a further point of decision in his
spiritual journey. In Rheims he had discerned as the will of God thart
he should establish a community of religious-schoolmasters for the
service of the poor. The Paris expericnce 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 deach. It was not sufficient for John Baptist
to make the first great option with which he was faced, much as thar
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 auronomy of the Community and, in
the longer term, a challenge to the Community’s continued
existenice. 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 Communiry’s development™.

The third of the selected épénements-clefs is the sequence of
occurrences which led beyond 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. Yer 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
contnued, step by step, to becken him and at the same time to
guide and strengthen him. It is an unassuming document with an
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unassuming heading, Rules I have tmposed 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 Raules
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 excrted 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 2 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. He 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. Tt 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
docurnent not written by John Baptist, but written ro 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 1solation 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-force for this final phase, Campos studies
certain additions made by the Founder to the 1705 version of the
Regles 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 événements-ciefs, together with a study of the
interpretation of cach made possible by the related paroles-force forms
the materials of the first of the two volumes which constitute the
Campos thesis. The end producr 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 thar 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 of John Baptist de La Salte. 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 événements-
clefs which form the object of his enquiry. Thus, Bernard and
Maillefer, the two biographers who pur pen to paper even before
Blain, are frequently invoked to monitor statements made by the
larter and sometimes to supply information lacking from, or only
obliquely referred to, in his pages. The eritical approach to the facts
of the Founder’s hife represented by the first Volume of Georges
Rigault’s Histoire Générale de PInstitut des Frives des Ecoles Chrétiennes is
given due weight. Br. Léon 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 faid
under contribution. The historical background to many of Blain’s
biographical dertails is filled in by reference to Br. Yves Poutet’s two-
volume work Le XVIie Siécle et les Origines Lasalliennes. (1970). And
other Lasallian scholars against whose studics 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 thar, Miguel Campos secks to
interpret the facts, not by an uncritical acceptance of Blain’s edifving
conjectures but by examining the documents which Campos belicves
are guides to the Founder’s own understanding of the events. What
emerges, then, from the thesis is 2 new comprehension of the life
and achievements of St John Baprist de La Salle — or, at any rate, of
cerrain salient episodes or periods in thar life. Not, Campos
emphasises, a new biography, but a contribution, he would hope,
rowards the eventual critical biography of the Founder which one
day must, and no doubt will, be writren.
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2
Prelude to a Mission

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 ora
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 2
dominant influence in his life) but there was no Damascus experience
in John Bapust’s existence. A simple, and apparently fortuitous,
contact with a group of unlikely-looking schoolmasters was the
idenuifiable point from which he was led ro founding a religions
institute which, certainly in quantitative terms, has been second to
none 1 brnging the good news of salvation to the young, cspecially
the impoverished and underprivileged young.

The progressive growth of John Bapust’s realisation thar this
momentous task was what God called him to constitures the first of
the frénements-clefi we are to study and 1t will be the purpose of this
chaprer to show that his mission was prepared for (without his being
aware of it at the time) by his recognition and acceprance of Ged'’s
will 1n the successive circumstartces 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 ro follow the beckoning finger of God’s right
hand, and by the time he reached (if che rerm may be allowed) his
moment of truth, the moment, namely, of recognising his vocation
as Founder of the Christian Schools, it was too late to draw back.
But there was, in any case, never any question of his drawing back at
that watershed point in hus life. He had become too habitnated to
saying yes to whatever, small or great, he believed the Lord was
askingg 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 influcnces of tlie 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 onientation of his mature and adult bfe. Léon de Marie Aroz has
discussed (in Cabier Lasgllien No. 26) the doubts that have been put
forward regarding the rraditional 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
abour the profession and personality of John Baprist’s father, Louis
de La Saile. 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 15 to establish from the beginning of one’s study the
principle which is 1o guide Campos throughour his lengthy thesis —
the prinaple thar the reality of John Bapust de La Salle’s discovery
and acceprance 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 accenruated. His
nobility, in fact, came from his mother, Nicole Moét, daughter of
Jean Moét, Scigneur de Brouiller, 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 lincal 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,
who discontinued the family business and embarked upon a legal
career, eventually ranking as Counsellor of the King and funcrioning
as magistrate at the Presidial Court of Rheims. Blain speaks of Louis’
“deep Chrustian spivie™ and Bernard mentions his “great prety’”’ while
Mallefer dwells on the assiduous care with which he fostered 1n his
cldest son, John Baprtist, 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 rake 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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devour 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
tume in contact with the socal environment of his class. OF his very
carliest 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 Collége 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 carly 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. Ir was Pierre Dozet also who, four
years later, resigned his canonry in favour of his voung cousin whose
progress in studies and marurity of character had greatly impressed
him. These two initiatives on Dozet’s part suggest that he must have
had a significant influence on John Baptist’s decision to be a priest,
but there 1s no documentary evidence to support this surmisal.

It is likewise difficuit to specify the precise motives which induced
John Bapuist’s family ro encourage this aspiration. Bernard, Maillefer
and Blain all concur in attnbuting their consent ro the deep faith of
the parents. How their cldest 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. For 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 rhe young De La Salle’s case, the solid
Chrstian basis of his upbringing favoured the development of his
vocaton, paradoxically the social ambience in which he grew up had
sufficient attractions to make it necessary for him to exert personal
cfforts 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-black’’ for him, adolescent as he was and
beginning to “breathe the 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 mantfest this
commitment by entering at least into minor orders. Maillefer meant
that the discipline of the capitular duties could have proved irksome
for the boy-canon and have turned him from his progress towards
the priesthood — but the biographer supposes tius only to say that,
in faet, John Bapust easily surmounted the stumbling-block and
now “‘regarded himself as one consecrated by bis canonry to public prayer®’.
He certainly accepted the condition of minor orders, receiving all
four of these on 17 March 1668, a few weeks short of his
seventcenth birthday.

In contrast with Maillefer, Blain secms, in his first refercnce to
John Baptist’s canonry, to sce no attached problem at alt: *“The youny
De La Salle,”” he says, ‘“hike another Samuel, seewmed bovn for the sacred
mintstry, He was made for the Church and already bis whole ambition was
to dedicate himself to an ecclesiastical caveer. His vocazion was cleayr to see in
bris every action, w all bis inclinations, in the things which pleased and
attracted him — everything about him proclaimed that be was destined for
the sevvice of the altar . . .’ The canonry, in Blain’s interpretation, was
an occasion for supreme joy, for John Baptist now “saw himself free to
follow bis virtuows inchinations”. Nevertheless, as if impressed by
Maillefer’s “stusmbling-block’” inference (he had read the Maurist’s first
draft of the biography}, Blain does expatiate apropos: ““Te shake off
the yoke of authority is the desire of the youry, hostile as they ave to all
control, all vestraint; to be theiv own masters, w ovgansse thesr own Hves and
Jollow their own opinions . . . in o word, to find their own way to heaven
and to follow it only wheve and how it pleases them to do so — all this
coMSTiTHIES B subtly remptation, not easy to vesist for a youvy maw just
beginning to breathe the air of ltherry’”. 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 smadies.

The two biographers differ in their interpretadon 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
thar John Bapust was already conscious of his call to the priesthood
and was generous in his response.

His application to study was proved shortly afterwards when on 10
July 1669, he gained the final school diploma of maitrise-és-arts with
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the mention suwuma cum lande (the onginal document 1s preserved in
the Rome archives). Br. Clair Battersby, in his 1957 biographyv 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 thar 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 rthe faculy of theology of the
University of Rheims to continuc 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 attesung John Baptist’s
“assiduons atrendance’’ at courses of theology at the Rheims
university, both dated 15 July 1670 - a year, almost to the day, after
his gradnation at the Collége des Bons Enfants.

Why he then transferred to Pars to continue his theology is not
clear and seems somewhat sucprising, considering the close family
cnvironment in which he had been reared and also the fact that he
scems, from the two attestations mentioned above, to have settled
well into the Rheims courses. Bartersby suggests that the seminary at
Rheims, from irs proud beginnings as the first to be established in
France following the decrees of the Counal of Trent, had declined, a
century later, in its standards of serious study and no longer
commanded general respect. Pourtet, on the other hand, attributes
the decision to internal unrest existing at the University of Rheuns
itself ar 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 Pans, the high repuration both of the seminary
of Saint-Sulpice and that of the University of Pans where the
seminarians followed the courses in philosophy and theology. Blain
is particufarly emphatic on the point, describing Saint-Sulpice as ““
school fertile in the production of scholars and saings, an academy flowrishing
in piety and tn sound doctrine’’. For Miguel Campos the interest in the
matter is the docility shown by the mature and intellecrually-
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 halif,
entered there on 18 October 1670. We are given a detailed account
of the regulations and daily rimerable 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. Irofile sketches are given
of fellow-students of John 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 Institure of the
Christian Schools. The personalities of the theology professors of the
Sorbonne are brought to life, particularly two whose lectures John
Baptist certainly artended, J. Despériers and G. de Lestocq, noted
opponents of Cartesianism and Jansenism. But it 1s to the staff of the
seminary itself that Poutet devotes most of his attention. The
Superior at the time of John Raprist’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 seminansts as
the imitation of Christ carried as near as possible to the point of
identification. Conditions of entry were strice and it was
Breronvilliers 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 summansed 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, thar recourse to a spiritnal director is necessary for
anyone who wishes to advance in the spiricual life, that the grace of
priesthood imposes an obligation of ardent zcal for the salvation of
souls and that a rruly Christian life will remain unattainable withont
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 catechencal revival, started by M. Olier when he came, in
1642, 1o take charge of the parish of Saint-Sulpice. He had found the
pansh in a spiritually run-down condition, thanks to the influence of
Calvinism and Jansenism, and he saw the chief hope of renewal in
ensuring catecherical 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 irs influence on the shape of his future career. The
available evidence for this, he says, is extremely renuous.
Undoubtedly the contace 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 enrire stay at Saint-Sulpice with
the statement that John Baptist profited by it “to reflect sevionsly on his
future commirment and especially on the fact that the time was approaching
when he must take the trrevocable step of the sub-diaconaie’’. The precise
nature of the young seminanst’s serious reflections must remain a
matter for conjecture but, says Campos, what Maillefer’s phrase
suggests 1s not at all the incidence of any doubts about the path to be
followed, bur rather the impression of a young man not given to
acting under the impuise of sentiment or youthful idealism. John
Baptise, 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
intevrupt his stwdies, but it did canse bim temporavily to suspend his
tntentions”. And Blain takes up the latter part of this statement
verbatim. However, Maillefer does amplify his brief report with a
reflection to the effect that God thus permirted John Bapust to be
beset with disturbing doubts in order to accustom him ar this early
stage in his life to be able ro remain calm v the midst of mbulation,
of which he was to encounter so much in the course of his life. The
implication is that John Baptist 4 “remain calm” even in this first
confrontaton with personal sorrow. And when we consider the
severity of the blow — the loving relationship thar existed between
such a mother and such a son, shartered when she was only thirry-
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 precipitarely attached to his desire ro 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 preciscly ~ 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 cighteen months. His progress there
had been attested by documents (daved 27 July 1671) certifying his
assiduous applicaton 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, gnef-
stricken, the implications of his double bereavement.

The artendance at Louis de La Salle’s fuperal 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 Léon de Marie Aroz. The cortége was led from the
family residence in the rue Sainte-Marguerite (to which the De La
Salles had moved in 1655 from the Hétel de la Cloche) by cighteen
torch-bearing acolytes. The Presidial 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 Chaprer. The dlergy of
several other Rheims parishes were in artendance, 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 moumers. 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 arcumstance was
accepted by the absent seminanst as a supplementary sacrifice asked
of him by God (as had been also the similar impossibility of artending
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 8ch and 9th April 1672 have come down in a relevant
document. The gravity of the atrack was accurarely diagnosed since
on the 8th Louis accepted advice to dictate his wiil, cancelling in the
process one which he had drawn up jointly with his wife twenty-one
years carlier. Léon Aroz has published the 1672 will in facsimile in
Cahier Lasallien No. 26 and a perusal of it is a moving expertence not
least becanse it induces a sense of nearness ro the Founder at an early
moment in his life which can he farly described as critical. The
extract which 15 of immediate interest in this connection reads as
follows in literal transladon: ““Likewise, the said Testator names as
guardian of his childven the venerable and discreer person, Master John
Baprist de La Salle, s son, Canon of the Catbedral of Owr Lady of Rheims,
with the provision that he acts only with the advice and consent of Madame
Pervette Lespagnol, widow of the late John Moét . . .7’ The names of
three other relatives here follow who, together with Madame
Lespagnol, John Baprist’s maternal grandmother, were to form a
kind of family council to whom the young guardian would tum for
advice and approval of the measures he would take.

Despite this clause about rhe advisory council (influenced no
doubt by the facr that at rtwenty-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 artained by
the young De La Salle. His father confidently leaves in his haods 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
ver two years old. More significantly for our purpose, the will was
evidently scen by the appoinred guardian as a directive of
Providence. Iis response was to take immediate measures for
rerminating his studies ar Saint-Sulpice whence he rook his departure
on 19 April 1672.

The rescarchers of Br. Aroz have made it possible for us to
appreciate the conscientious exactirude and merhodical efficiency the
young guardian brought to his task, both characeeristics tempered by
down-to-carth 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 rotally contented
with the sheltered life of the seminary. But a derailed account of
receipts and expenditure covering the first four vears of his
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guardianship, and filling four volumes of the Gahiers Lasalliens series
(Compre de Turelle: C. L. Nos. 28-31) bears unquestionable witness to
his wholehearred acceprance. One of his first tasks, expeditiously
completed, was to pay the bills 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
statcements arc what one might expecr from an accounrant rather
than a theological student. But various ¢ntries manifest a warmth
and considerateness not at all corroborarive of the impression one
might draw from the pages of Blain of a somewhat austere, youthful
martinet, running his household rather on the hnes of a 17th
century seminary.

One would tike to dwell more on this hitherto little-explored area
of De La Salle’s hife. The detatls provided by the Aroz documents are
fascinating i themselves and serve very well to underpin Campos’s
conceprt that John Baptist found his way to holiness and o 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
follows on the implications of the twenty-one year old serninarist’s
new status as “chef de famille”: “He is revealed as a practical-minded
man rcady to teke up his new responsibilities with all that they
entailed. The suspension of bis plans for the priesthood 15 not to be
interpreted as a doubt about where his vocation lay, bur 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 implics, 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 Pans 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 mudtiplicisy of bis tasks as guardian which
now dtvided his attention did not efface from bis wmind the tdew he had
Sformed at Saint Sulpice of committing himself irvevocably to the ecclesiastical
state.” And Blain conveys the same assurance, though in more
cxalted terms: ““His own master now, owner of his fither’s rich patrinony,
completely free still to choose between o caveer in the world and the service of
the altar, he was merely delighted to have to make his choice all over
again . . . He felt 1oy ar being free only to savour the opportunity of vatifying,
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HOW al @ mature age, the consecration he bad already wmade of bimself o
God’s service from bis 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 burt 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 raught 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 1o him.

Roland’s parc in John Baptist de La Salle’s life and vocarion was so
considerable that Léon de Mare Aroz has dedicated the whole of
Volume 38 of the Cahigrs Lasalliens — 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 Canen
Theologian of the Rheims Chapter, he had the duty of instructing
any younger members of the Chapter not yet ordained priests. He
was well-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 mn his life.
Rodand’s response was that John Bapunst 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 surcly accorded with John Baprist’s own decpest
aspirations and he, in Blain’s words, “no longer postponed the decisive
siep of engaging himself in the ecclesinstical state by a perpetnal bond”.
Under Roland’s guidance he set himself to prepare for the sub-
diaconate which, on the feast of Pentecost 1672, he received ar
Cambrat.

With reference to this particular period in De La Salle’s life, the
source-blographers stress especially their hero's docility in accepring
the advice of his spiritual direcror, 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
raken as certain, was to return to Paris and continue his studics at the
Sorbonne, and he might have been tempred 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 counsellors nominated for him in his father’s will.
But such a facile solution would have been ar vanmance with his
personal conviction that God’s will was no less presenr in his duries
of guardianship than in his wish to be a priest, a2 wish now reinforced
by the assurances of such a spintual guide as Nicolas Roland.

The sofution he adopred was to seek admission ta the Umiversity 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 cnergy and good-will was to 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 berween 1673 and 1676 to
Beauricux, Guyencourt, Lz Neuville and Gueux, to Saint Quentin
{to recover arrears of a debr owed to the family by a convenr of nuns
there) and to Villetre-prés-Fismes (to inspect a mill there belonging
to the family). An unsnccessful legal case is atrested for this period
{13 March 1675) in a terntonal dispute with a monastery at
Chartreuve. And on 22 August of the same year he acquired 2 house
in the rue Sainte-Marguerite, additional ro the one he and his family
had occupied since 24 June 1665,

Evidence of iis perseverance in his intention to be a priest s
provided by his ordination to the diaconate on 21 March 1676. The
biographers place also at this point in his carcer an initiative, inspured
by Canon Roland, ro 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 tor such an exchange was provided by the wish of a
Rheims panish priest, André Cloequet, Curé of Saint-Plerre-le-Vieil,
to exchange the burden of pastoral care for a more wranquil and
contemplative way of life. When the marter evenrually came before
the Archbishop, Maurice Le Tellier, for his approval, it received a
negative response, with the advice wo both applicants & remain m
the respective vocations to which God had called them™’.

About this episode Blain says (without specifying details) that
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certain relatives of John Baptist, alarmed ar the proposed cxchange,
had made approaches to the Archbishop, predisposing him to
withhold approval. Both Maillefer and Blain report that, whatever
the reason for rhe refasal, John Baptist accepted it without demur
and that, in fact, it endorsed ““an interior voice which told him thar e
was not called to bave chavge of & pavish . Aroz devores 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 itsclf has scemed an
unlikely evenruality. Miguel Campos reports the facts in summary,
seeing in them further confirmanion of his theme that John Bapust
responded in all tranquillity to occurrences in his life which, however
unexpected, he read as God’s will for him. When Nicoks Roland had
advised him to consider exchanging the casy 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 Sévigné’s anecdote about him, quoted by
Batrersby in his 1957 biography, is to be believed) withheld his
approval, John Baprist thought no more about the matter, believing
thar such an insuperable obstacle proved that Roland’s 1dea was not,
after all, in line with Geod’s will. Campos reflects brefly on the
impressive qualities of John Baptist’s character which emerge from
this episode: discretion, absence of precpitation, practical
commonsense — with, nevertheless, an openness to the interplay of
events. Roland’s attitude seems, in contrast, 1o 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 spirrual
protégé (whose rich potential be had discerned) in charge of & parish
— not that any motive other than an excess of zeal for the good of
the Church can justly be adduced in the martrer.

John Baptist was ordained priest on 9 Anril 1678, the eve of
Easter, just three weeks before his twenty-seventh birthday. The
carly biographers note that his first Mass, rhe following day, was
offered “without selemnizy’” in the Lady Chapel of the Carhedral 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 ooly a stage in his journcy
rowards 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 restiess 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 Bapust. Ir
introduced a new orientarion into his life, scarcelv perceived by him
as such at the time, but appreciated retrospectively in larer years
when he set down his reflections on this period.

For in his will, Roland named John Bapuist de La Salle and a certain
Nicolas Rogier as his executors, and ameng the rasks and
responstbilities this nomination imposed upon them was that they
should endeavour to bring about “en son fieu et place, Pétablissement de
ln matson et communanté des Filles du Saint Enfant Jésus . . . jusqu’a ce
gl soit parfait et consommé”’, 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 Rolarid 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 cfforts had failed to surmount the many obstacles thar stoed in
the way of gaining legal recognition for rhe foundation. (Léon Aroz,
in Cahigr Lasgllien Np. 38, has surveyed this area of Lasallian history
in greater detall and with ampler documentation than can be found
anywhere clse, and the story is deeply interesting.)

Discussing the implications for John Baptist of the new
respansibilities imposed upon him by Reland’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: “Whaterer
difftculty M. de La Salle felt in taking 1p a burden which seemed so heavy
and which, coupled with his domestic vesponsibilities, would absovk time that
be would have prefevred to devote o prayer, he believed that the wishes of bis
deceased friend vepresented God’s will for liim. He overcame iy vepagrnance
and showed by this act of geﬂemﬂn* a clear sign of his gevevosity to M.
Roland. He pur all bis rust in God and, full of zeal, he applied bimself to
the task of vemoving the difficwelties which weve vepeatedly hindering tie wovk
of the Holy Child Sisters.””

The corresponding reflection from Blain reads as follows: M. de
La Salle songhe, during the closing moments of M. Roland’s life, 1w gather
1pr the edifing last words of hus spirivual father and 1o beay from bis lips bis
dvirg wishes. And, as always, he sensed within himself neither o fecling of
repugnance nov one of eagerness, buk only the disposttion of one who wishes for
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nothing and ar the same time wishes for everything that God asks of
him . . . He accepted the vesponsibility of executor and the cave of M.
Roland’s community withour seeing where the hand of God was leading
fim.

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 awarcness 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 execurorship 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 exccutor addressed himself to his fresh responsibilities can be
assessed from documents assembled in Cahier Lasallien 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.) Modern 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 letrre
de cacher was despatched authorising the king’s lieutenant in Rheims
ro convoke an assembly of digniraries 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 procés-verbal informs us) “Maistres
Jean-Baptiste de La Salle, prestve, chanotne de Péglise Nostve-Dame, licencié
en theolggie de ’Université de Reims, et Nicolas Rogier, diacve, chanoine et
thévlggal en ladite iglise’” duly appeared to present the case for legal
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recognition of the Community founded by the “defumer Maisere
Nicolas Roland prestve, docteny en théologie, changine et théolognl en ladite
église’”. The authorities heard an account of the motves which had
led Monsiear Roland to make the foundation, and rhen studied a
full transcniption of his will; they were presented with a detaled
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 submitred, as
required, of the names of all who had been benefactors of the Sisvers.

It must have been a testing experience for the two exequrtors, but
the result was a eriumph for them: the procés-veral concludes with
the information thar the aurhoritues concurred in the view that “the
establishment of the said bouse and community of the Sisters, non-cloisterved,
of the Holy Child Jesus, for the instruction of poov givks and for bringing
thew up in the fear of Geod, as well as for teaching them to vead and write,
would e to the public admntage’”. Six months later, in February 1679,
the long-desiced Letters Patent were received; the onginal precious
document s preserved in the Ssters” Mother House in Rheims.

The way in which John Baptist addressed himself to the rasks
devolving upon him as executor of Roland’s wiil receives due
consideration from Miguel Campos because it illustrates his basic
theme. The episode, like that of the puardianship, demonstrates the
toral commutment with which De La Salie applied himself vo any
underraking which arcumstances 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 twenry-seven, to conduct delicate negotiations with <ivic
and ecclesiastical officials, individually and in assembly. And it also, of
course, exemplifies what Frére Bernard, in the apt title he gave 1o the
first biography of the Founder, called “the admirable conduct of divine
Providence’ 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 “perfecrand
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 plaved by John Baprist de
La Salle in sccunng 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 Rotand as
ecclesiastical superior of the nuns, but one William Rogier, parish
pricst of Mouzon, an elder brother of the Nicolas Rogier who was
co-executor with John Bapust of Roland’s will. But, in fact, the
Constitutions of the new Congregation stipulated thar the Superior
shouid be at least thirry-five years of age, and William Rogier was just
that while Canon de La Salle was only rwenry-eight. John Bapuist
himself’ clearly saw nothing untoward in this appointment of
someone else: he remained in close rouch 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 whe said Mass for the Sisters cach day ar
their convent in the rue Barbitre and it was on one such visit that he
first met Adrien Nyel — a meeting which the biographers are ar one
in sigralising as an intervention of Providence serting 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 see ir as such at the rime — we have his own
word for that, The work he had had to do to win recognition for the
teaching apostolare of the Sisters had obliged lim to study closely
the argaments favouring the establishment of free schools, had
proevided the opportunity to meditate on the ideas of Roland
concerning this work, and had enabled him to take the measure of
the obstacles it the way of making such a foundation and of the
procedures most suitable for removing those obstacles.
Furthermore, the steps he had in fact successfully raken had brought
him into personal contact with the civic and ecclesiastical authorities
of Rheims. The moment for his meering with Nyel was right.

Nyel’s presence in Rheims was due to the initative of a charitable
widow of Rouen, Jeanne Dubois de Maillefer, herself a native of
Rheims but resident for some years in the Normandy capital where
her husband had established a busirniess concern. She greatly admired
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the zealous enterprisc of a Minim priest, Nicolas Barré, who had
founded a congregation of Sisters 1o provide free education for girls
in Rouen, and had artempted, but with il success, ro do somerthing
similar for the benefit of poor boys. Tt was Pére Barré’s example
which inspired Madame de Maillefer with the wish to complement
for the underprivileged boys of her native ¢ity of Rheims the work
which she knew Canon Roland had done for the girls there.

It may be mentioned, in passing, that Léon de Maric Aroz, in
Calrigr Lasailien No. 38, advises caution with regard to the historicity
of Blain’s account of Madame de Maillefer as a frivolous, worldly
pleasure-secker dramatically converted to a life of penance and
charity by the episode of the beggar whom she spurned from her
door and who then scemed, d’outye-rombe, to refuse the sheer which
she had grudgingty allowed to be used for his shroud. The story, says
Aroz, lacks objecrivity and crrtical insight: he suggests thar a
“substitunion de personnes” may have taken place 1n the erigin of the
story, and refers his readers to the theory of a Freére Leurer who has
studied the question. It may perhaps be said in support of this
academic guestion-mark that neither of Blain’s predecessors had
given any hint of awareness of such a conveysion. Bernard’s first
mention of Madame de Maillefer describes her as “a virtuons lady who
excelled in the practice of vivtue (the repetition is Bernard’s) and above all
i zeal for the instrucrion of the young”’. Significantly, Dom Maillefer,
content in the first draft of his biography of his uncle to describe
Madame de Maillefer as a lady ““borm at Rbeims of a vich and
distingrmished family, who had left her native city to accompany her husband
to Rouen where she applied hevself unvemittingly 1o practices of piety and
works of mercy”, enlarges constderably in his second version (he had
read Blain’s biography in the meantime) and Jeanne de Maillefer now
emerges as “a lady born at Rbetms of vich and pious pavents, who hod
acquived in the bosom of hev family a vivtuous disposition which prompred her
to undertake good works wherever the weed avose . . .7’ She was ““tender-
bearted 1o the poor and looked on them as ber childven, making every effort w
provide them with whatever assistance, waterial and spiritual, lay within
her means . . .7 When her husband’s Rouen venrure obliged her ro
leave Rheimns, it was in her new domidle that she “Sbe devored herself
still more particularly’ 1o the practice of chariry, to such effect that she
was scon being referred to as “the mother of the poor’’. Dom Elie
pursues this vein for some lines more and it scems 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 family.
Inadentally, Battersby makes no mention of the “conversion” story,
but, as against that, it must be said thar it is enshrined in the official
History of the Institute, retailed with verve by Georges Rigault on
page 89 of Tome [,

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 to give vise to the institute of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools, tn so far that it was be who cansed Monsteur de La Salls
to undertake and accomplish something to which he had given no thought at
afl . . 7. Nevertheless it seems fair to say that Nyel’s image has come
down ro us at something less than life-size. His eagerness to make
new foundations, his impatience with the constraining need for
consolidation, his selfsatisfaction with the mere quanrity, as
oppased 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 “bonbomme’ 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 Jearn that when, six years
later, Nvel decided to leave everything in the hands of De La Salle
and rewurn to Rouen, the latter implored him not to depart; and
whern, less than two vears after that, news reached the Founder of
the death of his fnend and collaborator, he assembled the Rheimns
communities and their pupils for 2 Requiem Mass at the Convent of
the Holy Child Jesus where he and Nyel had first mer.

But cven more palpable evidence of Nyel's qualities i1s available in
what is known of his activitics in Rouen before he was invited by the
wealthy Madame de Mallefer to extend his zeal to her native city of
Rheims. Born in Laon, he migrated ro Rouen as a young man and
soon gained the friendship and confidence of one of the most
influential officials of the Normandy capiral, Laurent Le Cornu,
seigneur de Bimorel, whose functions included the administration of
the Bureau des Panvres. The problem of providing instruction for the
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children in care at the Hépital Générael was one of Bimorel’s concerns
and when Nvyel offered his services as a rtecacher Bimorel was
sutficiently impressed to appoint bim in charge of a class for the
workhouse children, together with the duties of bursar. Nyel proved
to be a gifted teacher, a highly comperent catechist and an encrgetic
worker who spontancously added to his stipulated dutics the
provision of lessons for the young apprentices and domestics stjll
dependent on the Hipiml All this, however, was insufhicient to
satisfy his enthusiasm, and when he suggested to Bimorel the re-
opening of certain chariry schools which had once functioned in the
districts of Saint-Maclou, Saint-Vivien, Beauvoisine and Saint-Elot,
but which had cdosed for lack of reachers to staff them, Bimorel
readily made funds available for the enterprise. He was confident
that Nyel 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 Pére Barré 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 rurned to Monsieur Nyel for help.
Considering the long and taxing labours already accomphished in
Rouen, 1t scems a fair measure of Nyel’s quality that he offered 1o
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 cstablished in Rouen, accustomed to a
routine  which had developed from his own initiatves and
procedures, and he was a respected consultant on  matters
educadonal. Now he was undertaking to surrender this sertled
sttuation to begin, 5o to speak, all over again in an unkpown 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 farther Madame de Maillefer’s plan. There were poor
boys in Rheims lacking the boen 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 serting out ro 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 bur of guiding him, albeit unawares, into the path of
his life’s work.

It was understood that Adnen’s fiest call, on arriving in Rheims,
would be to the Convent of the Holy Child in the rue Barbatre. The
superior there, Frangoise Duval, had herself been sent from Rouen
by Pére Barré with whom she had collaborated in the cstablishing of
a school in the northern city, becoming, in fact, the first superior of
the pioneer community of school-mistresses founded by Barré at
Sotteville. The Minim’s choice of her, with Anne Lecoeur, to go to
Rheims to assist Canon Roland’s enterprisc, 1s convincing evadence of
his personal esteem for Roland and especially of his disinterested zeal
for the educational work the Rheims canon was struggling o
establish. Frangoise knew Madame de Maillefer well. Sisters from the
Sotteville convent had staffed Pere Barré’s second foundation at
Darnéral which Madame de Maillefer had financed. And there were
other links berween the two zones of apostolic activity, that of
Rouen and that of Rheims. Canon Roland had twice visited Rouen
and had become acquamted with the work of Pere Barré there.
Jeanne de Maillefer knew abour Roland’s enterprise in Rheims and
also about the key part her relative, Canon de La Szalle, had played
therein. The fatter had had no occasion to visic Rouen bur 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, Barré, 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 Dwuval, it scemns unlikely thar
she made no mention of her cousin, Canon de La Saile.

In view of such considerations, it may seem strange that when
Adrien and John Bapust happened to arrive at the same moment at
the door of the rue Barbitre convent on 15th March 1679, neither
secems 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 Frére Bernard whose account runs
thus: “(Monsieur Nyel), having called on this supeviovess to speak to her
about the veason for bis coming to this city, it bappened, by an effece of divine
Providence that when Monsienr Nyel was about to enter the house of the
Sisters, Monsieur de La Salle arvived at the same moment, neither beiny
aequainged with the other, and so, withour exchanging a word, they went,
one to the pavlour, the other 1o his accusioned part of the house . . .7
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Maillefer stnkes the same note: “By an intervention (‘conp’) of
Providence, M. de La Salle who, in accordance with the intentions of M.
Roland, rook particular care of this community, found himself at the door of
the house just when M. Nyel was entering . . 7 Georges Rigault (who
however indicates on his previous page that Madame de Maillefer’s
instractions to Nyel included the advice to consult Canon de La
Salle) dramatises the ncdent tn his atrractive manner thus: “Le
bonhowmme Nyel et son petit compagnon courent, sans le savoir, vers Uun de
ceux qui auront pirié de la fouwle. s le vencontvent mue senil de ln maison
[fondée par le chanoine Roland. M. de La Salle entve chez les Soewrs en méme
temps que les dewx éerangers. Les saluts ont éé échangés en silence. Ni le
prétre ni ke maitre décole ne se connaissent. La minute s'éconle, inapercue.
Er g voici pourtanr fixée dans Phistotre.” Providential chance in that
encounter is indeed built into Lasallian history and onc is led 1o
conclude that when Nyel araved at the rue Barbérre that March day
and handed his lerter 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” ro describe the encounter in
question) notes that when Sister Duval introduced Nyel to Canon de
La Salle, the dialogue, as reported by the biographers, assumed a
one-sided character. We are given little more of the conversarion
than a résumé of John Baprist’s advice and suggestions to the visitor
from Rouen. Bur Yves Poutet, who devotes half a dozen pages toa
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, Nyl obviously had the Rouen school situation m mind:
charity schools closely dependent on the Higital général, enjoying the
approval of the Archbishop of Rouen, the Cathedral Chapter, the
Aldermen, the Councillors . . . and the administrators of the social
scrvices. In this first interview with D¢ 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 presidial court,
defenders of the interests of the commercial middle-classes,
begrudged the emcrgence of any community likely to occupy
valuable business property . . . Nyel’s expenience had been different:
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he had opened schools successively at the Hipimal gendral and in the
four districts of the city, then in the nearby town of Darnetal; he had
recruited, trained and organised schoolmasters . . .7

In other words, John Baptist was able to denve from this first
conversation with Nyel a clear impression that the procedures which
had proved suirable in Rouen would have no hope of succeeding in
Rheims. He showed Nyel that his project called for the vrmost
discretion and he demonstrated his conviction of this by
spontaneously offering the visitor the hospirality of his own home.
Madame de Maillefer’s intention had been that Adnen should reside
with her brother, Monsieur Dubois, sull living in Rherms. But John
Baptist pointed out thar ro go there would cerrainly raise questions
abour the purpose of his presence in Rheims, considenng 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 seck for
Nvel’s project the interest of influential people likely to be favourably
disposed.

Maillefer also says ar this point thar 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. Bur Blain,
despite his ever-present purpose of cdification, 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
t¢ 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: “Hawing read Madame de Maillefer’s
Ietter, and having beavd M. Nyels explanation, M. de Lu Salle secognised
the importance, indeed the necessity ,and advantages, of what was proposed.
He concetved a desive for its success, though be fovesaw the difficulties and
frustrations that wonld be involved. Everything that M. Roland had wished
[for would be achieved if this enterprise were to succeed. M. de La Salle felt it a
kind of duty w support i, He owed it to the memory of his saintly deceased
[friend to vender this service which, morveaver, his goodness of heart would not
let him vefuse.”

It is at this point in his thesis that Miguel Campos turns his
attention to the first of the parolesforce to which, as has been
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indicated in our first chaprer, he attaches paramount importance as
indexes to the mind of the Founder ar various stages of his spirirual
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 Beginnings) 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 Nyel withour claiming to quote a document. Bur the
informarion they provide on the subject, so far as it poes, is
substantially of 2 picce with the more ample details which Blain
represents as the actual words (or, more precisely, as afmost the actual
words) used by De La Salle.

A first cxample of this latter usage of Blain is his presentation of the
counse! given to Nyel at the first mecting and erted by the biographer
in quotation marks as John Baptist’s own words:

“Ar will be in vain,” spid M. de La Salle tn so many wovds (& pen pres) wo
M. Nyel, for you to bave taken so many steps o come and establish free
Christun schools tn Rheims of, as your final step, vou go to lodge with
Madame de Maillefer’s brother. If you do that vou will make your
purpose pusblic and in so domg you will doom it to failure. How could you
lodge with him and not arouse suspicton as 10 your object tn coming to
Rhbeims? Your social condition and your work ave so diffevent from those of
youer wonld-be kind host that it would be sure to be asked why you are
vestding with bim, what motive you bad in coming . . . However firmly
you keep vour counsel, peaple will pry intp your business and follow you
around and watch where you go; and when they know what you ave about
they will put cvery obstacle in your way. Let the past be your guide 1o the
Sfusure. Quite vecently, a devout Canon, n theologian of repute, well-
thought of, veveved even, in this city, established a community of
schoolmistresses. At one stage it seemed likely ro be wrecked almost at its
inception. It was about to pevish when only the anthority of M. Le Tellier
saved it from vuin; all his influence was veguired, and it was just
sufficient, to connter the anthovity of the town council, or rarher tv win
the approval of that body. Will they give theiy approval to another
Soundation, this time for boys? The welfare of the poor of this city wonld
certainly warant it, but are nor God’s intevests and those of the poor
abmost always subject o political considerations? To enable the former to
prevail on this occaswon all the power of the Archbishop would be reguired,
bt wonld he be willing to use it & second time, wot 1o say put it ar risk,
with the chance of fatlure?’
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“Come,” he added, tn his gracions manner, ‘Come and stay at my
bome. The house aften lodges ruval clevgy ov other clevical fidends of mine.
It wonld be just vight for you and would keep vour purpose from public
notice. You have something of the look of & country clengyman, and that’s
whar people will take you fov. And anyway, being free to offer the
hospitality of wmy bouse o whomsocvey I wish, I am wnot concerned about
what people will thiink, and anything they may sny wovries me noi at all
You may smy @ week with wme, vesting and unknown, with no one
borhering about you. This will give you time to veflect at greater length, to
plan whar vou have to do and to take measures to enswre success. At the
end of that time you can make your desived pilgrimage to Our Lady of
Liesse and then on vour vetrn wmake a start on vour first opentng. ™

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

“The surest means,” he rold them, “perhaps the only means, to ensuve a
sound beginning for the enterprise of free Christian schools for boys is to
keep 1t clear of obstructions by placing it under the cave of a parish priest
zealous enongh 1o accepr vesponsibility for it, discreet enough 1o avoid
publictsing it and generous enough to sustain it. Since o parich priest has
the vight to provide tnstruction for bis parishioners, and has the
anthority, as their pastor, to give them masters capable of eaching them
Chyistian doctrine, no one will be in a position to hinder bim.’

““The parish priest of Saint-Symphorien,” continred onr prons Canon,
“the first of the four who have been suggested, wonld be the man we are
looking for if he were in good standing with bhis supeviors, bur
unfortunatcly they do not think well of bim, and therefove we cannor
consider bim. The second is lacking i judgment. The thivd is the nephew
of M. DOfficial to whow he owes bis position and all else, and to whom he
5 pery devoted, and at a word fiom this benefacror bis uncle, he world
send the schoolwasters packing; we must nor thevefore sake him onr
choice. ™

The consultative group, continues the biographer, saw the force of
these objections and readily agreed to the choice suggested by M. de
La Salic himself, namely the parish priest of Saine-Maurice, M.
Dorigny by name. We next sce the young Canon personally
approaching M. Dorigny and putting the proposal to him: Blain
again purports to give the words used by John Baprist:
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““The only condition reguested of vou 10 tiis transaction,’ added the pious
Canon, ‘e ty accept the role of initintor of this school and to place it under
your own nawie. Almast all your pavishioners ave poor and you owe them
instruction that they ave incapable of obtaining for themsehves. You will
provide it by means of M. Nyel and bis young collengne whom we are
offering vou as teachers for your school. Take them as your own appointees
and, shonld the need arise, claim thee you have put them to work for the
benefir of your pavishioners. ™

Miguel Campos accepts that it is hazardous to pronounce
definitively on the authenticity of these quoted passages as coming
from the Memoir of the Beginnings. Maillefer is silent on the derails 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 attobute the spoken words to M. de La Salle
himself, introducing from time to time a formula to thar effect, as it
will have been noticed. It is significant, however, that Blain secems to
disclaim verbatim transmission by his use of the introductory phrase

. he sad in so many words {0 di-tl & pese prés. 7).

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 abour which he could
have had no other source of information than the Memoir (the very
earliest masters had loag 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 alf 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 pacish priest of Saint-Symphoren
and his supenors, and those about the unnamed clerc who was
“lacking in judgement” and abour the obsequious nephew of M.
POfficial.

Fr is true that these rwo otherwise puzzling facts de not of
themselves prove thar Blains quotations had their ongin in the
Memoir of the Beginnings. For one thing, the style of the quoted
discourses seems hardly the same a5 thar of other documents
authornitatively ascribed to De La Salle. The first of the passages
quoted above, for example, has rhetoncal overrones uncharacteristic
of John Baptist’s writings. Nor do the protestations that he cares

44



little for what people will say about Nyel’s presence in his home,
since he is free to inviee whomsoever he wishes, ring authentic.

But such arguments are not conclusive and Campos states his
considered opinion thar, in the quoted passages purporting to give
(approximately} John Baprists words, Blain was utlising the
manuscript, penned by the Founder, first used by Frére Bernard,
and, in due course, passed on to Blain when the latter was
commissioned to write the official bjography. 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 withour gnarantees 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 somcone who was convinced of the uscfulness of free
Christian schools for the poor and who, moreover, was familiar with
the sitvation in the city of Rheims abour the year 1678-79. His
knowledge of that situation was not abstract or specalative: 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 inumate knowledge.

A sccond consideration arises from an examination of the quoted
passages. All three biographers reflect repearedly 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 quored
passages that John Baptist had already, at thar early stage, a clear
mntuition 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 o convey) from a mere distrust of his own views.
In the case we are considering he 1s seen assembling a group of clerical
friends {a sort of “committee™) to advise on Nyel’s project, but we
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notice that these are content to ratify the cogently expressed ideas of
De La Salle himself. The humility of the saint, so much insisted
upon by the bographers, has nothing of naivery 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 projece. The chariry shown here
goes much further than help given from a safe distance. [t 1s the
charity of a man determined that the one he is helping shall nor 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 tace, concludes Campos, when the biographers evoke a certain
diffidence on the part of M. de La Salle, a cermain fear of making a
blunder, they betray an inadequare perception of the real nature of
their hero’s humility and charity. John Baptist concerned himself
wirh the success of NvePs project because he believed ir was just such
a project as hiy friend and spiricual director, Canon Roland, would
have cherished. In otfering Adrien Nvel 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 depreciation of
the quality of John Baprist's virtues, their quality emerges in sharper
relief once it is realised that he was deeply concerned that Nvels
uadertaking should nort fail.

Miguel Campos makes a further point wich particular reference to
the quoted words of M. de La Salle to M. Dorigny, requesting the
fatrer toy assume full responsibifity for the opening of a first 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 Nyel to
jeopardise the chances of suceess. Tt was inevitable, and Canon de La
Salle was aware of i, that he had aroused certain anragonisms in
Rheims, by his own procedurcs on behalf of Roland’s community of
Sisters. Moreover he well knew (and explicatly stated) that M.
Dorngny had the right to teach or arrange teaching for his
parishioners, and s role in the business could not be challenged.

The three biographers all give us only the vear, 1679, of the chance
meering berween Canon de La Salle and Adrien Nyel and of the
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subsequent opening of a school in the parish of Saint-Maurice; Léon
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 abour the need of a school in
his parish; he spontancously 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. Nyels flair and experience ensured a successful beginning for
the venture and it was not long before word rcached him that a
weaithy widow, Madame [Evéque de Croyéres, 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 ar heart. But, says
Bernard, “faving that bis offer might be vefused, he added that be bad the
honour of being known by M. de La Salle, Canon of the Cathedral of Notve
Dame, who wonld be able v assist bim in cwvrving out Madame's
inientions”’.

And, adds Bernard, the mention of that name sertled the matter,
for Madame PEvéque was not unaware of the young Canon’s
growing reputation for virtue and comperence. She requested Nye!
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. Fle had chought that his
response to Nyel’s arrival in Rheims — his immediare offer of
hospirality and his approach to M. Dongny — had sufhciently
satisfied his conviction that God’s will was, to that extent, involved.
Now the euphoric report from Adrien thar Madame PEvéque
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 previous
case. Little by little, comments Miguel Campos, John Baptist was,
without yet realising it, becoming directly involved in the provision
of free education.

Having taken the measures needed for the Saint-Jacques
foundation, he felt justified once morc 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 achievernent, 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.

Bur, says Bernard, “Ul se trompait bien heuvensement’’: John Baptist
was — fortunately — mistaken if he thought that God required no
moge 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 1t must be admitted that Nyel’s
admuinistrative 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 stipulared a maintenance fee of 200 livres for each
of them. Madame de Maillefer’s endowment accounted for 300 livres
a year, Madame PEvéque’s was 500; John Baptist agreed to make up
the deficit of 200. A passtve 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 ro 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 “bebind Saint-Sympborien near the vampuvt”, 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 vards from the De La Salle residence in the rue
Sainte-Marguerite  (neicher of the two houses survived the
bombardments of Rheims during the 1914-1918 war).

By Christmas 1679 John Baptist had instalied 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 ’Evéque continued to make a
subsrantial contribution. The panish priests of Saint-Maurice and
Saint-Jacques remained responsible for the maintenance of the
school premises in their respective parishes. Bur when, eatly 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 of Saint-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’ i ce
tirre”, comments Georges Rigaulr here {(adding, however “mais non
pas encore maitre et chef”), and if we seek to isolate a moment in
time which explains the Institure’s tradition of celebraring the
centenaries of irs foundarion in the eighticth vear 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 Mailleter “in a shore fime
catering for move puptls than the pther 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 feft with the onus
of secing that they were a success.” Nevertheless, as Rigaulr
underlined, De La Salle was not “in charge™. He was certainly not a
“superior” nor did Adnen Nycl’s recrnirs constinare a “communiry”.
They were a group of men withour qualification or training, though
with just possibly sufficient sense of the uscfulness of their work to
render service in return for their keep and a modest salary; but not a
community. fohn Baptist was quite ungrudging in contributing his
now considerable share to the subsistence of the group, and he
cerrainly had chetr spiritual welfare at heart in bringing them rogether
near his own home: he hoped thereby, says Maillefer, 10 see them
more often and he even proposed, and obtained their agreement for,
a few rules to establish good order in the house, Bur he seill believed
that the responsibitity for their work as schoolmasters rested with
Nyel. Most of his own time was still absorbed by his artendance in
choir, his domestic responsibilities and his personal studies:
significantly, 1680 was the vyear in which {according to Aroz, who
discusses the discrepancy regarding this date berween Maillefer’s
1680 and Blain’s 1681) he received his Doctorate in Theology at the
University of Rheims.

Bus, as Miguel Campos observes, the year 1680 heralded a grear
change in John Bapuist’s life. Thus far neither the ideas of Canon
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Roland, nor John Baptist’s personal convicrions as ro the utility of
the schools, nor his carly experience as a catechist during his student
days ar Saint-Sulpice, had purt him in conrace wirh the real siruation
of poor people. The narrowing of the distance berween himsclf 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 milicw in which he had grown up gave
him an instincrive ancipathy for the uncultured group that Nyel had
recruited, On the other hand, he was quick to recognise that this
small band represented a realicy 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 1o realise, as never before, the
urgent need of the poor of Rheims for well-run schools and
comperent teachers. Unfamiliar mental attitudes and their unfamihar
formulation in words began to shape a change 1 his own way of
viewing things, and the alchemy of Christian faicth ensured thart 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 2
particular group of men for a parvicular mission.

Blain (observes Campos) is the biographer who analyses most
perceptively the interior process whereby this crystallisation of an
option teok place - or rather the way in which the exterior sequence
of events began to converge with the inner responses of John
Bapust’s spitit to bring about this option. Nyel fell short in the
matter of directing his company of tyro-schoolmasters. A gifted
pedagogue himself, he yet lacked the parience to share his skills wich
others. He had himself learned bis art by doing, and he assumed that
his recrurts would do the same: the important thing was thar there
should be 2 building full of bovs; experience and common-sense
would do the rest. And how the masters spenrt their time ourside of
school seemed to be only marginally relevant.

Incvitably 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 enrerprise. Merely human considerations
imposed a need for acrion: the financial involvement of the two
benefactresses; the co-operation thar had been readily given by the
parish priests of Saint-Maurice and Saint-Jacques; the growing
murmurs of disappointed parents — all of whom locked ro him, not
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to Adrien Nvel, for the remedy. Tr was a sttuation 1n the Founder’s
Iife whach well illustrates Miguel Campos’s theme that the mterplay
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 ells us thar John Baptist now realised thar onc of two
procedures must be adopted if the schools were to be saved: he must
cither go to live with the schoolmasters or bring them to live with
him. And both alrernatives were repugnant o him (as we shalt learn
from his own testimony}. For advice as ro which alternative ro
choose he decided to consult Pere Barré — and this choice, observes
Campos, was significant in 1tself, There were men i Rheims who
could have becn counred upon ro offer John Baptist wise and
disinterested advice. He preferred to rake the opportunity of a visit
ro Paris (whither Barré had been transferred from Rouen five vears
before) to place the problem before the Minim — not simply because
(according to Bernard) he considered Barré a saint bur especially
because he knew of the latrer’s first-hand experience of the task of
founding schoals for the poor, and specifically of his unsuccessful
efforts to found schools for poor boys. The recourse to Barré ar this
juncture, notes Campos, suggests that John Baptist was beginning
inwardly ro accept that the need for Christian schools was one which
he, personally, was being called upon ro supply.

Pere Barré’s advice was that he should lodge the schoolmasters in
his own home — advice which, adds Blain with an unexpected rouch
of irony, was casicr to give than it was to obey! And Campos
observes that, tn fact, the reapient of the advice showed no
precipitation In putting it inro practice. John Bapuist foresaw only
too clearly the difficulties it would entail. If the saintly Minim had
cxpressed God’s will for him, the implementation of thar 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 rhe soctal milien
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 newlv-founded schools was urgent and
Barré’s advice pointed the way.

John Bapuist proceeded by stages. He began, on 24 June 1680, by
bringing the masters across to the rue Sainte-Marguente for their
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meals — a sitwation which, as Lawrence O’Toole appositely
comments in his bricf tercentenary biography of the Founder, leaves
us wondering who were the more embarrassed, the members of the
family or the gauche teachers, untrained in the 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 tabie-
fellowship.

The arrangement coatinued for some moanths, but the effecr was
to contain, rather than remedy, the deterioration in the group’s
discipline and morale. When, during the Holy Week of 1681, Nyl
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
benchicial effect ot this led him to the momentous decision to install
them fullv, as from 24 June 1681, at the rue Sainte-Marguerite.
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4
The Founder’s Reflections

on the Beginnings

Wnimg abour the unsansfactory situation i the schools,
manifesting wsclf already soon after the start of the sccond
toundation at Saint-Jacques, Canon Blain continues, in characteristic
vein:

“The lght of the Holy Sprivtt was alveady vevealing all these farlings to M.
de Lo Salle and inspiving him with the desive o remedy rhem. God was

Aving him grace for the work he destined him fiv; and this grace

tncveased duily in hiw and abnost in spite of bim; for he did not at all

aspive to take chavge of the schools, and still less of the masters . .

The biographer then adds, almost casually, the following words,
which Miguel Campos quotes ar the beginning of 2 decply
interesting discussion of the way in which John Bapuist reflected on
the developments — the &énement-clef — outlined in our previous
chapter:

“M. de La Saile says in a Menodr written in bis own hand to inform the

Brothers by what ways divine Providence had browght theiv Institure into

being: °I bad imagined thar the cave which I assumed of the schools and

the smasters wonld emonsit only fo a merginal iwelpewent committing
me 18 no mere than providing for the subsistence of the masters and
ensuving that they acquitted themselves of their tashs with piery ond

devotedness . .Y

Just a page and 4 half later, after further edifving evaluations of his
hero’s state of mind at this time, Blain quotes again as foliows:

*<Tewas,” be says again wn the forementioned Memolr, ‘as a result of bvo

occurvences, namely my meeting with Monsienr Nyel and the proposition

put forward by this lady (Madame PEvégus), that 1 began to concern
rnyself with schools for bovs. Previonsly T bad given no thowght at all to the
matter, though this was not for lack of people putting the wea to me.

Several of Monsteny Roland’s firends had tried to infevest me in the

marter. Bur the possibility had not gained entry into my mind, and I had

never entortained the notion of doing anything of che kind. If in fact T

had ever thought that the obligntion of chavity which prompted my

congern for the welftvre of the schoolmasters wonld lead me to feel it o duty
to live with them I should have abandoned the work. For, from a natural
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poinr of view, I considered as inferior to sy manservant the men I was
obliged, especially in the first stages of the undevtaking, to emnploy in the
schooks, and the vevy thought that I showld bave to live with them would
have been unbearable. It was, in fact, a souree of great trouble to me thas,
at an early stage, I browght them to live in my house, a situation which
lasted for vwo years. Evidently this was the veason why God, who divects
all things with wesdom and with gentleness and i not at alf accustomed to
Sforee the inclhnation of wmen, wishing to draw me entirely inro
undertaking the care of the schook, did so in a guite imperceprible way,
and with plenty of time, so that one commirment led me into another
without my having foveseen it in the beginning. ™

The first thing ro note about these two quotations is Blain’s
explicit attribution of them to “a memosr written in (M. de La Salic’)
own hand .. >’ And the second point to notice is that Blain’s
inverted commas here purpert 1o be authentic: he does not hedge his
quotations with an “@ pen prés™, 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 Memodr of the Beginnings?

Miguel Campos presents us with an exercise tn camparative textual
study which sheds light on this question. Frére Bernard, who was
the first to use the Memoir, and whose references to it both in his
biography of the Founder and in certain “Remargues’”’ he wrote
about the biography, leave no room for doubt thar he had the
manuscript before hint 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
reference already. Bernard’s passage reads:

““Let us listen to (M. de La Salle) bimself spenking: ‘God,” be says, ‘who
conducts all things wisely and sweselv, and who is not at all accustomed o
force the inclinations of men, wishing to draw me altggether tntw
undertaking the cave of the schools, has done so 10 g quite impevceptible
way and tn a shovt tme, such that one commitment bhas led me into
angther without my having foreseen it in the beyinning.””’

The quotation is not identical with the corresponding one in Blain
but it is encouragingly close. The few differences emerge from the
above hteral translation as follows: Blain’s ‘“‘with wisdom and with
gentleness’’ (“avec sagesse et avec donceny’’) appears in Bernard as “wisely
and aweethy”” (“agement et suavement”’), Blan’s “euprely” (“entiérement’”)
is in Bernard “‘almgether’’ ““tout & fait’’; wheve Blain has “with plesry
of time™ {“en beanconp de venips™’) Bernard has “in g short time’’ (“en
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pen de temps’); Blawn's “so that®’ (“'de sovte gue’’y appears in Bernard as
“such that’ (“‘de teille sorte que’’); and Blain uses the past historic
tense where Bernard has the perfect. Otherwise the two gquorations
coincide, and only one of the differences is of any sigmificance,
namely the reference o the lengrh of time nvoived.

Maillefer does not seem to have had access ro the Founder’s
manusenpt wself, smee he ascribes his one ciration to a letter of M.
de La Salle. Neverrheless, his quoration (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:

“Heve 15 how (M. de La Salle) explains the situarion 1o one of his
Sfriends in a lerter which be wrote to him on the subjece: “God who
conducts all things with widom and gentieness and who s not ar all
ncenstomed 1o fovee the inclinations of men, wishing to draw me into
nudertaking entively the care of the schools, has done so tn o g
smperceprible way and in a shovt time so that one commitinent led e inito
another without wy having foveseen it in the beginning.’”’

This 1s identical with Blain and Bernard where they are identical
with each other, except in one detail: where they have “the
tnchinatwn of men’’ Maillefer has ““ehe inclinations of men’. For their
discrepancies, Maillefer coincides with Blain m “‘entrely™ and 5o
that’” and “led me™ and almost, bur nor quite, in ““with widom and
gentleness” (Maillefer omits Blain’s second “wigh”’); he coineides with
Bernard only in ‘“has done so** and in “in & 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 detads in which he brings 1t into line with Blain:
“with gentleness”, “the inclinavon’ and “did s’

It is possible to extend the area of companson beyvond this very
brief passage — ar least berween Blain and Bemard (since Mailleter
affords no further evidence of use of the Memorr). The long passage
we have quoted from Blain has its counterpart in Bernard who,
however, instead of claiming to cite the Founder’s words,
incarporates them into his narrarive as follows (the underlining
draws artention 1o the resemblances with Blain):

“It was thus thar God made ise of these two persons, aamely Monsieur

Nyel and Madame L Evéque, tv bring Monsieur de La Salle to ke

charge of these schools, a thing 1o which be bad given no thought ar all, as

we bave previously remarked and as be bumself testfies tn bis manuscripr.

35



It is truse, however, that several pevsons whom he kpew and whoe bad been
associated with the late Monsieur Roland, had sometimes proposed that
he should undertake the founding of schools for boys as Monsieur Roland
had done for girls. But this proposition had never gained entvy into his
wmind and be had never had the slightest thought of dotny anything of the
kind, especially in view of his obligations as canom, his care of the
community of Sisters and bis vesponsibility for his family. And if be had
thought at that time that such a commitment would have obliged him
subsequently to live with these schoolmasters, he wonld never have
undertaken the cave either of the wasters ov of the schools. For, from a

natural pomnt of view, he had only a poov apinion of these masters, who
weve guie without culture, and it wowld consequently have been
unbearable for him to think that he might have to live with them. He did
in fact suffer muck when be first intvoduced them into bis home, but this
did nor bappen unul two years later. ™

And rwo or three pages further on there is the following reflection
in the same vein:

“He bad imagined, as he bimself says, thar the dirvection be would
assume of the schools and of the masters wonld have been only & marginal
tnvolpesnent which would in no way bind liim mr their regard, other than
{0 ensure, by going to sce them sometimes, that they applied themselves &
their employiment with devotion and to take cove that they bad what was
necessary to lve.”’

We are Teft with the impression that Bernard is simply transposing
the first person singular of the manuscnpr to the third person
narrative which he preferred for his purpose.

This brief comparative study of the texts i more than a mere
academic exercise. It serves 1o assure us, on any reasonable grounds,
that in the important extraces from Blain quoted at the beginning of
this chapter, we are reading, if notv the absolutely verbatim
reproducrion of what M. de La Salle wrote in his Memaorr, 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 ceally was, undistorted by any personal “reading™ on the part of
the biographer. By offering such quortations, Blain is {inadvertently,
no doubt) providing his readers with a means of checking the validity
of his own interpretations, specifically his edifving commentaries and
his tendency to draw lessons from the virtues excmplified by his
hero, Itis hardly in keeping with the general tone of the biography
to be told of John Baptist’s repugnance ar the very thought of having
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to live with the first schoolmasters or thart he considered Nyel's men
inferior to his own manservant — a remark which can hardly escape
sounding snobbish.

Yer the most stuking feature of the religious experience of John
Baptist de La Saile revealed in this paiole-force which is known as the
Mematr of vhe Beginnings is, savs Miguel Campos, his unswerving
orenration 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 hesirarion and without compromise. Bur he did not indulge
in subjective interpretations of what the will of God might be, or in
dreams of unrealisable projects. His search for thar will was
charactertsed by a cnocal, unhurrded attention ro the facts of
existence in a world of human beings. Adherence ro God’s will
inevirably entatls commitment to a cause recognisable in human
terms. So John Baprist took Adrien Nyel scriously. Because he
believed that the provision of free Christian education for boys must
be 1n accordance with God's will, the success of Nvels project
became a matter of first importance to him. But the measures he
adopted to foster that success were based on quicklv-perceived
judgments of the possibilitics and limitations of the cxistential
situation prevailing in Rlieims at that time.

Nor must we losc sight of the fact (clearly revealed by the Memoir)
that these same mcasures, so shrewdly considered and then so
assiduously pursued, had simply the success of Nyel’s project in view
— no more than that. Johr Bapuost did not (he assures us himself)
recognise in these evenis God’s summons to himself, he did not
perceive that Providence was using Nyel as the caralyst of his own
vocation. He had entered into the Rouen visitor’s undertaking on
the assumprion that his role would ental only a “mangnal
tnwolvement’ — it would be the role of a counsellor, a protector even,
operating from the extenor of the project’s deveiopment, 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 rhat he might eventually become internally involved
in the enterprise to the extent even of having to live side by side with
Nvel’s first recruits, such an intuition would (on his own admission)
have been simply “‘unbrarable’™.
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But still more significant is the evidence contained in the quoted
passages that John Baptist came, in time, to realise thar all that had
happened before his meeting with Adnen Nyel was leading him, in
the divine plan, towards his iife’s work. God, who ““Airects all things
with wisdow and with gentleness’”, had been “educaung” 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 siruation were, so to
speak, bearers of revelational truth: the revelation thar he was being
guided into 2 far-reaching participarion in God’s salvific purpose for
mankind; the revelation also thar withourt divine help he would have
been incapable of overcoming his natural repugnance regarding the
idea of hving with the uncultured men assembled by Adrien Nyel.
Thart 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 acceprance of whatever
might be entailed, and ultimatelv to an irreversible entey into the
wortld 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 divects (“conduit’) all thing” and “one
comuitment led (‘conduisit’} me inte anothey?. They testify to John
Baptist’s rerrospective conviction rthat 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 sprritual expertence, but it was a sensitivity activared by the
events succeeding one another in his day to day existence. His usc 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” itsclf docs not appear in any of the quoted extracts
from the Memoir.) On the contrary, as he emphasises himself in the
Memotr (using the strong negative “posnt’ rather than “pas”) “God
does mot fovce the inclination’’. Each commitment is made with
detiberarion, the human facrors being taken into account and the
pros and cons fully weighed. But, once made, the choice is without
rescrvation. When John Baprist wrore thar he had in the first place
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mmagined that the care which he had assumed of the first two schools
and therr masters would mean no more than a2 “marginal
swolvement’, we are not to take this to mean that he was half-hearted
in assuming thar care: the spontaneity and persuasiveness of his offer
of hospitality to Nyel, as well as the busy consultations he
mmmediately embarked upon sufficiently demonstrate the contrary.
Burt at that ume he believed thar God’s will required no more of him.
It was rhe sequence of one commitment afrer another, cach
recognised as willed by God and thercfore unreservedly accepted — a
sequence amounting to what, in Miguel Campos’s terminology, was
the first fvénement-clef in the founders life-story — which brought
him to the full consciousness of his place in God’s redemprive plan.
And the Memoir of the Beginnings \s the parofe-force in which we see
him revealing this consciousness.
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5
Fuvst Steps in Community Living

The biographers go into some detail abourt the tensions resulting in
the family circle when John Baptist brought the schooimasters to five
at the rue Sainte-Marguerite, and also about the adverse reactions of
the social circles to which the fannily belonged. It is necessary 1o keep
in mind this backdrop of disapproval and crticism i we arc o
appreciate the depth of his commitment to God’s will which, in the
developing sense of isolation from former acquaintances towards a
scnse of fraternity with che humble masters, he bebieved he was
fulfilling. Nyel’s recruits did not all take to the new, disciplined life-
style which the Canon aimed ar, and some of them withdrew. But
any doubr that this might have raised in his mind was turned into
reassurance when orther younger men seught 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 Mewoir of
the Beginnings. According to both biographers the newcomers
showed a narural talent for teaching as well as a religious spirit and a
dispaosition for communicy life.

This situation lasted for exactly one vear but ar the end of that
period M. de La Salle rook the rmomentous decision of renting a
house some two kilometres away in the rue Neuve and raking up
residence there with his fledgling community. Serangely enough,
neither Bernard nor Blain gives a date for this crucial development,
but Maillefer is explicicr “(M. de La Salle) bggan o think abour leaving
the family howme and withdvawing wich his disciples 1o g distract less exposed
to worldly distracrions. He sented n frowse in the vue Newuve, opposite the
Convent of the Sisters of Sainte-Clagve, and . . | took up residesice there on
the feast of Saint John the Baptist 1682.,77 (In his carlier 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 bome.”’)

Migucl Campos provides an interesting note on the significance of
this dare 24 June, and his information serves at once to ranfy che
accuracy of all three biographers in indicating it for the transfer of
Nyel’s men to the family home in 1681 and Maillefer’s in giving it for
the move to the rue Neuve the following year; and also to maodify
the impression they all convey thar John Baptist chose this day by
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way of placing two momentous actions in his Hfe under the
protcction of his patron saint. June 24 was, as it happencd, rhe legal
date at Rheims for surrendering or renewing an option on rented
property. In 1681 Canon de La Salle had to decade whether to
continue renting the Maison Ruynart from June 24 for at least
another year, or to withdraw the schoolmasters from it permancntly.
The following vear the rae Neuve house became available for renting
and ovcupying 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
candidares while the group were stlt housed in the D¢ La Salle
residence; and he adds thar a religgous habit was also adopred at this
rime. He further mentions that the prayers in common were referred
to from the beginnings as “rhe exercises” and that the ones used at
this carliest srage were still in use 1n all the houses of the Institute at
the time Bernard was writing ~ forty years larer. Maillefer s in
general agreement with Bernard rhough he places rhese various
devclopments shortly after the transfer to the rue Newve, 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 scif-identification as a2 community. Blain, on the other
hand, attnbutes the introduction of such structures to the formal
assemnblics which in duc course cane 1o 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 starementin the Founder’s own hand: writing in 1690,
John Bapust declared (in his Memoir on the Habit) that the habit had
been in use in the Sociery for five vears, which indicates 1685 as the
date of its adoption — three years later than the time proposed by
Bernard and Maillefer.

Bur whatever the historical reality of these derails, the concept of
“community”, as Campos emphasiscs, dates from those early days in
the family home in the rue Sainre-Marguerite. The implementauion
of the idea of community was not somcthing imposed by John
Baptist, but the product of an interaction — of the action of the
leader proposing the needs of a new lifestvle, coalescing wirh thar of
the new applicants who soughi to join because they fele atrracted o
the way of life envisaged by the thirty-vear-old Canon. The
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community, in concept and in visible reality, grew from a merging of
John Bapust’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 voung men who, ar the
ourser of their careers, began to sense already thar God had a plan for
them also.

Campos believes that a correcr perspective of the transfer to the rue
Neuve requires that it be seen as the culminating point of a preceding
sequence of events, the rerminus, so to speak, of one carly 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 iving occurred only after the
transfer to the rue Neuve had been made. The difficulty about this
suggestion of the biographers is thar it is called into question by
information supplied by themselves. Blain is specific char “%z was a2
the end of the vear 1681 and the beginning of the following vear 1682 that
the schoolmastess’ dwelling (“'la maison des Maitves d°Frole’”) began to
assume the true form of a communipy.”” Already the strange use here of
the phrase ““la muaison des Maftres d’Eeple® inteoduces an element of
vagueness into Blain’s information, since he himself has just
informed his readers rhat M. de La Salle took the masters into his
own home on 24 June 1681, six months, at the most, pnier to the
development indicated in the passage just quoted.

Both he, therefore, and Maillefer are correct in placing the first -
beginnings of true community lite abour the middle of the year of
residence at the rue Sainte-Marguerite, but distort rthe reality by
suggesting rhat 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 lincar and
logical account of whar happencd, bur thar the extremely rich
religious experience they were trying ro describe in fact transcended
logical analvsis and presentation. But it is a distortion which needs to
be corrected becausc it obscures the face that ir was while he was stll
i1 the family home thar John Baprist came to realise thav there was a
fundamental opposition berween 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 cose, to follow
the line of God’s will. It was here also that he realised thar the
motivarion of Nyel’s original group — a modest living for well-
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nrennoned services — was inadequate for the work which, in God’s
plan, needed ro be done. Bur when these departed, God showed
him that there were others who were able to discern thar God might
need them 1o fulfil a2 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 thar 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 saccess of the schools. When he left i a
vear 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
miaking,

And when, on that June day in 1682, he dosed the door of the
family home and walked, with his “communizy”, 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 himsclf available, as never before, ro the
world which God so loved that he gave it his only-begorten Son.
Joha Baptist was renouncing a world which offered him comfort,
success and social prestige in exchange for a world which had nothing
o offer him bur which sought much from him. Bur he was not cven
intending a gesture of adverse judgment on the former by his act of
renunciation, He was merely responding to a convicrion, 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 devores a number of pages simply to describing and
illustrating the fervour that reigned in these carly days ar the rue
Neuve. The personality of the leader made 2 profound impression
on the young men who had spontaneously presenred themselves for
admission to the community and all, says Blain, “felt 2 &oly desive &0
follow in bis footsteps along the avduous path of perfection”. 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 ro sav the same thing over again in different cloquent terms
does not make for easy reading. But a cerrain thread of facrual
information runs through the embroidery and an impression of
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intense fervour i this first community convincingly remains. The
finely-balanced rapport between the young men and the Canon is
stnkingly 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 carly disciples, mentioned by
Blain, belong, it 1s not too fanciful to say, o the “Fioretni” of the
Institure. Nicolas Bourleree was the son of well-to-do parents who
traed 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 fellill and had to be absent from his waork.
Nicolas undertook not only to take care of his class along with his
own, burt also to be infirmanan to his sick companion. The parish
priest of the school concerncd, worried about the effect of this
excessive work on the health of Brother Nicolas, urged him to cell
the children to stav away from school for a couple of weeks. Nicolas
respectfully replicd thar he couldn’r think of doing such a thing
withour authorisation from M. de La Salle, but to put the kindly
pastor at ease he added, “Father, [ have my right foot in my class, my
left one in the other class, my mind with my sick Brother, and my
heart in hcaven™. Blain had the storv from the priest himself, still
living ar the time Blun was wninng,.

Brother Maurice (his family name is not given) is descoibed by Blain
as sceming to be “a semearnation of Jesur Chror™, providing his
companions wirh the *“very fmage of our Lovd as he was when he lved on
earth’. And when Maurice died young, it could be said of him
“whar the people saud of Jesus Christ himself: e hath done all things
well’?.

Maillefer, more restrained and concise in his portrayal of the voung
community, nevertheless finds an image of it 1a the carly pages of the
Acts of the Apostles. “The Brothers,” lve writes, “had now only one heart
and one mind. They dwelt together ir groar peace, asststing one another Wwitlh
tender and compassionate kindness. Everything was vegarded as the possession
of all, and no selfish interest was allowed to tnirude. The witon manifested
by their veqular life vecalled the Iife of the first Christians’.

Mecanwhile rhe work of the ailing schools had made a striking
recovery {“Jeszs Christ,”” says Blain in a characteristic comment,
“conld have sail of - Behold, I make all things new thowgh my
servant.”’) and requests for further openings began to reach john
Baprist, A primary source in support of this facr is available in the
form of the earhiest knowsn lereer in the Founder’s handwriting. It
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was an acceptance of a request from the Mavor and Aldermen of
Chateau-Porcien, and rhe gracious wording of the lerter suggests that
the request had given jov and encouragement 1o the recipient. The
letter carries the dare 20 June 1682 — just four days before the
group’s migration to the rue Neuve — and the Chitcau-Porcien
authorities are assured that two “schoolmasters” (the term “Brother”
presumably nor yet adopted) would be sent on the following
Saturday which, in that year, was the 24th self. An opening had
been made at Rethel 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 Baprist
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 cady Church, then, the intenor life of the commumty
was developing alongside apostolic responsc, and Maillefer’s kosnonia
projection for the first Lasallians seems appropriately chosen. But the
parallel goes further than rhis 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 spirt of
the new community ““recalled the hfe of the first Christians’’, he adds:

“But there was one friling which the devil was able 1o exploir, nawmely
their excessive concern for the futuve. Their ling smndard was
exceedingly modest and they posiessed no personal capital at all, and ss,

Sfrom time to rime, they became somewhat depressed at the prospect of what

wonld happen to them of M. de Lo Salle forund that he could not vemain
with them. Chimerical ideas abour this enteved their minds and made
thewm anxious and disconraged. M. de La Salle noticed this, and when be
asked them about it they told bim fiankly thar they could see no stability
or permanence in thetr sitnation. It wonld take very little, they satd, to
upset cverything, and it was a gloowmy prospect for them to sacvifice the
years of their youth in the sevvice of others and not be suve that at the end
of their days they would have a place to vetive to and means to rest from
their labours.

According to both Maillefer and Blain, John Baptist countered this
with a specch which both quote, Maillefer in summary, Blain,
apparently, in full. It is Blain’s version that Miguel Campos cites,
commenting that although it is cear that Blain has personally
influenced the wording (the style is prolix and preachy, and cherefore
quite uncharacteristic of the Founder) there is sufficient verbal
resemblance berween his version and Maillefer’s to justify the belief
that both have used an authentic source. Here is how Blain puts it:

““Men of liutl faith, your lnck of treest sexs lmits o & benevolence which 15
unlimited. Surely if that benevolence i infinite, wuniversal and
unintervupted (and none of yon doubts that it i5 so) it will always be
concerned for you and will never fatl yoru. You seek assurances. Are they
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not 1o be found in the pages of the Gospels? The word of Jesus Chvist is
Your guarantee, and you could have none more reliable since it was
endorsed with his blood and sealed with the seal of his infallible truth.
Why then are you beginning to waver? If the solemn promises of God
Bimself cannor calm your anxieties and your wovies about the futnre,
what meve ftnancial resouvees can take their place? Consider the lilies of
the field — it 35 Jesus Chvist himself who invites us to do 5o — and the
grass of the field; avd adwure the opulence of beauty with which God has
elothed them. Nothing is lacking to them, and Solvnon himself, in all
the splendonr of bis glovy, was not so well adorned. Open your eves and see
the bivds of the miv and the little creatuves that crawl wpon the ground: all
have what is necessary for life; God provides for their needs. They have no
grain-stoves, nor wine-collars, bur evevywhere they discover nourishment
which Providence prepaves and puts before them. They do not sow and
they do not reap, but they find the means of subsistence. Therr henvenly
Father cnsures that they do. If kis beneficent and generous hand extends
its cave cven 1o the meanest nsecty whicl men tread widerfoot, even o the
grass which withers and then serves only for kindling o foe. can vou
believe, men of litle faith, that he to whom you are cansecrating your
yourh and devoring your services now, will abandon you m your old age,
and allow a life spent in work for him to dvag e its last vears in penury?
Haze confidence then in o bounty which i infinite, and honowr it by
entrusting to it all your caves about yourselves, Leave aside all your worry
about the present and all your anxiety abeut the future; occupy yourselpes
with what you have to do at each moment as et is given to you, gnd do nor
burden the day whick is passing with doubts about the day w follow.
What vou ave lacking for the morrow God will supply when the morrow
comes, provided you know how to trust bim. God would work miracles
rather than fail vouy trust. For proof I give you, along weth the assuvances
of Jesus Christ, the experience of the samnts. The miracles of Providence
are daily occwrvences, and they cease only for those who lose farsh.
John Bapust’s appeal 1o the gospel texrs in this speech failed 1o
resrore tranquility 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 expenence himself.
The three biographers all quote, with some variations, the response
the community made to their protector’s carnest exhortations. Blain
gives it as follows:
Tt is easy for you ro speak since you lack nothing. You have a well-paid
canunry and a substantial patvimony to guarantee you agamst want. If
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our entevprise fails vou will seill be secwve; the diseuption of wer lves will
leeve yours untouched. We ave men withour means, without tncome and
witheuy the qualifications needed to grin an income. Where should we go,

what should we do, if this undevtaking of the schools were to collapse or if

people deceded they no longer wanted us? Penuwy would be our only b,

and begging the only means to velieve 187

The response serves to focus our attention on the gulf that
separared the spirftual 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 heerally as thev stood. His own
trust in Providence had aiready, in the relatively brief span of thirty-
one years, been tested more than onee, and his reaction in cach case
had served only to strengthen his faith and his conviction that
unquestioning trust was never misplaced. Bur 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 thews. Trust in Providence was, in his case, a spirtual
emolument consequent upon his successive exercises of faith; for
them it was an ideological concepr not self-evidently recondlable
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 ideclogical concept {though they
did not for a moment doubt his sincerity or benevolence} did hittle to
make such reconaliation possible. John Baptist was brought, by the
frankness and deprh of feeling inherent in their objection, ro the
point of questioning the reality of his own trust in Providence. Was
he himself quite so convinced of the dependability of the gospel
assurantces as he was urging them to bef That moment of self-
guestioning, the potnt at which two paths (his own and that of the
masters) intersected, was an événement-clef to which all that had gone
before had led.

Canon de La Salle mighr reasonably, and laudably, have responded
to these sclf-questionings by assuring his disaples thar all he
possesscd was to be used for their welfare and securiry; that he would
cnsure, by the material resources ac his disposal, that their fears for
the future would never become a reality. The community themselves
would have accepred such a response - their reason for voicing their
anxieties was presumably ro evoke such an assurance. John Bapiist, 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 chantable a course of acnion., But he hesitared to acr, 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,
Perc Barré, he who had earlier given him the unpalatable advice to
take Nyel’s men into his own home.

The substance of Pere Barré’s response on this occasion is quored
by all three biographers; and Miguel Campos considers the text to be
“of capital imporrance” for our understanding of the Founder’s
development. Blain presents it in these terms:

“{In answer to the propositton rhar Canon de La Salle should use
his wealth to put the enterprise of the schools on a secure footing)
Bawvé veplied: “Foxes hove holes and bids of the aiv have nests; but the
Son of man has nowherve tw lay his head.’ These words ave Jesus Christ’s,
and this is bow Pére Bavvd developed them: “Who ave these foxes of whow
the sacved text spenks? They ave the childven of this world, who cling to
eavthly possessions. Whe are these bivds of the air? They are relygious, who
have the shelter of their cells. Bur schoolmasters and schoohnistresses,
whose vocarion it is to educate the poor in the following of Jesus Chuist,
should posess s more on earth than did the Son of man. Divine
providence must be the enly foundarion on which to establish the work of
the Chvistian schools. Every other means of support is inappropriate for
theny; but thar single one is unshakable, and the schools themiselves will
remain unshakalble so long as they have no other foundation >

The significance of this intervention by Pere Bareé is thar ir
mtroduced a radical shift in the nature of the inquiry. By a simple
and literal excgesis of a gospel text, Barré placed the enterprise of the
schools on the level of a vocation to follow Christ in utter poverty.
For Barr¢ it was not a question of how the cconomic viability and
security of the underraking were to be achieved: as he saw i, matcerial
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 Barré’s
interpreration an acceprance of such matenal poverry was a condition
of disapleship. The enterprise of the Christian schools was a call to
John Bapust 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

69



Miguel Campos’s rich discussion of this intervention of Pére Barré at
a crucial moment in the Founder’s life. The decper sclf-examination
to which the intervention led is nexr studied, and once again it is
Blain who furnishes the source-text for our purpose. In this case, in
facr, Blain is the only one of the three biographers to provide the
texe, and this makes it uncertain whether the passage is quoted, or
even paraphrased, from the Meamoir of the Beginnings. Bur Blain
presents the passage in inverted commas, and the style of the extract
is nearer {exceprt significantly in one or two places, which will be
noted) to that of the Founder’s known writings than to that of Blain
himself. Furthermore, as Campos points out, the overall effect of the
quotation 1s to correct Blain’s own understanding of the significance
of Barré’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 conmained in the passage now to be quoted shows
that the Minim’s reply was a revelation of the narure of God’s call to
him, a summons to a toral trust i a Providence that wonld not fail to
sustatn and foster the apostolic enterprise of the schools. Whether or not,
then, the passage comes from, or is based on, the Memoir, it is a
rcasonable assumption that 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™:

(1) I cannot open my mouth and wmlk to them of the spirirual
advantages of poverty if I am not poov myself; nor of trust in Providence so
lowgy as I bave material guavantecs against destitution myself; nor of
perfect confidence in God so long as a quite good income relieves me of any
need for anxiety.

{2) So long as I remain as I am, and they remain as they are, their
temptation will pevsist, since the source of 1t will continue and I shall be
unable to offer & vemedy: for my own security will continue to be a
specionts, and even veasonable, pretext for thetr doubts abour the present
and anxiety fov thetr future.

{3) A temptation so plansible in appearance cannor fail, sooner ov
later, 1o have the effect intended by the devil: the masters, eithey as a
droup o one by one, will guir, and leave me with o vacant house and the
schools without personnel.

(4 Such a withdvawal will cause a stiv in the town and will frighten
off any other persons who may have thowght of joining us: even before
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entering, their sense of vocation will fade, blighted by the sane tempration
that will have driven othes out,

(5) Schools without pevsonnel 1o draw upon will certainly fail, and
those who will have contributed to therr foundation, ov thew bews, will
desmand compensation.

(6)  Thus, step by step, the insttution of the free Christun schools will
disintegrate and be burted under its vuins with ne hope of ever being re-
established.

In such terms John Baptist analyses the problem with which he s
faced. The logical sequence of his rhought is noticeable, but the
principal interest of the argument is that it demonstrates that his
overtiding concern, at this moment in his life, is for the schools, Itis
the down-to-earth argument of a man weighing the likely
consequences 1o the schools of his “remaining as he is” so fong as his
group of followers “remain as they are™. It is not the solloquy of a
person sensing a call ro heroic sanctity and pondering rhe acceptance
of Christlike poverty as a response to thart call; it is rather that of one
who sees i practical terms the possible, even probable, causc-and-
effect sequernce between his remaining a canon with a comfortable
income, and the ruin of an enterprise for the poor which is seen ro be
willed by God.

But renouncing a canonry was, as personal expenience 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} Even if there were no veason to fear rhese grave consequences, ought
I can I even, be the superior of these schoolmasters withowt ceasing to be a
canon? Is it possible for me to veconcile the need to be ahways present in the
community for the spivitual exercises and w be always availpble to the
masters, with the duties of chotr and office entailed by the cananry? If not,
then a chotce must be mad.,

(8) It is true that a canonry is not an obstacle to the performance of
g0od works, nov does the necessary aftendance in choir to stng the prodses of
God prevent one from vendering othey services to the Church and devoting
oneself to the salvatton of souls. It 15 possible to divide one’s time between
these two noble functions and thus demonstrate that being a good canon
does not tmply idleness when away from chow, nor does it mean finding a
Plausible pretexe for a life of repose when not veguived for the office,
growing fat i slothful tndolence, dotng nothing in the Lord’s vineyard.
But the question for me is whether I can be both a conscientions canon and
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a supevior duttfully tn vesidence with bis community. If I were 1o _fulfil
worthily the latter vole I should bave to forego adl the dutses of the former,
since the need 1o be constantly mesent in the community house wonld
make it impossible ever to attend choir. Hence, if both dunes are
irveconcilable I must make & choice of one ov the other. Five or six hours
of office cvery duy would menan too grear an interruption to my presence
with a community under my divection.

Campos comments at this point that it is not impossible that Blain
himself has contnbuted something to this fast article in so far as it
claims (in a noticeably more diffuse style than that of the preceding
articles) that comparibility 4 possible between a caponry and an
active aposrolate: Blain himself was a canon and remained one¢ when
he was charged with the direction, as ecclesiastical superior, of the
Brothers’ communiry 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 #f the duties of canon and superior are irreconcilable 7
st miake x chotce of one ov the other”. The modulation makes us aware
thar 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 15
made now must be irevocable.

Hence it 1s that two final articles remain in the document Blain s
quoting, and these in fact ser out the ulnmate crteria for such a
choice:

(9)  What considerations can guide my decision in this marer? Which
alrernative must I adopt? The greater glory of God, the greater service of
the Church, my personal sanctificarion, the salvation of sonls — these are
the objectives which I should keep befove me and which maust determine
my choice. But all these noble aims combine 1o uige me to vesygn my
cangnry in ovder to devote myself to the care of the schools and to the
training of those who will staff thewn.

(10) A final considerarion is that I no longer feel any attraction for
the vocation of canon: it seems as if that vocation bas departed from me in
anticipation of nry vesigning its duties. This stare of life no longer suits
me, and although I enteved upon it by the proper way, it seewes now as if
God is divecting me to another door whevely to leave it. The same voice
which summoned me w the canonry now seems to be calling me elewhere.
I sense this new call in my innermost conscience: however I seavch my
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conscience thi new call is whar [ hear. It is true that only the hand of
Gad which drew me to my present seate in Life can dvaw wme from it Bur is
it not sufficiently clear thar that divine hand &s now pointing to another
state and even taking my hand to lead e to itf

Migucl Campos points out that the wording of the 10th article of
the document carries cchoes of the Memoir of the Beginnings. Here, as
there, John Baptist evinces a deep conviction that God s 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 wirh uncerrainties
sufficient to make his present situation a cotical time of option. A
previous move to quit the canonry, a move which his trusred
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 accepr his resignation. The present moment of
decision is more dramatic because a specific enterprise, mvolving a
specific group of persons, 15 in question. If ecclesiastical authonty
were once again to refuse consent for the resignation of the canonry,
Jolin Baptist would accept the decision: nothmg has altered in his
readiness to see God’s will in the external circumstances of his life.
Bur he is so convinced, in his “iunermost consczence’’, 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 existeptial circumstances which, in practice, compel
acquiescence, rather than through personal intmitions which, no
matter how seemingly well-founded, mighr still be mistaken.

In fact, signs were not lacking that the Archbishop was no more
likely now to accept John Baptust’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, bur they concur in showing
that the prefate made it difficult for him to approach him and in
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indicating thar the Archbishop had prior information of the purpose
for which an interview was sought.

The fiest attempt entailed a journey ro Pars because the brilliant
bur worldy Le Tellier (“a nobleman first and a church man second”,
as Battersby descabes him) preferred the life at court in the capiral 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 ir was becoming
increasingly so) the chance of an interview in Parts was as likely as one
i Rheims. Burt John Baptist arrived in the capital only 1o be told that
the Archbishop had just returned to Rheims. His journey, however,
was not altogether in vain, for he rook the opportunity to visit his
old professors at Saint-Sulpice, notably Louis Tronson, now rector
of the seminary, and Jacques Batihin, both of whom encouraged him
to persevere in his purpose. On his return to Rheims, his attempts to
sec the Archbishop were met with the reply that His Grace could not
spare the ume. 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 rhat 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 nor 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 Philberr,
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 desperare situation John Baptist went
into the Cathedral and rematned 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 quore 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 difficuit 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 earhier challenged his claim to speak to them about trust in
Providence whilst he was in receipt of “‘a well-paid canonry’’ and “a
substantial patvimony’’ 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 nced arose. Perhaps at this stage
they hoped he would not take what they had said about his persenal
fortune as lirerally 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 of Jesus 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 1s, 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 1t, 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
futare, 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 indced
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 donc as much for his own
cnrerprise. The rue Neuve community would find calm and
assurance in such a move, and their vocattons would be blessed with
renewed stability, Such persuasive views, says Blain, were expressed
to M. de La Salle ““by severa! persons well-known fov their veligions spuri”’.
Bur the words of Pére Barré had made a profound impression on
John Baptist’s mind: “Davne Providence must be the only foundation on
whtich to establish the work of the Chyistian schools. Every other means of
support is inappropriate fov them; but that single one is unshakable, and the
schools thesuselves will rematn unshakable so long as they bave no other
foundation.”’ Elevated views of this kind, however, arc not without
danger, as Blain comments, for those who would aspire to follow
them, and M. de La Satle, ““being the prudent man he was, fearved the
possibility of self~delusion in mking a path which fow bad wken before, under
the pretext of seeking perfecrion.”’’ 1t was, in fact, vet another dilemma in
the path of the Founder’s faith journcy, and a praver in which he
soughr enlightenment is quoted by Blain at this stage. {The same
prayer is quoted, in almost identical cerms, by Bernard, whose source
of it may rherefore well have been the Memory of the Beginnings.):
“My God, I do nor know whethey 1 should endow the work or not. It is
not for me to establish communities, noy even to know how they ave to be
established. The task 15 yours, w be accomplished in whatever way you
choose. 1 dave nor endow nuthout knowsng your will in the matter. I shall
therefove contitbure nothing to the founding of ower commmniries. If vou
Jound them they will be well founded. If youe do not found thesn they will
rematn without foundation. I beg vou to make known vour will to me.”
The prayer indicates a clear leaning towards the danng exercise in
purc faith counselled by Pére Barré. But just a paragraph larer, 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 Baptise
expressed his personal conviction that he should frecly dispose of his
possessions without benefit to the enterprise of the schools. Bur,
noting a less than enthusiastic reaction on the part of Father Callou,
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he added thesc words: “I shall not dispose of thesn thus if vou do not think
I should. I shall dispose of them only in accordance with your wishes. If vou
tell me to keep somerhing back, be it as little as five sous, I shall da s0.°

Taken together, the last two guotations provide an insight into
John Baptists state of mind at this juncrure. He wishes to undertake
God’s work in a disposition of toral abandonment to the divine will,
an abandonment which inclades unconditional truse relating to
material resources. Yer 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 rells us that the words of the second
quotation had the effect of transforming the reluctant ardrude of
Father Callou: in Blain’s terms, ““The humility, docility and subwmission
reflected in whar M. de La Salle said convinced the spivitual divecror that his
fnpivation was from the Holy Spivir”. And, as it happened, an
opportunity occurred almost immediately for implkementing m a
literal sense his gospel-inspired wish to “give 1o the poor”.

The year 1684 was, says Blain, “productive of nothing but musery’ for
the people of France. A prolonged drought resulred in famine, and
people crowded nto the city of Rheims from the surrounding
counervside i search of food; normal work was broughr virtually to
a standstill; the price of provisions rose so steeply thar people’s life-
savings were guickly cxhausted. These and other such details are
provided by the Founder’s first biographers, especially Blain. One
would like to have found corroboration from other conremporary
documents, and one looked hopefully to our modern authoriries on
the Founder tor source references. Disappointingly none are given.
Rigault seems to rake his informarion directly from Blain; and even
Barrersby, who can usually be counted upon to provide evidence
from independent sources to verify or illuminate Institute tradinon,
offers none in this instance, though he does add the derail, nor
found in the Lasallian sources, thar the winter in this year was so
severe that the Seine froze from side to side. Bernard is ar variance
with Blain and Maillefer in giving 1685, not 1684, as the year in
which John Baptist began ro alleviate the sufferings of rhe stricken
poor. Léon de Mane Aroz indicates the winter of 1683-84 as the
liketiest date.

About the manner of the Founder’s distribution of his possessions
during this year of economic disaster, Migucl Campos enters a
correction of the impression given by Maillefer and Blain that the
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disposal was literally roral. Maillefer testifics: ““He distributed all his
possessions to the poor . . ' and later, for emphasis, **. . . be gave away
evervthing”’; Blain's samming up is that “Be gave everything, kecping
nothing back’. The earliest biographer, Bernard, does indeed say
thar, on the advice of his spiritual director, and ““in erder not to tempt
Providence”, he kept sufficient capital to yield an annual income of
200 hvres. Campos suggests that Maillefer and Blain have been led to
exaggerate by their wish to emphasise the herow qualiey of the
Founder’s sacrifice: they are spiritualising the deed at the expensce of
the historical derail of whar happened. It seems corroborative of this
view that neither mentions Bernard’s detail of the annual interest of
200 livres. Bur when it is remembered thar 200 livres was (as we
know from other places i the biographies) decmed the minimum
sum needed for the upkeep of one Brother for a vear, it would seem
that Bernard’s own mention of the reserve of thas meagre sum was
aimed ar stressing by contrast the munificence of whar was given
away.

At this point, Migucl Campos refers us to the researches of Léon
de Mane Aroz for cvidence thae “the requirement of chaniey which
led John Baprnist de La Salle to dispose of his possessions in favour of
the poor cannot have excecded certain limitations pre-imposed on
his gencrosity”. Aroz points out that John Baptist at this time sull
had responsibilisies for the care of his vounger brothers. He had
legally, bur remporarly, 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, stifl
in their minority, Jean-Louis, Perre and Jean-Remy. Bur Aroz adds
that if John Baprist gave only what it was in his power, in justice, to
give, he gave all. The actual amount is of little importance 1n 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 Léon Aroz and adds the interesting
footnote thae his confrére’s researches have inadentally brought ro
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 ar. Blain says that the patimony “approached the sum of
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Sorty thowsand livrer”” but Battersby comments that this hgure is
“almost certainly wrong, and is probably a misprint tor 400,000
livres. The sum of 40,000 livres would hardly have been considered a
fortune in those days . . .” The difficulty abour this suggestion of
Bro Clair’s is that (as the facsimile edition of Blain, published in the
Cahiers Losalliens serics, shows) the biographer wrote ©. . | gquarante
mille fivees”’. A misprint of 40,000 for 400,000 would be more
understandable than a substiturion of “quarante” for “quatre cent™.
Frere Emile Lett, author of fr Premiers Biographes de Saint Jean
Baptisie de La Salle, also suggests “more than 400,000 livees™, as the
realistic figure and claims that the information provided by Frére
Bernard justifies such an estimate. Bernard’s relevant informarion is
as follows: “{M. de La Salle} began therefore o distribute his possessions to
the poor in the year 1685 . . . and this went on for a considerable length of
time until he had very ke kft. Now the daily distriburion of bvead
amounted in value to about a hundred pistoles; there weve besides private
donations in money . . .77 A pistole was equivalent to 10 livres, so thar,
according to Bernard, John Baptist’s daily distnbution amounted to
1000 hivres. If the famine lasted more than a year (Blain says it lasted
two) Lert’s calculation seems convincng enough. But Aroz
considers it to be out of the question and substantiazes his view by
reference 1o now available documentation on the Founder’s famuly.
There is uncertainty aiso abour whar the figures mentioned would be
equivalent to in modern currency. An interesting discussion relevane
to this particular point can be found on pp.63-64 of Bggmnnings: De
La Salle and bis Brothers edited by Luke Salm FSC (Romcoville,
1980).

Inadentally, Leon de Marie Aroz has a comment on the purposes
to which, according ro Bernard, the annual reserve of 200 livres was
put by the Founder, namely “zo sake possible the long and difficult
Journeys be bad w undertake, and also to add to the libvary needed by bimnself
and the commmunity’”; in part, also, for the maintenance of the
community chapel. Aroz points out that when, thirty five vears
later, John Baprist felt that his life was nearing its end, he made over
to his successor, Frere Barthélemy, 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 o add ro and enrich. This prompts a turther 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 hus 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 must never ccase to be
students, that teaching others necessarily involves teaching onself; in
a word, to show that he wished the pursuit of knowledge and
cufture to be indissolubly linked wirh the vocarion of tcaching
Brother.

Accepring then Frére Bernard’s assurance about this insignificant
reserve of 200 livres, and allowing for whatever provision he fele
obliged, in justice, to make for those of his farmily for whom he was
stili 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 ro them abour trust in the
providence of God. Ironicallv, these men now questioned the
wisdorm of what he had donc and, according to Blain, voiced an
anxicty abour a furure now more uncerrain still, since their leader
was as poor and resourceless as themscelves. But he was able now,
from a stronger position by far, to reassert his serence confidence in
Providence on whom alone, he renunded his disciples, the
community was founded. Maorcover, his carlier assurances thar
Providence would not fail them if they kept faich, had been tested
during the protracted famine and had been proved welljudged.
Both Blain and Mailleter quore a statement made by the Founder to
the community at this time:

“Think back, my dear Brothers, to the trving times we have just come
thyough. Befive your eyes the famine bas shown what suffering it was able
to bringy to the poor and what invoads it conld make into the vesourees of
the rich. This ciry became lirtle move than o workhouse fov the poor who

Sflocked to it in thew misery o che out lves threatened with death by

starvation. During all this time, when even the vich weve unsuve of

Sinding bread to buy, so mave and precious bad it become, did yon go short?

Thanks be to God, altbough we now have no vevenne, wnov capitel to
provide vevenue, we have seen these two dreadful years come and go
without finding ourselves lacking what was necessary. We owe nothing to
anvbody, though wmany wealthy communities have broyght disaster on
themselves by borvowing and by disadvantmgeous selling, n order to
provide smeans 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 distnguishing mark
of his followers. The biographers mention in this context that the
Founder used 1o sav: “Owr Brovhers will siwrvive on condition thar they
reman poor. Bur they will lose the spirit of their state if they begin to look for
things over and above what 1 necessry for them.”” The dvénement-clef we
have considered in this chaprer has demonstrared 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 poine in his journey of faith when
the road ahead was the only one that lay open 1o him. Whar that
road would lead him to was still uncertain and unclear — cxcept for
the cerrainty and the clarity his faith gave him that Providence was
guiding him — and others with him — along it, step by surc step.
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7
Building Communaty

Miguel Campos next focuses atrention 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 cducarion. Dom Elie Maillefer provides the setting
initiating rhis development with words he uses about the life in whar
he calls “ehe cradle of the Instituze’’ — the house in the rue Neuve. It
was then,”” he says, “thar M. de La Salle beqnn ro give them a fovm of
community; he prescribed a unifivm vule for each peviod of the day and wade
stlence, ns it were, @ basic principle .. 77 Campos quotes the
authoritative view of Br. Maurice Hermans that the nature of this
“umform rule’’ may be discoverable in the 21-page manuscript of 2
“Pratigue Jonrnalitre’” 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 primirive texts of the
Common Rule published as No. 25 1n the Cabiers Lasalliens) that
“one may, without any hesitation, recognise in it a wirness to the
very first customs introduced into rhe little community at Rheims,
probably from the year 16827,

A look at Cabier Lasallten No. 25, therefore, affords an idea of the
daily routine followed by the earliest Lasallian community. Ir was an
austere regime. The dav began ar 4.30 am. and ended wirh
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 strengeh from the [iturgy and
from a prayer-life communal and personal. The benign presence and
example of their leader, sharing to rthe full in the life of his disciples,
had much to do with their gencrous response. The reminiscences on
which the biographers drew, provide an imagc 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 vo day advice, a pedagogy which quickly proved irs validity
in the cxterior success observable in the work of the sthools. His
disciples’ eagerness to emnulate his own penitential practices was kepr
in check by him because he was concerned, says Bernard, “‘that they
should not weaken 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 pracrices, he
suggests, were direcred towards building community. Mortifications
and prolonged prayer were seen, in 17th century French spinitualicy,
to be the indispensable but sure means of obtaining from God the
inspiration and lighr needed at moments of decision. In John
Bapuist’s case, says Campos, his mortifications must be seen in the
context of the singleness of purpose which amimated him at this
period of gestation in the life of the new community, his
preoccupation to discern God's will and to accomplish it fully and
uncond:tionally.

It was a further sign of the Founder’s conviction that prayer and
self-denial are a necessary preparation for productive deasion-making
that when he deemed the time had come to convene a formal
assembly of the “principal Brothers™, he invited them to inaugurare
this with a retrear, “n ovder,”” says Bernard, “w dmaw down upon
themselves all those graces of the Holy Spivit without which they would be
unable to take any wise measures fov the future, but with which they wonld
be able to vesolve whatever difficulties avose in the course of theiy meeting.

The three biographers are at variance in the detail of their accounts
of this deliberative assembly in the history of the Institure. Br.
Maurice Hermans has made 2 study of the divergences, published in
Cabier Lasallien 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 15 based at this point. M. de La Salle convoked, for Pentecost
1686, an assembly of Brothers representing not only the base-
community in Rheims 1eself, bur also the smail ourposts of Rethel,
Guise and Laon established by Adrien Nyel, who had gone back to
Rouen in October 1685.

The decision to hold this assembly signiftes, as Campos points out,
that Johin Baptuist saw himself s a fellow-member of a community
rather than as a supcrior 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 1n consultation with the rue Neuve community, but the
concern of all. And this first assembly aysrallized the growing
realisation among these earliest Lasallians thar henceforth their
individual existence was bound up with the corporate existence of a
society whose destiny was, under Providence, the responsibility of
cach. Ir was their moment of recognition and acceprance that their
personal itineraries had come to a point of conjuncture, cach with
that of the others, all with that of M. de La Salle. The latter, who
had reached thar 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:

““Yor will discover your life’s wovk i the book of vegularions which will be

Arawn up here; and the vules which it will contain will appear acceptable

10 you beciense you yewrselves will be the legisiutors. You have veached rhe
point to which I wished to bring you. And now, ar I observe your fevvour
and your pions dispovitions, I wish to fake stepr to comsoltdate youv
sitwation, 1o confivnn vouy sense of vocation, te strengthen your frawrnal
wmon, and to begin the construction of the edifice of which vou are the

Soundation stones.?’

On these words 1t may be said thar the rules which were 1o be
formulated by the assembly would be none other than the regulating
customs which had developed among John Bapust’s disaiples 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 spintuality, Annoncer [UEvangile aux  Pawmvres, the
regulations drawn up at this fist Insttute assembly “were not
imposed  from  outside the community. They cxpressed 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 evangclical undertaking already entcred
into. The act of ‘codification’ was the arrival-point of procedures
already teseed; s effect was ro unmify with a view to further
development. . .7

An clement of “further development” emerged already before the
termination of the assembly. M. dec 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 chree classic
vows of the religious life — thereby placing themselves, trom this
carliest formalisation of their common enrerprise, tn the tradition of
the canonical religious congregations — and they would bind
themselves for life. The response was ar least a spontancous gesture
of total confidence in John Baptist’s leadership, bur he would not
have seen it in that way, and his own response, 1o turn, was to
moderate their ardour and advise that they bind themselves only by a
temporarv vow of obedience, 1o 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 ro
surrender the superiorship of the communiry o one of irs members.
They concur in interpreting this gesture as a manifesrarion of the
Founder’s humility and of his desire to be able to fulhl the vow of
obedience which he, roo, had pronounced. Bur Miguel Campos
would have us sec more in it than just that. John Baptist, he savs,
wished to educare the Brothers to being able ro do without himself;
he wished, even at this earlv stage in the communicy’s life, 1o setin
motion the gencerating principle of thar life without being himselfan
indispensable participant. In a word, he wished his disciples already
to take thar destiny into their own hands. He believed it to he a
stulrifying anomaly that an enterprise which thev had shared with
him thus far, and to the realisanion of which thev had made a
contribution, should continue to leave them with no responsibilicy
for its continuance and survival. The assembly vielded 1o 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, obeving a layman as a superior,
constituted another shock to the sensibilities of the Rheims haut-
monde. Complaints reached the ccclesiastical authorinies and rthe
status quo was soon restored  Relief was felt by the Brothers — by
mone more than the embarrassed Henrt L’Heureux - and John
Baptist again accepted the intervention of higher authonty as a sign
that God did not ver deem the moment ripe for the kenotie 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 ok 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 thar
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, felr bound ro give a negative response to such
penitions “becanse he conld only pravide two Brothers topether, since they
were obliged to live in community.”” The disappointed curés continued
to press theie requests and a compromisc solution was reached, with
John Baptist agrecing 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 guickly rose to twenty-five. This establishing of a
“Séminaire de maitres d écoles 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 Démia, having been
frequently and sympathetically examined but finally disallowed).
Miguel Campos would have us note that the innovatory concept was
not the product of an inspired creative insight, but of a pragmatic
necd to resolve a tension occurring between the plight of the isolated
village parishes (whose childeen, no less than those of the cities, cried
out to hecar the good news of salvation) and John Baptist’s deepset
conviction that the communiry principle was integral to the life of
his “little congregation™ of Brothers.

One further development at this time s recorded by all three
biographers, one which again was in no way due ro an inmiative of
John Baptist but which was the product of his response ta what he
decmed 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 Baprist’s first reaction was to refuse, fearing, says
Blain, that these lads “wondd introduce & schootboy spivit’” into the rue
Neuve cstablishment. Bur their pegsistence and apparent seriousness
finally won him over and he organized a separate rontine for them
“appropriate,” says Blain again, “ro thefr age. . . but with a view to
nourishing their vocation and prepaving them for the wmintstry of the
Brothers.”” The same biographer goes into detail abour the
programme the Founder devised for them and describes it as “one
caleulnted to inspive devotion and a spivit of prayer withowr gverfacing them
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or cansinyy thewm bovedown with a succession of spivitnal exevcises oo sevious, 1oo
long and too concentraring. . . In the Founder’s view they were “‘tender
plants ro be cultivated with care”’. Bernard adds che derail thar the
number of these voung postulants soun reached a dozer or so.
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8
The Move to the Capital

The nexr significant advance in the community’s development
towards maturity was the extension of the work to Paris. When
Archbishop Le Tellier had become aware of John Baptist’s intentions
m 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 interprer
the Founder’s motives for respectfully declining the Archbishop’s
offers: M. de La Salic wished to honour an assurance he had some
vears previously given to the padsh priest of Saint-Sulpice thar he
would one day provide Brothers for the school there; Pere Barré had
convinced him that 2 move ro the metropolis was in accordance
with God’s plans; the alreadv-founded schools i Rheims and the
nearby towns were producing so much good that it would not be
right to restrict the cxpansion of the work; the capital was the
necessary centre from which the work could radiate througheout the
rest of France; and, more personally, John Baptist welcomed an
opportunity to withdraw himself from the inhibining 1nfluences of
his native aity. Blain is the only one to add considerations which
modern commentators belicve went closest to the heart of the
matter. ““The city of Rheims,’” wrote the official biographer, “whick
bad given bivth o the entevprise, wonld have become it5 tomb if ir had
vemained within its bounds. The Society wonld not bave been able to live
according fo its own rules, being subpected to whatever prescripiions successive
ecclesiasical superiors wonld choose to tmpose. How many tines it wonld have
experienced changes of this kind withour ever betng able 1 establish
unvayying rules for iself! Suil less wonld it have been able to envisage stotus
as a veljgions Congregarion, its constitutions approved by Rome and the vows
of weligion pronounced under the same authovivy. The Superior of the
Tnstivnee would bhave yemained dependent on the changing arvitudes of
indiidual pastors, not necessavily sympathetic v biwm, and his Brothers’
confidence in him would have been shaken and bis authority weakened.”

In other words (as expressed by Migucl Campos) the autonomy of
the developing society was in question: to have accepted Archbishop
Le Tellier's offers would have been to put ar nisk the community’s
independesice vig-a-vis its own furure. Moreover, John Baptist had
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reached, as we have seen, the profound conviction that the work was
to be founded on Providence alone: the financial sccurnity proposed
by Le Tellier and intended as an inducement was, in John Baprist’s
logic, a persuasive reason for a negarive response. Incidenrally
Campos comments also on the significance of this shift in the
relationship buerween the Founder and the Archbishop. His
deference to Le Tellier’s wishes had been exemplified in the two
initiatives towards resigning the canonry. But now his commitment
to the viability and consolidation of the communiry was the
overriding considerarion in all his procedures, and although, as
Bernard says, “he Hstened vespecrfully to the gracious proposals of the prelate
and expressed the utmost gratitude and humble appreciation of the kindnesses
be wished to bestow,”” he presented his monves for refusal so convinc-
ingly that, in Maillefer’s words, “the prelate appeared to approve his
reasons and spoke no wmove about the mattey’”.

Leaving the direction of the Rheims community in the capable
hands of Henn L’Heureux, John Baptist set off for the capital,
accompanicd by two Brothers of proven teaching ability, ariving on
24rh February 1688. It was, says Campos, "a journcy into an
uncertain furure, into a future made up of responses to now needs,
of misunderstandings, of persccutions even . . .” and monirored at
every stage by a single-minded derermination to maintain the
enterprise in the line traced out for it by Providence, and sustained
by an unwavering confidence thar rhe same Providence, which was
the only foundation of the work, would not fail him.

He placed himself and his two disciples at the disposal of the parish
priest of Saint-Sulpice, Claude de la Barmondiére. The situation was
new to John Baptist’s expericnce 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 gaune building on the rue
Princesse, to the north of the ~hurch of Saint-Sulpice, housed two
hundred pupils whom the priest in charge, the Abbé Compagnon,
helped by a weaving instrucror and a boy monitor, was failing ucterly
to keep in order, letr alone educate. It was, to say the least, a
disconcerting state of affairs for John Bapust, but his rolerance and
tactful consideranon were admirably brought ro bear in a manner
described by Maiilefer: “His refygrons spirie and panence were severely
tried. Bur be contented himself at this early stage with exborting his owe
companions o bide their time and not become disconyaged by the difficnlties
Sacing them. He wold them that rhere war veason to hope thar the problems
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wounld sovt themselves out with time. . . He knew indeed what was needed 1o
put things vight, but he beld back out of considevation for M. Compagnon’s
feelings, mor wishing to sungest any changes whick would cause the abbé
ewibarvassment. . . Morveaver, he hoped that by pointing out, with the
uesmost duscretion, the disadvantages of the existing vousne of the school, he
would bring the abbé himself to improve things, and that thus the school
would begin to funcrion well without its being apparent that be himself had
anytiing to do with 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
hetp tum in his unequal struggle with the unruly children, bur 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 — spcaks 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 responsibilicy
for the direction of the rue Princesse establishment, the changes he
felr in conscience obliged to introduce inevitably ruffled sensibilities.
Changes tike the organisation of a fixed timetable, the introduction
of a daily catechism [esson, daily attendance at Mass for all pupils,
insistence on silence ar certain dmes ~ all of which produced a
marked improvement i the behaviour of the pupils and in the ethos
of the school - could not fail, despite the tactfulness of John
Baptist’s procedures, to scem  a standing reproach for M.
Compagnon. The weaving instrucror, 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
scll for his personal profit. Rafrond was aware thar 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 Barmonditre about the new superintendent’s
curtaitment of this activity fell on deaf cars, because che curé could
see only too well the improvements that were taking place in the
principal activities of the school. Rafrond withdrew his services in the
hope of forcing the curé’s hand, but John Baptist thereupon showed
that he intended the trade teaching o contnue in the programeme by
inviting Rafrond ro reach his skills ro one of the Brothers.

The rest of this part of the story is a sad affarr of criticism and
cajumny, initiated by Compagnon and Rafrond and fostered (says
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Blain with a nice touch of irony) by the pansh association of
charirable ladics — a campaign which achicved its purpose of causing
M. de La Barmonditre ro suggest to M. de La Salle that it would be
better for the peace of the parish it he were to return with his
Brothers to Rheims. John Baprist 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 pnest to take formal leave, his whole demeanour expressing
courtesy and respect. La Barmonditre, whose personal qualitics of
piery and integrity are vouched for by Blain, knew a saint when he
saw one, and he changed his mind and asked for time to think over
the marter. Again John Baprtist reacted graciously and agreed ro
continue the work for as long as the scrvices of himself and his
Brothers were required.

Three months later La Barmondiére resigned as parish priest and
was succeeded by Henrn Baudrand who promptly manifested his
confidennce in M. de La Salle bv diplomatically promoting
Compagnon to the administration of the parish liturgy, thus
diverting him from further harassment of the patient men at the ruc
Princesse. And just one vear later, in January 1690, he requested
John Baptist to provide Brothers for a second parish school in the
rue du Bac, a request unhesitatingly agreed to by the Founder who
summoned Brothers from Rheims to wke 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 detalls of this
episode, as recounted by Blain and Maiilefer, is the toral flexibility
shown by John Baptist amidst the jostling to which he was subjected
during these first months in Paris. He evinced no great hurq to take
over the full direction of the e Princesse school, sceming content
te provide assistance for the imcomperent M. Compagnon, and
concerned to avoid upsetting the latrer in the process. When asked
ro 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 sapport of his two disciples
continued to work a visible transformation in rhe school. When the
misled M. de La Barmondigre 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 mercly unpacked their few
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belongings and resumed work in the schools. Tt is all deeply edifving
but, more significantdy, it helps us to appreciate more fullv the
meotivation of the adamant inflexibilicy which he was now about to
mamfest in face of a suggestion of M. Baudrand — of that same
parish priest who had treated him more graciousty than the
vaciliating La Barmonditre had done.

Baundrand’s suggestion sprang from his dissatisfacrion with the garb
the Brothers had adopred, a strange-looking melange, designed
rather to show what the wearcrs were not — neither priests nor
secular persons — than what they were. People in the street were
openly laughing at the valf-length robe, the broad-brimmed hat, the
scrge stockings, the mantle with s no-purpose sleeves. A shame,
thought rthe parish  priest, that the splendid work being
accomplished in the two Saint-Sulpice schools should be assocrated
in the public’s mind with such a bizarre costume: normal clerical
dress would be much more appropnate! And M. Baudrand, as Blain
makes clear, felt thar, as curé of such an important parish, a
benefactor who had given the new society a firm foothold in the
capital ciry, he had a right to expecr M. de La Salle to vield to his
wishes in this marrer.

But John Baptist saw the intervention in a different hight, well
expressed by Michel Sauvage in a passage of his work Catéchise et
Laicar, quoted here by Miguel Campos: “It was a question not of a
mere form of dress but of'a principle, that of the intemnal autonomy
of the community. The Brothers were indeed collaborators of the
parish priests in the sphere of the apostolate, and were subject 10
their authority in rthar domain; bat in matters of internal
organisation thev were independent. There could be no question of
allowing any parish priest to interfere wirh thar organisarion. The
cohesion of the community and, in the final analysis, the success of
the apostolare, demanded intransigence in the matter”.

But John Baptist was not conrent merely to adopt an intransigent
stance — a “rake us as we are or let us go elsewhere” attitude. He paid
his parish priest and bencfactor the courtesy of composing a closely-
argued memoir, explaining why he could not accede to the proposal
for a change in the Brothers” habir. The care which John Baptist
brought to the compoesition of this memoir can be discerned from
the manuscript in his handwriting which the Institute is fortunare to
possess. 1t is obviously a first draft, not the fair copy which,
presumably, was handed to M. Baudrand. "The numerous erasures
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and alrerarions visible in the extant manuscript betoken the care and
cffort expended on what its author clearly saw to be an important
statement ar this moment in the community’s development, =
statemnent of which Maunce Hermans has written that “it does more
than expound the reasons why the distinctive habit must be
retamned: it constitures at scveral points a judicious recapitulation of
the community’s conditions of existence and an adumbration of the
status to which the communiry was enritled 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
Bapuist had lived through for now several years. They are firmly
based on what he had observed and evaluated at first hand. The text
represents the crystallisation of an experiment in communiry living,
and by that very facr i provides a revelation of the Founders
personal religious development. In this documenrt John Bapust de
La Salle appears clearly as a man totally dedicated ro the service of a
lay community which has its raison d¢tre in the welfare of the poor.
He demonstrares by the assurance of his arguments thae the
‘Community’ ithe Founder’s only term throughour the document,
where it appears forty times, for the young Scciety as a wholc) is
God’s work, and that the sum of his own encrgies must accordingly
be applied to the rask of maintaining it in the hine willed by God,
leaving himself open meanwhile to the further guidance and
pratection of providence.™ Such an assessment s the basis of
Campos’s choice of the Memoir on the Habit as a parole-force for this
stage of fohn Baptist’s faith-journey, and our guide now proceeds to
analysc and comment upon the document in that perspective.
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9
The Memow on the Habit

The Founder’s own heading for the document is descriptive:
“Whether it is appropricte to change or to keep the habat which the Brothers
of the Cosmmunity of the Christian Schools weny at present.”” But the sub-
heading he gives 1o the opening section shows that the ssue he 1s
taking up has wider implications: *‘On rhe nature of this Community,
and who they ave whoe compose 1£.7* And his inaugural statement is
already cnlightening on his understanding of the narure of the work
God had alled him o do:

This Community & usually called the Community of the Chistian
Sehools, and at present 15 founded only on Providence. Those who Hve i 1t
keep & Rule and are dependent for evervthing, having no personal property,
and observe complete uniformity.’” A

The presentation of the Community as  “founded only on
Providence’, comments Campos, is in the first place a declaration of
the starus, as yer unofficial, of the Community, Bur more
significantly 1t points to a characteristic and essennal trait of this
congregation: its existence is not the resulr of a human initiative bur
only of an intervention of Providence: it 1s God who has founded 1,
not a man, It 1s reasonable to pereeive 2 close link berween this
insight and the personal expertence of John Baptist as revealed to us
in the Memorr of the Beginnmgs. Tt was God alone, “who divects all
things with wisdom and gentleness”’, who had raised up the Community
and given 1t cohesion and wdenuity. John Bapust had not, as he
understoad it, founded the Communiry: he had simply accepted 1o
do what God willed him to do, as eack step was made known to
him.

The mention, thus early in the document, thar the members of the
Community “‘keep & Raede” is a veference, of course, to what had been
approved four years earlier at the rue Neuve assembly, but ies
meaning goes decper: it signifies that the Communiry is a meeting-
point of men who possess no personal gonds and have no human
guaranrecs of security, but who have elected, because of their faith in
*Quotations from the document are given throughout this chaprer i the translation

by Bro. Clair Battersby who included the Memoiy in his De La Salle: Letrers and
Docaments (19523,
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God, to “ebserve complete umiformiry’ so as to cducate 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 Conmunity ave occupied in teacking in gramitous
schooks, in rowns enly, and in teaching catechiom cvery day, cren on
Sundays and feasts.””

In this affirmation again (continues Campos) the conscience of M.
de La Salle 15 clearly revealed. Itis integral to the Community’s raison
d’8tre that 1ts members recetve no personal payment for ther work,
that they bring the good news of salvation to the poor frecly - as
frecly 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 1 schools, and this presupposed both stability and continuity.
And the apostolic aim s no less firmty defined: the pupils of these
schools are to be trained in the Christian faith through whar,
therefore, is 1o be considered the principal occupation — carecherical
instruction cvery day.

The mention “Gu towns ondy’” has also significance. John Baptist had
refused to send Brothers individually to rural parishes, but he had
established in Rhetms 2 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
murtually cultivated in a communitarian setting. His teachers were
men of faich; but they became better teachers in a commumity of
faith, helping one another to live disinterestedly according to agreed
rules, their atrention centred on God’s purpose in their lives.

Interestingly, it is the project for the training of weachers for the
rural parishes which is mentioned next in the Memaosir:
“Care ts given abo 1o the traintng of teackhers for country distvicts, m a
house seprvate from the commusnity, and which 15 called a sewminary.
Thaose who are trained there remain only a_few years until they ave fully
prepaved both with regard to picty and theiy work, They ave rgght
stnging, veading and writing perfectly. They bave board and lodging and
laundry free. In due conrse they are placed in a hamlet ov village as clevks,
and when they have secured a post, they have no further connection with
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the Community except in so fav as is polite and becoming. They are,
however, welcomed back for the purpose of making vetreats.

In placing this information so early 1n his apologia, John Baptist
manifests his personal high evaluation of this offshoot of the
Community’s apostolic endeavour. But he 15 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 thar community life
which reaches out to the country children through the men who
have absorbed something of the spirit which anmmates the
Community. Signihcant in this connection 1s the derail that the
tranec-teachers “have bourd and lbdging and lawndry free”. The
prnciple of graruity 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, bad expressed a wish to join the Community and
whom John Baptist, responding to what he believed 1o be 2
providential indication, had formed inte a third community within
the rue Neuve property: '

“In this Community alse ave trammed youths who have inrelligence and
some disposition to prety, when they are judged suitable, and when they
thewmiselves apply to enter the Community. They ave veceived from the age
of fouvteen ov over. They are formed to the practice of mental praver and
the other exercises of piery. They are instructed in all that is conrained in
the tatechism, and they are taught to vead and write perfectly. These
youths, who are trained and browght up in the Community, have house,
orarory, exercises, boavd and vecreation sepavate. Thew exewctses are
different and ave proportioned to the present development of theiy minds
and to what they will bave to do in the futere.

The impression left by these lines (suggests Campos) is that Jobn
Bapust accepted persons so young (provided they were judged
suitable and had spontancously expressed the wish to join the
Community) because he considered them already capable of
developing a sensc of community essential ““to whar they will bave to do
in the future”

In thus listing the name and purpose of the Communiry and the
nature of its activities, the Founder was declaring thar the liztle
congregation of the Christian Schools already possessed a sensc of
identity, 2 consciousness of autonomous corporate existence. The
members, he was saying, constituted a living unity, expressing itself
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in a mission proper to usclf. 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 essenrial truth to be esrablished, before
what he says about the habit can carey credibiliey, i that it 15 an
established community which has consciously and deliberately
adopted the garb which the parish priest deems unacceptabie. And
in this connection, it was important for M. Baudrand, and anyonc
else who might have occasion to read the Memorr, to realise from the
beginning that M. de La Salle drafted his defence as a member of the
Community rather than as its supenior (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 capaciey to write the
Memozr; but he was not defending a personal choice, with
undertones of aggrieved self-imporrance. He was voicing the will of
the Community, of an autonomous body of men, esrablished and
sustained by a Providence whose instrument he was,

The lay character of the Community is nexr emphasised:

“Those who compose this community ave all laymen, without classical
studics, and of little cultuve. Providence permivted that some of those who
appled, who had recerved the towsure or who had begun  their
Iyananities, failed to remain.??

The lay status of the Brothers’ vocation has been the object of
much study 1n recent times, and Miguel Campos refers us at this
point to such major contributions as Michel Sauvage’s Catéchise et
Laicat and an extended article in Lasallianum I by G. Sanchez-
Moreno Tzaguirre FSC, Campos’s own comment centres on the
Founder’s phrase just quoted, “‘without classical studies”’, 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 oaly to convey that the
Brothers were unambirious laymen who aspured not at all to making
their mark in either a secular or an ecclesiastical career.

The text expands on this question:

“Youeths who have started their bumanities, however, will sot be refiused,
but trey will be veceived only on condition that they gve wp the study of the
classics becawnse, in the fivst place, this will nor be necessary for them;
secondly, because it might subsequently become an enticement for them to
leave theiy stare; and thindly, because the community exercises and the
occpation of teaching vequire one’s whole attention.”’

It would be regretrable and misleading, says Campos, to read these
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words of the Memorr simply in the negative sense to which, It must
be admitred, they lend rhemsclves. John Baptist was himself a
lifclong devotee of study, and believed that such devotion shouid
characterise his Brothers. Tt would be contrary to the evidence of his
life and writings ro reduce this parr of the document to a claim that
the Founder wished to keep his Brothers in ignorance so that they
would not be tempted to feave their vocation. He was too convineed
that cach of them, no less than himself, had a personal “itinerary™ to
foliow under God’s gutdance, for him to impose restraints on them
of such a kind. No, savs Campos, John Baprtist, in the words just
quoted, s stressing the tozality of the commirment which his men
have voluntarily accepred. Communiry living, entered inro for a
commion mission, requires singleness of purpose: to be a Brother of
the Christian Schools (the reader of the Memodr was to understand)
meant having a unique, indivisible identiry. It must bave scemed a
bold claim so carly in the history of the community, bur John
Baptist’s experience of the ways of Providence was its firm basis.

Campos derects in the clause, . . . becamse the community exercises
and the occupation of teaching vequire one’s whole attention”’, an carly,
indirecr enunciation of a principle which came to be scen as a
cornerstone of the Founder’s understanding of the nature of the
Brorhers’ vocanion. 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 e 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 Collectipn of Short Treatises:
“Do not discrominate between the particilpy duties of your state and those
which refer to your salvation and pevfection. Be convinced that you will never
effect your saboation wmove assuredly, or acquive greater perfection than by
felfilling well the duties of vour stave, provided you do so with the view of
dotng the will of God.”

Only at this point, when he has delincared the specific and
inalienable characteristics of the Communizy of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools, demonstrating its unique natare both as to its
religious inspiration and its apostolic mission, does John Bapust
broach the subject of the habvir worn by his disciples. He begins with
a simple but detailed description of the “distnctive” dress, dwelling
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i particular on the motives which had prompted the adoption of
the unusual type of mantle — what the Memodr variousiy calls the
“easague’ or the “tapore’’. But the net effect (and intention? of this
deseriprion, according to Campos’s reading, is to stress the identiry
of a calling to a particulr rask. It was the “eappze’” which (according to
Bernard) the Founder, aftcr considerabic hesitation, had given his
disciples in response to their “nsistent requests that be should chooss a
form of dvess that would distinguish them altggether from secular perions”.
And the idea ot adopring the clerical mantle in response to those
requests, an idea which had exercised the Founder’s mind for some
length of nme, was finally rejected both for practical reasons
indicated in the Memorr, and becanse, wearing such a mantle, the
Brothers “wondd hare seemed ro be fashionably dressed clevics when thev
were nor clevics ar 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 distinet (to the point of
sceming bizarre) from both a secular and a clerical srvle of dress,
symbolised and prochimed the fact. God had brought into existence
this body of men single-mindedly dedicared 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 1o accept as providenual a phenomenon which they had
not yet understood. And the Memoir comments apropos:
“In all communities where the memébers bave no pevional belorgpings and
practese srformity m everything, as i that of the Chvistran Schools, the
babit is erther distinctive from the beginning ov becomes so evensually. It
seewns wore approprite for the good of the community that the habit
should be distinctive from the beginning, vather than that it should
become so later, becausse it is then not so eastly changed and becanse the
babit which has always been distinctive takes away all enticement to adopt
the fishion 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, scem to suggest that the Founder is concerned to keep
his men insulared against ail temptations to leave their vocation, and
that he 1s advocating a community defensively closed in upon ieself,
contrary evidence, as Miguel Campos points out, is to be found in
the dynamism already manifested in the groweh and success of the
schoolwork and in the initiative of the teacher-training, 1f, again, the
wording of the Memeir here and there conveys, at first sight, an
impression of simple men being constrained to remain true to their
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vocation, such an impression, suggests Campos, is invalidared by a
deeper study of the texr against the background of us historical
scrting, of what the biblical scholar would call s “Sitz 1m Leben™.
The Memoir is describing a process of stabilisation in the transition of
the Commumty from a group of modestly-salaned schoolmasters to
a sociery rapidly accumuiaring the characreristics of traditional
religious life. The uniform and unique style of dress that had been
adopted was, in the Founder’s argument, a psychological md 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
scen 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 ar this time,

A further point made by Campos is that the element of “separation
from the world” which figares in the argumentarion of the Memoi is
not to be read as an adverse valuc judgemenr 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 thev wore manitested to the world that they were not
motivated in their task by worldly considerations. The habir was
thewr way of saying to the world what St. Panl had said ro the
Ephesian clders ar Miletus: I covered nc-one’s gold ar silver or
apparcl. You vourselves know thar these hands ministered to my
necessities and to those who were with me. In all things [ have
shown you that by so toling one must help the weak, remembering,
the words of the Lord Jesus: ‘It is more blessed to give than to
recelve.

A section of the Memoir which has drawn criticism in the past, and
which 1s not calculated to find an immediate symparthetic response n
today’s world, is anc headed, “Omn changes in general®. At face vaiue
the vicws here expressed by John Bapdst scem to reflect the kind of
inflexibility of character which provoked hostility in his lifetime.
Thus he writes:

“There are few changes which are not prejudicial to a commaunity,
particularly when it is @ question of matters in the least degree important.
Changes are always o mark of inconstancy and of hrtle stability. Stability,
however, in practices, customs and potnts of vule, appears to be one of the
chief supports of & community. One change opens the dovrs to others, and
ordinavily leaves a bad tmpression on the minds of all, ov ar least some, of
the members of the community. Most of the disowders and irvequlavities in
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a community come from a too great facility with which changes are

admitted.

Miguel Campos deems it appropriate to dwell on the inflexibility
suggested by such asseverations because, in his view, this
charactertstic is not marginal to the Memorr but a central concept.
Burt his discusston serves to show the positive aspect of the Founders
actitede in this, and o demonserate convincingly that ro equate his
inflexibility with self-opinionated stubbornness (as some of his
opponents pretended to in his lifetime) 15 to misrcad his meaning
totally. The details of John Baptist’s personal history up to the point
of his composing the Memoir on the Habir provide a sequence of
dramatic changes ro which he had constructively yielded in the firm
conviction that such murations were directed by Providence. The
community irself 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; bur no change,
whether prompted by circumstances exterior to the comsnunity or
by developments within, was admitred 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 1t is & maxim accepted by all those who have some experience of

community life that, befove allowing any change o be introduced, it is

essential to give the matter sevious thought and examine with care the

Jood ov evil effects which may vesult; but baving once allowed & thing to be

established, it is necessary to be vevy civcumspect in ovder not to overthrow

it, except thvough an wunaveideble necessipy.”’

The Memoir, then, i1s not to be read as a “no-change™ manifesto,
the product of a closed mentality. Its argument is conducred
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 ar that point in the Community’s development, The
Founder’s intransigence in this martrer 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 enterpiise 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 m disagreement with his parish priest and
benefactor, he did not fail to consult persons of known wisdom and
disinterestedness, ftke M. Tronson and M. Baithin (both
conveniently at hand in the nearby seminary), who advised him to
remain fiem. To arvive at 2 valid assessment of John Baptist’s attnirude
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, rhat fideliry to God’s purpose and
fidelity 1o the persons involved in that purpose — the Brothers and
the poor whom the Brothers were calied to serve — required him to
resist a change which did not tally with what his expericnce had
shown him and which he saw as a danger to the enterprise.

The Memoir on the Habir, concludes Miguel Campos, was a defence
of the raison d*tre of a living community, a community in process of
butlding structures for the sole purpose of rendering to God’s people
the service God called for. In this sense the Memonr gave themaric
form to a development extending over a period of almost nine years,
from the first encounter between John Baprist and Adren 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 ro the recognition that he was the one chosen by
Providence to mecet those needs. From the humblest beginnings, the
community had progressively assurned a structured form, with rules,
vows (still, of course, only private in starus, but pronounced with
total acceprance 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 nor
imposed from above, had enabled the Brothers to recognisc
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 toral detachment from considerations of personal advantage. The
choice of the particular form of dress to be wom, 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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expenience which had led to this choice, and ir is not surprising thar
they found the result eccentne. The Community was a new
phenomenon in the history of salvation. People must come to
recognise this fact, and rtheir gradual acceprance of the garb
symbolising the uniqueness of rhe 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 complerely jeopardiscd.

It was because John Baptist percerved these implicanons more
sharply than anyone thar he took such pains ro answer the objections
of Henrt Baudrand, and it is because the answer denved 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-foree teling us much abourt a
particular stage in our Saint’s spirttual journey.
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10
From Community to Society

The hostile attirude of M. Compagnon and the dissatisfaction of
M. Baudrand wirth the Brothers’ garb were only two of the
problems, and nor the mast worrying, thar confronted John Baprist
during the carly years in the capital. In particular, not long after his
departure from Rhieims a counter-current to his hopes and plans
developed in a growing number of withdrawals from the
Community and a lack of applicattons to join. According to Blain,
the siruation towards the end of 1690 had reached crisis proportions.
When he set oft for Paris in 1688 the Founder left behind in Rheims
a community of sixteen Brothers rogether with the joint
commumities of the student-teachers and the voung aspirants,
comprising some fifty persons i all. The general dircction had been
entrusted to Henrt L'Hewrcux, bur when the Founder had
sufficiently settled in Paris he decided to call L'Heurcux to the capital
with a view to preparing him for the priesthood. (The idea of
resigining the superiorship remained persistent in his mind, and he
behieved that his first attempt had failed oniy because L'Heureux was
not a priest.) The Brother appointed to take over the direction of
affairs ar the rue Neuve was, according to Blain, exacting and lacking
in discretion —  an effect presumably of a combination of
nexperience and an excessive seasitivity to the weight of his
responsibility. News percolated through to John Baptist ot unrest in
Rheims and he made arrangements for the voung aspirants, the
“petits Freves””, as Blain calls them, to come to Paris to be under his
own care. The “seminary” for the country schoolmasters at the rue
Neuave gradually dsintegrated; of the community of sixteen Brotters
cight 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 panish priest (Baudrand, whom
John Baptist felt he must oblige in this mateer since he could not in
the martter 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 rerurn to their homes.

A further cause for alarm was provided by certain Paris lay
schoolmasters who already began to sec 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
pomnt came near to withdrawing the Brothers from their tweo schools
and rerurning with them to Rheims, and he would have done so had
nor his spiritual director (not named 1n this particular context) made
it a marter of conscience for him to stand his ground. Other tests of
his faith came in the torm of the death of Brother Henri L'Heurcux
and of a scrious illness sustained by himsclf during a visit back to
Rheims whither he had gone to rase the declining morale of the
community there. Blain sums up the sitvaton in the following
wwrms: It was a greve state of affairs in which the sintly man found
nimself ar the end of 1600, After so masny sacvifices, so many suffevings and
lnbonrs, so many crosses and persecutions, and after so many appearences of
suceess, he seemed now abwost ar the same poinr as be hid been ten years
previgusly, with fow Brothers and hardly any progress in the work, but in
arenr fear vather of seeing it all come to nothing’.

In what Blain further calls “this stmte of grear perplexity’”, John
Raprist (says Miguel Campos; “brought to bear all his creative
mspiration to sustain the work”, His response to the desperate
situation (continuces our guide) reveals only a renewed determination
ro strengthen his association with the men who remained from the
depleted ranks. The threat of rotal disintegration at this point did
not make him lose sight of what, nine vears before, he had
understood of God’s purposc, and which had inspired his “cxodus”
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 npow to make was marked by a strong communitarian
dimension. a product of the intensely communitatian experience of
the intervening ninc vears. And the act which embadied this
resofution 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.

Qur 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 intcrnal evidence of the rext
favours confidence that Blain was transcribing an onginal document
{(perhaps made available to him, atrractively 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, savs Maurice Hermans, one can well imagine
that “having found strength and encouragement in his personal copy
of the document rhroughout the long years of his loncly mission in
Rome, ke 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 Spivir, prostrate with the most
profound vespect befove your infinite and adorable Majesty, we consecrate
ourselves entively 1o you to procure, with all our powers and with alf our
endeavonrs, the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schooks, in
the manner which shall seem 1o us o be most pleasing o you, and most
advantageous to the suid Society. And for this purpose I, John Baptist de
La Salle, priest, I, Nicolas Vigyarr and I, Gabriel Drolin, as from now
and for ahvays, unttl the death of the last survivor antong us, or until the
estnblishment of the said Society is finally assured, bind curselves by o vow
of assoctation and union to effect and maintwn the swid act of
establishment, without power to abandon the task, even should we reman
the only three members of the said Society, and shonld be obliged to beg for
abms and live on bread only. Wherefore, we promise to carry omt
unansnously and by common consent all that we shall deem, in conscience
and without human consideration, to be for the greater good of the said
Soctery. Done this twenty-fivst day of Novesber, Feast of the Presentntion
of the Most Blessed Vingin, in the yenr 16917
Miguel Campos has a number of enlightening comments on the
significance of this 1691 vow. Five years carlier, the Brothers whom
John Baptist had called to an assembly at the rue Neave had wished
to pronounce a triple vow for all their lifetime, but John Baprist had
thought it more prudent to limut their commitment to cne of
obedience, and for one year only, renewable annually thereafter,
Now he took the initiative in asking two Brothers 1o 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 marter of a
heroic vow taken as a gesture berokening the furst fervour of a new
enterprise; rather, it was an extreme but necessary response 1o a
desperate need - the need to maintain and strengthen an
undertaking rhat was threatened with dissolution. The vow was not,
as the carlier one had been, a vow of obedicnce, but one of simple
association, a vow fo remain fogether to ensure the existence of the

106



Sociery: for, so long as even three members remained rogether, the
Society could be said ro exist. Alone, John Baptist could not keep
the Society 1 existence; but together with two — only two —
disciples, the existence of the Sociery 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 Chnstian 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 theic Annencer PEvangile anx Pauvres)
the Founder’s “forward way our of an impasse, an exercise of the
theolopical virtue of hope, a transcendental ace 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 posttive response.
Buc rhis act of hope in God was expressed in a gesture which
presupposed hope in men, an exercise of love implyving confidence in
others. Truly transcendental, it was not, nevertheless, an escape into
the supernatural: the clear and susrained 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 1o save them.
And it was an cfficacious act, initiating for the Founder a period of
intense creanvity, manifested In a lucid and eminently pracrical
strategy for achieving what the voral formula proclaimed — the
continued existence and development of an underraking 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 ar
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 ro the Community), bur having the advantage of a
targe garden and semi-rural surroundings. The Founder thought of it
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first as a place of repose and recuperation for his ovenwvorked
disciples; then as a haven of peace for the purpose of retreat and
sparitual renewal; and, thirdlv, it was there thar he established a
Naovitiate, a gesture which not only cnvisaged 2 sound basic training
for furure membership of the Community, but also brought the
Communiry a step nearer to the starus of a religious congregation
conforming to. bur ar the same rime differing from. the classic
pattern honoured in the Church.

Similarly  oriengated, perhaps, was the introduction into the
community of “senving Brothers”, destined to participate in the
enterprise of the Christian Schools by easing the burden of the
teaching Brothers and cnabling them to devote all rheir ome and
energy to the work of the classroom. Giving these a brown habir, a
differentiation which was not to last, was again imitative of the
practice in certain cstablished religious Orders. So confident, one
might surmise, was the Founder thar his httle group of Brothers
would not be allowed to disappear that he chose this time of ‘grear
perplexity’ to manifest his intujoion that it was a religious
cengregation that was evolving into an enduring cxistence.

In this sense, the general assembly of 1694, three years later, was
the culminating act of & thought-process already well-esrablished in
John Bapust’s consciousness. The rules and regulations alrcady
practised for some vears were now put into written form by himself,
after due discussion with the Brothers to whom, Blain says, e gave
full freedom 1o express therr views and to tell hon frankly what they wonld
like 16 be included and whar thev theught shonld be lft our.” No
manuscripr or copy of this first formal drafe of the Régles Communes
has come down ro us, bur we have a good idea of whar it contaned
because Blain says rhat its prescriptions were what the Brothers were
observing ar the ume he was writing; and in the interval thrce
successive drafts had appeared of which the texts are known to us.
But the point of interest here is that this decision of die Founder,
with the approval of his assembly, to give written form to a Ruie
scems to sigaify a further step in the Communiny’s progress towards
the statas of a2 religious congregation or, as the sources now
increasingly call it, a Society.

Ir was during this assembly also that the Brothers made known to
John Baprist their wish to make perpetual vows. Such a wish had
been expressed, as we have seen, ar the 1686 assembly, and the
Founder deemed the time too seon. Now it was men with some
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eight further vears of community experience who put the request to

him and in persuasive rerms which Blain purports to transmit as

follows:
“Ave we,”’ they asked, “‘to be attached to God only as casual employees
are attached to thesy emplover? They contract for a year’s service and then
either move on to anothey master of their chotce or venew their contract for
a further yeav. With one foot in, and the other out, of the domain they
sevve, they ave for ever poised to stay ov to quit according to what suits them
best. Not one of theiv employers can count on their services beyond the
period contvacted fov, since none has any claim 1o the personal loyalty of
these mercenavy-sunded servants. And 15 not our way of sevving God
comparable to that of these wovkers, since we likewise contvact for only one
yeay, ov for thvee at the most, at the expivation of which we find gursehes
perfectly free to leave. But this recurring semse of lberty is a vecuyring
temptation to grow lnx in our service and perbaps lose ourselves nltggether.
If we were 1o make a sacrifice of thar liberty, the necessity of pevsevering in
our holy state of life would fix onr wills unchangeably. And if we thus
dedicated ourselves to God for all time, He in twn would arinch our
hearts unchangeably to Him. >’

The style is Blain’s, and there is no cerrain means of knowing,
observes Campos, whether the quotarion 1s only an interpretation of
his or whether it comes, mn 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 gencral dispesitions of the
remaining disciples at this time, and specifically their wish to
stracture thewr 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 prindiple 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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handwrizing of one of the twelve (Michel-Barthélemy Jacquinot) and
bound into a booklet preserved in the Instirute 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 Cabiers Lasalliens series, Br. Maurice
Hermans, has published in Volumes 2 and 3 a detailed study of the
circumstances and jundical status of these early Institute vows, and
Miguel Campos is content to make use of his confrére’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 anrecedents of the rriple vow of obedience,
assoctation and stabiliry pronounced ar 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 earlicst edition of the Collection of Shavt Treatises, the
other hand-written on the reverse side of the formula used by Frére
Irénée when making his perpetual profession on 29 September 1717.

An cxamination 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 n the
1694 formula was simply that rhey 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 hke the Carthusians, the Canons
Regular of §t. Augustine, the Premonstratensians, the Dominicans
and the Carmelires. Certain commentators of the Rules of these
congregations have deemed the two other vows of the classic triad to
be conrained in the vow of obedience. One such commentaror, in an
article contributed to the Dictionnaive de Spivituaiité, writes as follows:
“The reason why these rwo vows, poverty and chasnty, are not
explicitly named in the formulas of profession is that their practice 1s
so essential to the monastic state that they are inseparable from i,
and one cannot even conceive the possibility of 2 rehgious, 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 reaching of the
Dominican Order on this point, quoted in Latin by Maurnce
Hermans, runs thus: “In our act of profession we mention only the
vow of obedience, burt this embraces the observance of chastity and
of voluntary poverry, as also of the precepts contained in our Rule
and Constitations and those which are imposed by the Superior.”
But Hermans quotes such examples only to conclude that the
reasoning they represent is ruled our, in the case of the Vaugirard
vows of 1694, by the text of the “Explanation™ available in the
Collection.

The same authonty likewise notes the almost roral absence from
the Founder’s writings of any mention of vows, There is no refercnce
to them 1o the Memoir on the Haber, even though in thar 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 vears preceding the Memoir. The earliest
known drafts of the Rules prescribed a renewal of vows for Trinity
Sunday each year, and also differentiated the suftrages to be offered
for the deceased Brothers according to whether they had made
perpetual or temporary vows or had not made vows at all. Bur no
specific reference was made to the nature or obtigation of the vows.
Even the chapter “Own the manner in which the Brothers are to behave
towards the Brother Dirvector’ 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 Regles commanes, which
followed the granting of the Bull of Approbation the previous year
{i.c. six years after the death of the Founder) do chapters appear,
headed, “Of the Vows*” and ““The OQbligations of the Vows’’. True, the
Collection, from its earliest known editton (1711) had, as has been
mentioned, an “Explanation of the Vews’’; but other chapters of the
same book which might well have been cxpected to include reference
to the vows — like those on Obedience, on the subjecrs 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 retrcat — have none. The Meditations are without
menrtion 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 ro this adorable mystery on this
day, and devote yourself unreservedly to the Most Blessed Tvinity, to extend
its glovy, as far as you are able, throughout the earthy.”’

Hermans discusses the possible reasons for this surprising, but
presumnably deliberate, sience 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 Tnstitute existed. It had a cohesive internal hierarchy, an
efficient and supple system of government. New subjects applying
for admission were attracred, 1t 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 distinguishabie, in mere terms of rank, from
their elders: 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 docrrine, undertook simifar 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 hfe; and by thus supplementing their existing obligations, these
‘professed members’ served to burttress the solidarity of the group.
Bur a votal engagement did not seem 1o be essential to the structure
of the Community. It was not — as 1t was 10 the monastic orders and
congregations ~ an obligatory principle of incorporation and
subjection, forming the basis of all the duties and rights, if nor of all
the privileges, of the rcligions. 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 a¥f his disciples,
John Baptist understandably avoided allusion to the vows.”

The msight contained in these words of Br. Maurice Hermans
contributes to our undersranding of the religious significance of the
perpetual vows pronounced by the nucleus of the Community in
1694. The vows were not seeded, as such, to gwve 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 accepred 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 developmens
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 verba) expression of the sense
of urgency underlying this consciousness, which we have quoted
from Blain, was not now to be grinsaid. 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 ro
keep the Community together; nor were they a strucrure aimed at
expediting the cventual recognition of a new religious congregation
in the Church. The desire expressed by the Community told John
Baptist that they had recognised a srage in their spiritual itinerary
which corresponded with his own urgent recognition three years
carlier, when he had made a lifclong commitment with Vuyart and
Drolin {though this vow had been taken withour knowledge of the
rest of the Communiry).

The imporrance, ndispensability even, of M. de La Salle’s
mncorporation with them as a facror in the Communin’s existence s
dramarically demonstrated ar this moment by the failure of 2
renewed effort on his part to have himself replaced as Superior. Blain
weli conveys John Baptist’s motives in parsuing this objective despite
the reversal he had accepred cight 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 rhe day
following the ceremony of perpetual profession, and Campos guores
a portion of it “because of its rich thematic contene™

“M. de La Salle said thar ance Providence had bound them together
with perpernal vows, i would be wise now 1w seck the means of vendering
thety wnton 5o soltd and strong thar neither the wovld nov vhe devil wonid
be able to shake it; that the firsr such weans was to place their confidence
in God alone, remembering that those who depend for support on man
lean on a fragile reed. . . He adied that the second efféctive means was to
bave as theiy superior one like themselves, not a priest, saying that so long
ay the sacevdoml status diffeventinted theiv leader from themsebves, the
union of the comemnity would remain insecwre . . It was time, in face,
and upgently <o, for them to ke from himself the government of the
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Brothers, for if they continued to delny in doing so they would have veason
1o regret it He arsnved them that of they forled to take bic advice on this
marter, they would have the sad expertence of discovering, when drath
vesmoved Brime fromn them, that they had oy sany diffevent superiors as they
had schools; that this multiplicity of pastors would suvely divide the flock
and that the scatteved sheep would drift our of touch with ome
another . . . and, baviyg no longer a uniform guidance, they wonld cease
to have a common spost. a single hearr, a wnired ontlook. The dispersed
gronps would no loyger constitute a single society; diffevences of atritude, of
docrrine, of custom and oven of garb, wonld emerge, and vuin would
vesult from such divisions. For, thus sepavated, the Brothers would be
veplaceable only by pegple of a Aifferent kind of talenz, outlpok and purpose,
sa that seon theiv schools would come wunder the devection of salaried
schoolwmasiers and would lose the principle of gratuiry and, wath 1z, ther
Christian inspiration and theiy true vabue for the education of the
voung .77
The wordy stvle, again, is Blain’s, bur he is no doubt faithfully
reparting the general line of the Founder’s argument. The evidence
for this is. m fact, that the biographer's own inrerpretation of John
Baprist’s rcason for wishing to resign is ar variance with the
motivation tevealed in the passage quoted. For Blain, once again, it
was his saint-hero’s humility that was the key factor in rhis persistent
cHort of the Founder to have himself replaced as Superior. The
words with which the biographer introduces this renewed attempt
by John Baptist wranslate thus:
This assembly of twelve Brothevs, mnited nnd established in therr
vocation by vow, appeaved once wore to present the humble founder with a
[avourabie opportuniey to descend from the first place iz the Community.
His bumility, ever unbappy with thar posirion, had wever velinguished
the tatenrton 1o have one of the Brothers replace bim. Fe had alrendy
gladly mken the opportunity of a stmilar assembly to achicve this purpose
and bad so well presented bis case thar ke had succeeded to the full
satisfacrion of the boly passion of humility which animated hiwm. >
But such an interpretation misrepresents (to the point of
canicature, 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 rotal
oneness with his disciples that had become 2 lodestar of John
Baprist’s spiritual irinerary. Bur, more significantly, it constitured a
positive, dehberate move towards the sting stabilisation of the
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Society, which was his God-given rask. The speech attributed by
Blain ro the Founder and quoted above arrics the stamp of
authenticity in its reasoning, if not in its stvle, preciscly because i
reveals this practical aspecr of John Baprist’s purposc.

And the response of the disciples on this occasion is revealing also
of the distance they had travelled in ther understanding of God’s
purpose in their lives. Eight vears before, they had yviclded to John
Baptist’s wish to resign and had elected Henri L'Heurcux in his
place. They had done so reluctantly but out of deference 1o che will
of the man whose guidance they felt ar 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 ro bring
them to his way of thinking on this matter well suggests the
atmosphere of tension that developed. But John Baptist’s failure to
have himself replaced as Supenor (successive ballots, despite vehement
dissuasions and reproaches on his part, having unanimously
confirmed him in that position) was, in fact, a victoty for the
ultimate purpose thar monvated s 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 carly what was
entailed by the vow of obedicnce “to the body of the Soctety” which
he had led them tn 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 1694 assembly admirably conveys the
facts and the implications, and is worth quoting (the original
document, in the handwriting of Michel-Barthélemy Jacquinot, is
preserved in the Rome archives):

“We, the undersypned Brothers, Nicolas Vuvyarr, Gabriel Drolin, Jean
Parrois, Gabricl-Charles Rasignde, Jean Henry, Jacques Compain, Jean
Jacguot, Jeanm Lomts de Marchemile, Michel Bavthélemy Jacquinor,
Edme Leguilion, Gilles Pierve and Claude Roussel, baving, by vows
pronounced yestevday, associated ouvselves with M. Jean-Baptiste de La
Salle, priest, to conduct free schooks, together and by associntion, recovd
that, in consequence of our vows and of the association we have convacted
by them, we bave chosen M. Jean-Baptiste de La Salle as our Superior;
and we promise to obey hisn with entive submission in virtue of oy vows,
as alsy to obey those who will be appointed by bim to divect us. We further
declave our intention that our present chowe of the said M. de La Salle is
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not to be mken as a precedent for flioure elections, our vesolve being that
henceforth and for nil time no priest ov pevion in sacved ovders is 1o be
accepted tnte our Sociery or elected as Supevior, and that we shall never
adwmit as Superior auyone who bas not asociated hiwmself with s by rhe
same vow as we have pronowviced, and as will be prosounced by furuve
members of the Sociery. Done at Vawugivard, this sevently day of June in
the ver 1694.7°
This document confirms (says Miguel Campos) thar 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
summens 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
usc} was henceforth to have a purely fay characrer. Continuity was
thus established between the self-awareness of communizy identity
revealed in the Memmwir on the Habit and the further devclopment
recorded in this election minute. The essence of the matter was that
the Brothers were now sure that they constituted an autonomous
body - a Sociery — and that i the exercise of that autonomy they
had chosenr to renew their obedience to John Bapust de La Salle,
having, with full deliberatzon, appointed him to be rheir Supenor,
the one and only pricst that would ever fill thar role.
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11
The Formula of Vows as a < Parole-Fovce”’

The development described in the previous chaprer —  the
événement-clef in Campos terminology — mav be briefly, if fess than
adequately, summarised as the crystallization of the Brorhers’
awareness that their personal destiny was bound up with that of
John Bapuist de La Salle in constituting a Socicty willed by God as
part of the divine plan of salvation. The 1694 perpetual vows were
the culminating expression of thar awareness and it is the
formulation of that consccration which Miguel Campos has chosen
as the relevant parple-force. The present chapter will 1y to convey
some of the rich insights that are contained in his commentary on
this noble text, composed (we are oxpressly told by BlainY by the
Founder himself. For the purpose of his discussion Cam pos links the
formula proncunced by John Baptist rogether with Nicolas Vuvart
and Gabriel Drolin in 1691 {already quored on p.106) with that of
1694, and indeed sets our the ewo side by side on che page. He
believes that a comparative study of the rwo rexts will shed hght on
the way the mind of the founder worked from one course of action
to another, and on how the measurce of 1691 developed into that of
1694, the religrous 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 subseguent comments will be
more clear:

1691 1694

Mose holy Triniry, Father, Most Holy Trinity, Father,
Son and Holy Spivic, prosote Son and Holy Spivir. prostate
with the most profound vespect with the most profound vespect
before vour infinite and before vomur infinite and
adorable Magesr, we consecrate adorable Majesty, I consecrnie
mipselves  endviely o vou  to svself entively to vou te procure
procure, with all our powers your glovy as far as I am able
and with all our endeavours, and as vou will regrzve of me.

the establishnent of the Sociery
of the Christin Schools, 1t the
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manuer which sholl seem to s
to be most pleasing ro you, and
most adyantageons to the saud
Society.

And for this purpese, I John
Baptist de La Salle, priest, 1,
Nicolas Viworr and I, Gabriel
Drolin, as from now and for
always, until the death of the
last survivor amaong us, ov until
the estnblichment of the saud
Secicry is finally assured, bind
oursclies by a vow of association
and wnion  ro cffect and
maintam  the sad  acr of
establishment, without power to
abandon the msk, even should
we yemain  the omly  three
members of the said Sociery,
and should be obliged to beg for
alms and lve on bread only.

W hergfore, we promise o
caviy out unantmonsly and by
comwon consent @l that we
shall deem, i conscignce and
without human consideration,
to be for the greater good of the
said Soctery.

Done this twenty-frst day of
November, feast of the
Presentasion of the Most Blessed
Virgin, 0 the year 1691
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And for this purpose I, John
Bapeist de La Salle, pries,
promise and vow to wnite myself
and live in Sociery wirh Brothers
Nicolas Vuvarr, Gabric!
Dowolin, Jean Pavtois . . . eir., 1o
keep together and by association
graruitons schools, wherever 1
may be, even if I were obljged to
beg fov abms and live on bread
only; or to do anything in the
said Sociery at which I shall be
emploved, whether by the body
of the Society or by the superiovs
who will have the government

thereaf.

Wherefore, 1 prowmise and
vow gbedience to the body of the
Soczety as well a5 to the
superiors;  whick vows  of
association as well as of stability
in the said Sociery, and of
obedience, I promise to keep
inviplably all my lifetime. In
reseomony  whereof I bave
signed.

Done ar Vawugirard, this
stxth day of June, feast of the
Most Holy Trinity, in the year
1694,



The first thing to be noted from this comparison (observes
Campos) 1s that the structure is the same in both formulas, cach
having a parallel division of three paragraphs, the first expressing the
act of consecration, the second the means to be taken to ranfy the
consecration, and the third indicating the practical implications. To
be noted s the uwse of the same introductory phrases in both
formutas: “Most Heoly Trinity”, “And for this purpese . . and
“Wherefove . . °? This recognition of the structural simitarity 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 vortal acts.

In the first formula the consceration to the Trinity has for objective
“to procure . . the establishment of the Sociery of the Christian Schools”’;
thar 1s to say, the strengthening of the cohesion and continuity of
the work, in a manner contributing to the good of the Socicty
(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, bur on the good
pleasure of God who guarantees the “cstablishment™ of the work in
response to the resolve of John Baprist 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 itsclf:
“tg procuve . . . the establishment of the Sociery of the Chyistian Schools”’
has become “to procure your glory’”. The inference is thar for John
Baptist, the glory of God is to be achieved by the firm establishment
of the Society: the Founder is emboldened to beheve 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 Ged” belongs to the realm of mystery,
as does any term relating to the divine Being, and hence the
cstablishing 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 ro the Blessed Trninity 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 which shall seem 1o us to be
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wmost pleasing to you’” becoming, in the second, “as far as I an able and
as you will vequive of me”’, preserves this terrestrial dimension in a
contract which might otherwise remain a generous but inconclusive
venture inCo mere mysticism.

According 1o the second paragraph of the first formula the object
of the vow s association and union for the purpose of effecring and
maintaining the firm establishment of the Society. A phrase of the
corresponding paragraph of the 1694 formula mighr seem to suggest
an inversion of the twofold commitment, and that the emphasis in
1694 ts on unity within an association now assured. Bur 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 voenx "’y as “association”’ and “stabiline”, placing the concept
of association first, as in 1691. However, he now uses “stability’ to
correspond to the previous phrase <‘ive in Sociery with > (“‘demenrer en
Société avec™) and we are reminded thereby thar the French word
“demeurer” (deniving from the Larin “dimoran™)  connotes
something more than simply “live™; it means racher “continue to
live”, “remain™. Indeed, by introducing the rerm “Stability’” the
Founder scems to express a conhdence that the Socery will now
endure. The corporate and spontaneaus wish of the Brothers 1o 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 fulfiiled for the object of its establishment to receive
due recognition in the ac of consecration. And 1t was this object,
the conducting of free schools for the poor — not the estabhishing of
a Sociery per 5e — which would procure God’s glory.

The mention of authorities in the second paragraph of the 1694
formwuala — ““the body of the Soctety’” and “rhe superiors whe will bave the
Jovernment thereof’” corroborates this concept. Only an established
Sociery, not a Society in the making, can clim structures of
government such as these words imply. The three who made the
1691 vow promised 1o carry out whatever would be necessary for
their purpose ““wnanimously and by common consent”, it being
understood that cach would be motivated by what, in the depths of
his conscience, he believed to be “for the greater good of the Sociery’”.
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,
Buot the thirteen who made their act of consecration three years Jater
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introduced a juridical element by promising and vowing “obedience”
— “to do anvthing in the said Society ar which I shall be employved”™ — not
from a motive of consensus, however religiously inspired, but by
submussion to others, even to others still in the future, who would
have the right, in consequence of this vow, to cngage their
obedicnce.

Significantly, the advance from the status of a Sociery evolving to
that of a Socicry existing, does nor preclude the reappearance in the
second formula of the “heroic” clause of the fizst: . . even i T were
obliged to beg fov alms and lve on bread only”. The dimension of
evangelical detachment, expressive of toral trust in Providence, on
whom alone the enterprise was feunded, remained integral to the
fulhlment 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 1t. The recognition chat this terrestrial mission was an
undertaking to procure God’s glorv, and thercfore to be fulfilled ar
whatever cost to self, could hardly, savs Campos, be expressed in
more radical terms.

There 15 much more to Miguel Campos’s discussion of the
significance to be perceived from a companson of these rwo
formulas, cach an eloquent testimony to the mind of John Baprist de
La Salle at two related stages of his spiritual journev. But perhaps
sufficicnt has been said ro indicare his line of thought. To conclude,
however, it will be appropriate 1o quote a passage from a chaprer of
Annoncer ['Evangtle aux Pauvres, a chaprer in which Miguel Campos
and Michel Sauvage in collaboration reflect on the religious
significance of the 1694 voral formula. Their words, written for a
wider public than the former’s academic thesis, will convey very well
the reason why Campos ranks this document as a precious parple-foree
for our understanding of a particular stage in the Founder’s faith-
journcey:

“The rwelve men who, with the Founder, pronounced the vows
of 1694 assoctated 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, evenif 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 care rhat each Brother
pledged himself, in association with others, to conducr free
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schools. Whart further unired these men in a bond of brotherhood
was each one’s identical expenience of the need of salvation for the
poor and of a personal responsibility to meet that need. The
apostolic zeal of each individual Brother reached out to poor and
neglected children, but that zeal could find cutler only through
COMMUNILY.

“The vow ‘to live in society . . together and by association . . .
which ratified an antecedent experience, both human and
religious, reinforced the reality of that expenence. 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 Sociery came into existence.”

2
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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 thar his purpose is not to present a biography of
John Bapust de La Salle but to attempr o discover in what way the
Saint himself understood bis 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 enterprse of the free schools, tnggered by Adnen Nyel’s
arrival in Rheims. If M. de La Salle gave himself rorally and, in the
cvent, irrevocably to this work in 1682 ir was because he had reached
a certainty in his mind that the enterprise was “Gods work”,
fulfilling an ecclesial function destined to contribure to the building
of God’s kingdom. Simultancously with, and inscparably 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 concemed about making a living, buc by schoolmasters
called o the work by God and transformed by that call into ministers
of the Gospel. The gradual maruring of the community of
schoolmasters towards thar own awareness of their clevated
vocatton 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 2 document dating from 1721 (two
years, therefore, afrer the Founder’s death), 2 memorandom
apparently addressed by the community of Rouen to their civil
authorities by way of explaining the orgin and purpese of their
Institute. It runs, in translation:

“This Institnte was founded in 1680 by Monsienr de La Salle, Canon of
Rbeims, who was moved with great compasston for the many children of
the poov and of the labouring classes, childven whose upbringing was
neglected becarise their parents, who were without education themselves
and, in any case, were obliged o spend. each day earning a living, were
unable o instract thewm in the principles of velgron. He concetved the iden
of founding schools where the children of these poor and working-class
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Sfamilies could, withour pavmenr of fecs, leavn veading, writing and
arithmetic, and receive @ Christian education by means of catechetical
and other daily instructions suited to the forming of good Chistigns. For
tiiis puypose, he browght together certamn wmmerried young men who
showed themselves sost willing to become teachers and alo to lead o
spirttnal Iife, bur bad previousty fonnd no opportunity to do either. The
satd M. de La Salle, finding that the number of such helpers steadily
cveased, and that thetv services began to be called fir in several towns of
the kingdow, oppiied himself ro the sk of enabling them o live in a
mamner appropriate fo the puvpose of their Institure. And in ovdev 1o
rencw 7 them the life of the early Christians and to inspive thew 1o pur
thely possessions at the disposal of all, and so gwn nothing as personal to
chewselves, he drew up rulbes for them welaving both 1o the genonl
administranon of their Institute and 1o the dailv exercises to be practised
T
Miguel Campos singles out for comment from this memorandum
the juxtaposition of the phrases “emabling them to live tn a manner
appropriate W the purpose of thetr Instirute. . and “‘ro rewneiw in them the ki
af the carly Christians™. In the understanding of the Rouen community,
writing so soon after their Founder’s death which had raken place in
their midst, rhe cfforts of M. de La Salle to integrare “unmarvied young
men”’ into a community had been inseparable from his growing
awareness of a misston to establish free schoals for the poor. As the
Rouen commumity saw it, “to live in a manner appropriate to the
purpuse of thar Institure™ was to live as a wuly Chostian
cormmunity; they were quite clear that there was no opposition
berween their commuanity [ife 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 Ea
Salle drew up for his young men, by way of renewing in them the life
of the Christians portraved in the Acts of the Apostles, precisely
underfined this integration of community and scheol. The opening
words of the (eartiest known) 1705 draft of those rules ran: “The
Intitute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools is a sociery tm which
profession s made of conducting schopls gratuttously.”’ The point could
hardly be put more forcibly thar the very muson 45 of the Society of
Brothers was to conduct frec schools; it is the same poing,
incidentally, as the Founder had made in the 3emoir on the Habit
when he wrote ““The members of this commaunity ave occupied in teaching
in gratuitous schook . . °? 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 acceprance of its implications have, in fact, involved at
every stage thus far his adherence to the projecr of founding free
schools for the poor. The évéuemenc-clef now to be considercd is
spectfically the combination of measures adopted by the Founder to
cnsure the success of the work of the schools — “‘pour gque Péole aslle
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, rhough separately
studied, these two developments are not to be scen as independent
of cach other. On the contrary, they are interconnecred at every
stage, logically because the Society cxisted for the enterpnse of frec
cducation, existentially because the historcal faces show  the
interaction taking place.

Reference has been made to the cnrical situation in which the
Community found iself by the end of 1690 and to rhe pracrical
measures adopted by M. de La Salle to meer the crisis. Onc such
measure, we saw, was the acqusition of a large house at Vaugirard,
in a semi-rural suburb of Pans, for the purpose, among others, of
establishing a novitiate. As things turned out, both the parish priest
of Saint-Sulpice and the parish priest of Vaugirard wself found reason
for dissatisfaction with this development, Henrt Baudrand, at Saing-
Sulpice, had withheld his approval for a protracted period, scemingly
resentful that another parish should prospectively share a benefit of
which he thoughr he had a monopoly; the curé of Vaugirard,
friendly and welcoming ar firsr, took umbrage when John Bapust
obtained permission from the Archbishop, Louis Antoine de
Noailles, to establish a domestc 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 ruc du Bac school, and this deprivaton aggravated the
hardships of the struggling commumnties, already severe owing to the
particularly bad winzer of 1693-94. (Batrersby questions Blain’s
attrtbudon of this cessation of payment to Baudrand’s annoyance
aver the Founder’s insistence on starting a novitiate ar Vaugirard,
and suggests that the real motive was simply a lack of means caused
by the increased calls on the parish priest’s chanty during the severe
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winter. Bur Campos seems to accept Blain’s interpretation.)

As for John Baptist, however, the ausrericies thus imposed by
arcumstances, 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 cither to purnify their
motives or to withdraw. The net effect was thar evangelical values
prevailed among these early Lasallians, nor {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 Baprist himself, of course, saw these
events wirth 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
withour going through the crucible of evangelical purification.

In 1695 M. Baudrand resigned his position as curé of Saint-Sulpice
and was succeeded, early in the following year, by the 60-year-old
Joachim Trotti de La Chérardye. The new parish priest had no
personal knowledge of M. de La Salle, having spent the previous
thirey years, first as a seminary professor at Le Puy and then as rector
of the seminary ar Bourges. But he came to the large parish of Saint-
Sulpice full of zeal for the saivation of souls, and his cordial reaction
to the work being accomplished there by the Brothers was
immediate and self-evidently sincere. Unfortunaecly the generous
patronage he forthwith showed for the Community, the paternal
interest he rook in each of the Brothers individuoaily, and the
influential benevolence he won for the Lasallians from the important
personages he came to know in the capital, ali amounted to an
exercise of that kind of charity which, unconsciously or otherwise on
the part of the benefacror, establishes proprietorial claims, and M. de
La Chétardye 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 ficst volume
of his Histoire Générale of the Institute, and a translation of 2 coupie
of his paragraphs here will be helpful for a better understanding of

126



Campos’s discussion of the events consequent on Chétardye’s arrival

ar Saint-Sulpice:
“We may safely assume thar M. de La Chérardye did not recogmsc
the workings of his own subconscious. He was innocent, n his
own mind, of sccret manocuvrings, blind anger, ignoble
intentions. When Blain refers ro him anonymously, bur explicitly
enough, as ‘the enemy of the servanr of God’, the impression
given is of a lurking, shadowy figure, full of quasi-apacalvpric
menace. And by thus cloaking his identity in mystery, our of
respect for his reputation, the brographer only succeeds in
damaging the memory of a virtuous and venerable parish pricst. It
would have served his purpose better to record the simple fact
that when M. dec La Chérardye decided to dispense with rhe
personal services of M. de La Salle, he bebeved he had ne other
motive than the good of his parish and the interests, not indecd of
the Institure as a whole, bur 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 wim a tree that was growing out of line and
appeaning too high above the enclosing wall.

“Once separated frorm their Rheims founder the schoolmasters
at work in the Saine-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 dasly programme, less demanding than the
one followed at Rheims and at Vaugirard, would e¢nable them to
devore themselves to their work withour excessive fatigue and
premarure illness. New members would be recruited within the
parish and the community would be maintained by the clergy or
by gifts and legacics of parishioncers. When the time came to retire
from rcaching they would be supported, n old age or in iliness,
by the charity of those who had bencfited from their services.
Their only link with the Brothers teaching elsewhere would be a
common vocation and the use mainly of the same pedagogical
methaods, though their relationship with their former colleagues
would remain appropuately fraternal,”

A significant development which occurred a couple of vears after the
appointment of La Chétardye was the transfer of the novidare from
Vaugirard back to within the panish boundarnies of Saint-Sulipice, at
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the large enclosed property known as the Grand’maison. The
ographers, Maillefer and Blain, {Bernard’s narrative, or the part of
it that has survived, ends just before the move to Paris) are ag
variance in their explanations of this return of the novitare from
Vaugirard. Blain seems to place the initiative for the transfer with
John Bapuist. The accommeoedation at Vaugirard having become
inadequare for the number of apphcants for admission, and its
distance from Paris having caused various ditficulties to arise, the
Founder “decided ro ook for & move spacions and convenient property wearey
ta Parir”’. The vacant Grand’maison seemed ideal for the purpose and
{continues Blain) finding the stipulated rent of 1600 livres quite
bevond his means, the Founder sought and obrained the financial
assistance of the new parish priest. Maillefer’s version is that Ta
Chérardve himself suggested the wansfer, in order to have the
advanrage of the edifving life of the novices for his own parish. John
Baptist “had recowise to prayer™ to discover whether the move would
be in conformity with God’s wiil and, because the sitnaton at
Vaugirard was becoming untenable, he vielded to the curé’s
promptings. the latter assuming full responsibility for the expenses
involved. As Maillefer cxpressesitin a brief sentence which may have
been intended to convey La Chétardye’s unhesitating readiness to
oblige, butr which, in the light of subscquent developments, sounds
ominously like the dosing of a rap: “M. fe Curé prir tour sur hus’’.

Wharever the correct version, John Bapuist’s Pans communines
were once again entirely within the Saat-Sulpice confines and,
according to Rigault, this development catalvsed the sequence of
difficultics which made up the Foundur’s association with the
French capiral. 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 ar that moment. The austere
conditions at Vaugirard had had the paradoxical cffecr of arrracring
more would-be recruits to the Sociery than the accommedartion
could cope with; and John Baptist was unwilling ro refuse anvone
admission, preferring to leave the sorting-cur of the genuine
vocations (“‘the separating of the wheat from the chaff>” in Blain’s phrase)
to the testing routine of the novitiate ftself, Whartever the Founder’s
persanat convicnion ahout keeping open the lines of indepeadence
and autonomy, he clearly saw as providential the availabilicy of the
Grand’mason and the curd’s offer of means for rentng it, ar 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 I8th 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
Dircctor, 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
mnspector of schools in the person of the twenty-six vear 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, methaodical, diligent and devoted, At the age of
twenty-cight he had the full confidence of M., de La Salle, and he
appears also to have won the esteem of M. de La Chérardye who
would, it seems (from certain implicarions 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
throughour. A general secretary was appointed in the person of
Brother Anrotne (Jean Partois); and the Founder’s ever-present
anxiety about the Brothers” health Jed 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 Bac, the rue Saint-
Placide and the rue de Vangirard. 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 accepred the reguest of M. de La Chérardye (acting on
behalf of the Archbishop of Paris who himself had been asked by
King Louis to intervenc) that he assume responsibility for housing
and educating at the Grand’'maison some fifty Irish boys, fellow-
extles of James II.

The admimstration of the Society was becoming complex and the
constantly growing need to delegate responsibility pur pressures on
John Baptist which resulted in his making two unfortunate
appointments. The carly 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 peopie in his care. Another man of
sivnilar character, Brother Ponce Thiscux, hard on himself bur, as it
rarned out, hard on others also, was made Director of the rue
Princesse community. These two appotntments were to provoke a
serics of misfortunes which were to harass John Bapuist for vears. The
indiscretions of the two men were deemed the responsibility of the
one who had appoinred them and his status as Supertor was called
e unSEEO]].

In fact, John Baptist had no juridical claims to superiorship at all.
He had indeed brought the Brothers together as @ Society and had
heen nominated by themselves as their head, bur in ecclesiastical and
canonical terms he had no rights. As charity schoolmasters, working
i parish schools, the Brothers came under the authority of the
parish priest and were accountable to him for whar they did in the
schools. But, as Miguel Campos observes, such considerations hardly
entered into fohn Bapust’s thinking at this time. For him,
everything was i the hands of Providence and he simply continued
o follow wherever he belicved Providence was leading him,
responding to requests for Brothers which were now reaching him
from Bishops and other authonties, training his men personally and
through others, following closely the spiritual and professional
progress of each. He concerned himself lictle abour the possibihiry of
hostile reactions unril one such was upon him. Complaints abour
the harshness of Michel and Ponce were broughe to the norice of La
Chérardye and even to thar of the Archbishop. The paintul sequel,
culminating in the attempt to impose the Abbé Bricot as Superior, is
dramatically chromicled by both Maillefer and Biain.

The biographers once again focus artention on the humility and
submissiveness shown by the Foundcer in these trying creumstances.
Bur Migucl Campos suggests that there was nothing merely passive
in his response to these events. He accepted responsibility for the
misdemeanours of his disciples which bad precipitated the hostile
moves, but in doing so he was motivated principaily by the need to
save the Sociery from dissolution. The Cardinal Archbishop had
become involved in the affair, and had appointed a Supertor to take
the place ro which John Bapiist had canomically no right. When his
Vicar General reported back what had happened ar the attempted
induction of the appointee — concluding his account with the
memorable testimony: “If all relggions were as affectionately nrtached to
their superiors as these Brothers ave to M. de La Salle, the communities of
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Payis wonld be only a sonrce of consolarion.”” — the Cardinal realised that
he had been led by false reports inte over-hasty action. But even he
could not now cancel the arrangement wirhout seeming to have had
his authority successfully repudiated by a community of lay
schoolmasters; and thar, as John Bapuist well understood, must have
disastrous consequences for the Sociery.

According to Blain, a member of the Sulpician community, M.
Madot, devised the compromise solution which, In effect, was to
leave the Abb¢ Bricot wirh 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 tuin 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 acceprance,
however reluctant, on the pact 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 ar work
and the implications for themselves as a Society. Bur the influence
which wor 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 opportuniry for M. de La Chétardye to
try to dispense with the Founder. What was really involved was a
confrontation between rwo opposed concepts of government for the
Society of the Chustian Schools. As Maunce Hermans has expressed
it in his doctoral thesis published as No. 11 in the Cabiers Lasalliens
series, “M. de La Salle had wished this form of government to be
hierarchic and centralised. M. de La Chétardye, curé of Saint-
Sulpice, wanted to have in his own hands not only the overall
direction of the pansh schools but also the internal government of
the Panis community.” Hermans quortes in support of this view the
testimony of Charles de La Grange whosc 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 great cvine seems to have been that be bas not
acted according o the views of the curé of Saint-Sulpice. The latver wounld like
10 have 4 say in the private concerns of the covmmunity of Brothers and this
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M. de La Salle has vefused bim .. . This is the principal sonvee of the
trouble, and if an understanding were to be reached with the cuvé it would be
ensy to settle with the Archbishop.”

But John Baptist believed that no understanding with M. dc La
Chérardye was possible which would not divert the Society from the
path laid out for it by Providence, and so he was not prepared 1o seck
such a way out of the impasse even 1o “sertle with the Archbishop”
Cardinal de Noailles, in fact, scems to have been less rhan 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 accepr.
Miguel Campos notes also that by the vear 1703 de Noailles must
have formally recognised John Baprist’s status as Superior of the
Brothers, since the Tnstitute 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 of Saint-Sulpice
persisted, and these led in the first place to John Baprist’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 sitwated in the parish of Saine-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 entrely by M. de La
Chérardye. 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 1o feel thar his role had become
redundant as far as the parish of Saine-Sulpice was concerned. Bur it
was a redundancy which he refused to admit, not because his
personal rights were ar stake, bur because to concede the implied
chaims of the curé of Saint-Sulpice would have been a berraval 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 inrernal government centralised
in the hands of the Brothers themselves, that he had tried cwice (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 concepr which had made
him persist in establishing a novitiate at Vaugirard despite the
pressures of M. Baudrand to kecp the Brothers within the
cenfines of his own parish. Significantiy, the troubics he had now
run into with Baudrand’s successor seemed to stem from the
element of compromise which had led him to brng the novices
back into the Saine-Sulpice parish. Whether or not John Baprist
now read this apparent compronuse as an crror to be regretred,
he was firm in his intention that La Chétardye should not split the
Society and cultivate a branch membership for his parish —
thereby, addinonally, serting a model for pansh  priess
elsewhere to copy.

Although the attempr to displace John Baptist was doubrless
the most serious threat vet encountered ro the Institute’s
survival, 1t was only one among a whole sequence of tmals which,
as we have seen in part, tested his taith and his fortitude during
these wears in Paris. But what Miguel Campos centres our
atrention on  at this point in his thesis is the remarkable
expansion of the Society’s work which took place in the midst of,
and  despite, this alliance of forces scemingly bent on s
dissolution. The mere chronolgy speaks for uself. In 1699 two
schools were added i Pans to the four already mentioned, and
in the samc vear, ar the nearby rown of Chartres, the Founder
provided Brothers for two schools. In the july of the tollowing
year two Brothers were sent to open a school i Calais. Then
foltowed foundations at Troves and at Avignon in 1703, at
Darneral, Rouen and Dijon in 1705, at Marseilles in 1706, at
Mende in 1706 or 1707, ar Valréas and Alais in 1707, ar Grenoble
and Saint-Denis in 1708, at Micon and at Moulins in 1709, ar
Versailles and Boulogne in 1710 and at Les Vans in 1711, Miguel
Campos scems justified in describing these developments as “a
chansmanc wradiation” of the work. Yer the minatve for all the
foundations came not from John Baptist himself but from others
— bishops, pansh priests, social welfare groups (the history s
studied in earned derail by Yves Pouret in the second volume of his
work, Le XVIle Sicle er les Origines Lasalliennes).

This paradox of an Institute just surviving from day to day in
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the capital, but ar the same time becoming known and sought
after from north to south of the French kingdom (1o 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 uwpon him. Bur it would be an
anachronism to think thar the hicrarchic and centralised form of
government that had evolved under his direction had placed the
Brothers in an artitude of passive dependence upon his person. It
would likewise be inaccurate to assume thar he conducted his
Soctery by hard and fast rules, or that he created 2 monoiithic
pastaral structure in his schools. His parricular gift was rather a
capacity to bnng srrategically into play all the energies of
ordinarv men whosc principal quahfication was a desire to lead a
life exclusively devored to the poor, Iearning 1n the process the
value of cheir consecration to  the humbk tasks of
schoolmaseers.

The way the Society was governed and the way the schools
were conducted evolved from the combined expericnee of the
Founder and rthat of his disciples, the driving inspiration being
thar 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
schoots for a neglected area of a soviety which was officially
Christian were what M. de La Salle and his Institute provided. In
organising his schools the Founder believed himself o be
accomplishing an ceclesial work, in the sense thar he was
cnabling 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 consttuting a truly
Christian community, acting rogether 1 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 conrtext of his refations with others — with
his Brothers in the first place, but aiso, 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 achicved in a particular historical context made up of
the religrous and soctal cross-currents of the France of thar time. Tt
was an inramundance fidelity involving such requirements as the
formation of masters equal to their tasks and the conducting of
schools ar an effective level. In netther area of concern was the
second-rare  sufficient: Gods work reguired the best possible
deployment of the available human ways and means. However self-
evident this might scem to us ar this distance of ume, it was, in its
context, an ideal that was, i fact, reahisable only because of the
unique existence of 2 communiry of laymen conscerated by vow o
procuring God's glory by conducting schools.

And the Founder was no Jess sure of the way God willed the
schools to be conducred than he was about the way his Community
was to develop. Just as he had adopred an inflexible stance in the face
of actempts 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 écoles aillent bien”. We have seen
this firmness dlustrated in his procedures when hic was asked by La
Barmondiere to assume full direction of the e Princesse school.
The changes he introduced, though he proceeded with charirable
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 aJl that his changes were beneficial to
them. Subsequent complaints by parish priests, for example at
Vaugirard and Jater ar Rouen, that the Brothers did not participate in
the parish hrurgical offices as fully as the curés thought thar 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 Insttute existed: feft to themselves on Sundays, might
not the pupils lose the benefit of what rhey 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 Goder des Marais, was a personal friend of John Baptist since
seminary days. He was also an influential figure of the time, the
spirirual direcror of Madame de Maintenon and a friend of Bossuet,
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Fénelon and orher fuminarics of the Paris scene. It was he also who
had obrained for John Baptist the Cardinal Archbishop’s approval for
the establishing of a novinate at Vaugirard. Nevertheless when, as
Bishop of Chartres, he expressed grave concern thar Latin was not
being raught as the first language in the schools he had invited the
Founder to open, the latrer presented his case in a ren-point
memorandum which Blain reproduces. His argument, as Miguel
Campos notes, is not based on linguistic considerations burt
coneenirates rather on the realities of life as lived by the poor
childeen attending the schools. These needed all the available time
(and it was in many cases of a very imited duration) to be given a
sound Christian formation as well as a sufficient education for
carning a reasonable living after leaving school. Moreover, a
command of their mother-tongue would make it possible for them
to suppiement by their own reading the catecherical instruction they
had received from the Brothers. The aim was not to train furure
clerics. The lads in the Brothers’ classes needed a sufficient basic
schooling to fit them to obrain and hold a job, as well as a grounding
in the Chrisrian faith which would remain firm and develop when
the responsibility for it depended on themsclves. Laborious howrs
spent on learning Latin scemied a hindrance rather than a help
towards achieving these aims.

Inadentally the importance the Founder attached to sound secular
instruction should not (Campos points out) be underesumated
against s well-known insistence on the religious formation to be
cosured in his schools. It is true that the catechism lesson had pride
of place, but not at the expense of quality in the other lessons. The
school as a whole was the pastoral agent; u did not exist simply to
provide an opportunity for catechetical formation. Integration inro
the socil structure, was the object in view, since without thar
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 Sauvape’s masterly work Catéchise et Laicat, pamely
the chapters headed {(in rranslation): “The priority of religions
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, buta
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translation of a coupic of Br. Sauvage’s paragraphs may be permitted

here in view 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 cxistence of the
rwo Cities — the temporal City and the City of God. the State and
the Church. He makes express allusion to this concepr in his
Meditation for the feast of Saint Louis, King of France: Your
nission vequives you to lnboer both for the good of the Chureh and for that
of vour country. Your pupils ave already members of the State and will
soon be endowed with full citizenship. . 7 He ncither confuses the
two Cities nor opposes them to cach other as irreconcilable foes.
It in many of his Meditations he puts the Brothers on their guard
against ‘the world” it is, no doubr, because he is addressing men
who have renounced the world in pursuit of a religious call.
Nevertheless, 1t scems very much as i), like Samnt John, he cploys
this term ‘the workd” sometimes to designate humanity in general
and sometimes thar part of humanity which rejects God and acts
in harred of Christ and his followers. Understood in this latrer
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 acnivity which it would suffice to steer clear of. In
fact, as the Founder makes repeatedly dlear, the Brothers must,
the nature of their vocation, ‘frequent the world’.

“Certainly the Saint in no way equates the world, in the
pejorative sense just referred ro, with the ‘rerreserial Ciry’. . . The
work which the Brothers are called upon to accomplish in their
schools is ordained ro the good of the State. The teaching of the
‘profane” disciplines, the human education they are obhged to
give, will serve for the building of rhe carchly City: “Yon will
conzitbure to the good of vour conntyy by teaching yous pupils o vead and
write and all that pevesins to your profession.” {Meditation 160). And
again, ¢mphasizing that one of the results of the educarion
provided in the Christian Schools will be to prepare the pupils for
their future carcer and thereby serve a useful purpose in the terms
of this world, he writes: ‘God har been pleased w supply a vesmedy. |
by the establishment of the Chyvistian Schools, where the teaching is given
free of charge and solely fir the glory of God, and where pufnls ave kept all
davy and are yght vegding, writing and veligion. Thus they are prepoved
to earn their Hving as soon as their pavents wish to wmake them do so.’
{Mediration 194"
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Seen against the background of the ume, this refusal of rhe
Founder to treat the secular instruction provided in his schools as of
inferior importance compared with thar of religious formation is
evidence of the ongnality of his mind. As Michel Sauvage has
written again (in a passage quoted by Campos):

“The Founder of the Brothers belonged to an cpoch when rthe
Church held, in practice, a monopoly in the field of education,
especially that of primary educarion. The role of the State was not
exactly non-existent in this area, but it consisted often, in France
ar least, in mercly supporting the authonty of the Church. And
the Church saw its responsibility for the provisien of schools from
a religious perspective: it saw education as a privileged means of
training in the faith. Instruction in the profane disciplines came
sccond and was ar that time very rudimentary.”

John Baptist de La Salle did not, in facr, raise in principle the
question of the difference berween “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 Brorhers were to propound the
Good News by means of catechism lessons, thereby awakening and
fostering faith in their young charges, so rhat the incorporation of
the larter into the mystical body of Christ might be an cver-
developing reality. The ministry of Ged’s word, cxercised in this
particular way of religious instruction, an authentic mission to which
the Brothers were called by the Church, was undoubtedly scen 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. ¥is 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 ro 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 cerrain expressions of the founder’s
writings do, in fact, seem to give an exclusive aspect to the specifically
apostolic atm of his Brothers’ work: expressions like, ““You recemved
great groces from God when be called you from the world to & ministry where
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you are concerned solely with the sabation of souls. . . (Meditation 146)
and “You are wmade only for heaven, you showld labour only for
Beaven. . .. 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 asa
catechist. The onc ultmare 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 broughr
to the one role was nor devalued or diminished by that brought to
the other.

Michel Sauvage pursues this argument art length and convincingly
ilhastrates with detailed references to two of the Founder's
pedagogical works, the Regles de ln Bienséance et de ln Civilitg Chvérienne
and the Conduite des Ecoles. Miguel Campos refers us for this to the
relevant pages of Caréchése et Laicar 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 denved precisely
from the latter’s parricular 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 gratuiry of
salvatton. John Baptist stood in opposition o 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 ar 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 Pans, the physical violence to which his work was
subjected, caused neither the Founder nor his disciples to waver.
Their firmness mamfested not only that by now the Society was
stable and self-assured in irs purposes bur alse that it had a clear
understanding of the unigque 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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forms alrcady recognised in the Church, so their way of conductng
schools was motivated in a quite different way from thar of the
associations of schoolmasters who objected to ther “damaging”
presence.

The remarkable success which atrended the procedures and
dedicarion of this new type of schoolmasters was what made their
presence damaging in the eyes of the protestors. And although that
success was a community achievement the personal contribution of
the Founder can hardly be overestimated. The demands made on
John Baptist’s time and cnergy by the rapid expansion of the work
have been delincared by Maurice Hermans int his L Instirur des Frives
des Ecoles Chvétiennes & la vecherche de som statut canonigue. . .o the
appointment of the directors and assistants for the profiferating
schools was still his personal responsibility; he had established the
custom whereby cach Brother wrowe to him every month and
{withour fail, according to Blain) he replied individually (the
majority of his extant letters are self-evidently of this kind}; and he
made personal visits to the communities in the varfous rowns. And
in the midst of all these preoccuparions he found time and
tranquithty to compose works of spirituality and pedagogy which
provided his disciples with the guidance they needed both for their
personal spiritual progress and for the efficient accomplishment of
their professional tasks. Blain says thar rhe Founder’s writings belong
largely to the Vaugirard period, bur Campos points out that nothing
like such a considerable literary outpur could have been produced
within such a limited period. If, in fact, we follow the chronology
established by Léon de Marie Aroz, the extent in time of the
Founder’s literary work covers just a quarter of a century, beginning
in 1694 with La Conduire des Ecoles and Les Régles de In Bienséance and de
la Civilité Chérienne and continuing to nearly the end of his life
when, at Saint-Yon, he composed his Midsmtions and L Explication
de la Méthode d°Oratson,

The purpose of the Founder’s writings was, says Miguel Campos,
to give unity to the efforts of his disciples. His spirinual and ascerical
works were not composed with the intention of constructing a
svstem of spirituality in the abstract but always for the purpose of
explaining and reinforcing the gospel inspiration of the Brothers’
teaching ministry. These writings, it is true, owe much to traditional
spirituality as well as being inflaenced by the pervading rcligious
mentality of their own time. Maurice Hermans has shown, in a
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monograph entitled Pour une meillenre lcture de nos Rigles Communes
(1954), how the classical tradition of monasticism influenced the
composition of the Brothers’ Rules which, nevertheless, were
themselves innovative with their chaprers 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 wrinngs were influenced by works already
promoting ¢ducational reform in 17th-cenrury France. Much
research, comments Miguel Campos, remains to be done to discover
such influences and literary affiliations. (An excellent example of
such ongoing rescarch is to be found in the most recent work of Br.
Jean Pungier, JEAN-BAPTISTE DE LA SALLE: Le message de son
Catéchisme, Rome 1985.) But, says our guide, what catches our
attention in these writings of the Founder is his sense of mission and
association int 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-concetved theory of his
own. He took ideas and practices in order to adapt them in the light
of the accumulating daily expericnce of the Brothers. In the Preface
to the Conduite des Ecoles we find these words: “This ‘Condutte’ has
beens compiled only after a great number of meetings with the sevior Brothers
of this Instizute and with these who bave shown most ability ns teachers, and
only after an expevience of severad vears. . 7

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
doctrinat terms but in terms of their manifestation through the
immanent activity of God. Reference to the Trnity 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. Consecraton to the Trnity for a
ministry of teaclhing, faith thar 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 ““Paroles-Forvce’’:
The Pevsonal 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 1pon wmyself. We know of it only from the pages of
Blain, but there seems no reason to doubr irs authenricity or indeed
the fidelity with which Blain has transmicted it. The biographer
introduces it with the following words:

“In order to see to what extent M. de La Salle had set Gmats to bis
pevsonal freedom we need only vead the privare set of rules he had
prescribed for Iimself. It is a docsment which grves us reason to vegret the
loss of all the others which his humility cansed him to dispose of. Divine
Providence left this one tn the bands of bis disciples to be for them an
everlnstingg memorial, an ever-living example, and a motive ever-new for
omitating the regularity of theiv Father. Here it is just as it exisis. . .77

One of the first things one notices on reading this list of twenty
rujes of personal conduct is the resembiance of some of them to
certain exhortations incorporated by the Founder inte the Collesrion
of Short Trearises. 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 José A. Gareis, published as No. 16 in the Cabters Lasalliens scries
under the vide: Contrebution & Pétude des sosrces due Recugil de diffévents
petits pairés. These researchers discovered whar they describe as “an
wdentity of structure, and a parallelism™ as berween the chapter of the
Collection entitled Reflections which the Brothers should make from time to
time, espoilly during the Rerrenr and a 17th-century work by a French
Jesuit, Pere Julien Hayneufve. They found also that nine of the Rales
T have imposed wupon wmyself have close parallels in the Collecrion and
therefore in the Hayneufve work.

The study of the literary sources of the personal Rales, observes
Carnpos, is cvidently 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 purposc
of his thesis, however, Campos says that such study has a further
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interest. It provides an opportunity to discover how far the Founder
was able to take over the words of others to express bis own deeply-
felt convictions, so that the borrowed words become paroles-force of
his personal religious expertence. Of similar interest is the fact that he
borrowed from Pére Hayneufve not only to express his own
understanding of God’s purposes but also to educare 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 spinitual instruction. Having found in
certain examples of the Jesuit’s terminology an adequate expression
of his own nced, he shared his discovery, so to speak with his
disciples: his spimtual journey, as Campos tnsists, was made in
company with others; he made them free of his own experience ar
every stage because the call of God to the enterprise of the schools
was no less theirs than his.

An examnple of the parallelism existing berween the two Lasallian
texts is to be found in No. 3 of the Rales T have impored upon myself.
This reads as follows:

“It is & good rule of conduct to make no distinction bevween the matters
proper 1o one’s siate and the business of one’s salvation and perfection; and
10 be convinced that one will never work better for one’s sabvation, and will
never acquive greater pevfection, than by accomplishiing the duties of one’s
daily employment, provided that one carvies these out in view of God’s
tntention. It is necessary ro keep thar always in mund.”’

The corresponding passage from the Colleczion is the one already
quoted in an earlier context {p.98). Miguel Campos reminds us that
when Johrt Baptist made this rule his own, and before sharing it with
his Brothers, the “duties of (lus) daily employment™ were being
accomplished in terms of multiple journeyings to various houses of
the Society, personal and writren communications with his disciples,
negouations with the various authoritics 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 rhat he had understood the viral umiry 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 onc’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.
Naot, of course, that John Bapust’s hife was one of feverish activity,
rotally caught up in the interplay of events and influences. The
screpity with which, in the midst of so many distracting forces, he
was able to pilot the work to success, derived from his sustained
watch for the hand of God i ail thar happened.

Nor was this search for the divine purposc to be allowed to become
a dream of uropian ideals pursued in spite of, rather than by means
of, the down-to-carth realities of life. Campos underlines tlus by
guoting another of the personal rales, No. 14:

““Ir is a good vule 1o be less conceyned about knowing what one will have ro
do than about dotng perfectly what one knows is to be done.

The “ideal™ is arrainable at every moment, since cach moment
viclds 1ts divine purpose to one whose mind s sct on doing God’s
will. The important thing is to accomplish that moment’s behest as
perfectly as onc can. The Founder’s own cxistence, particularly ar
this period of the rapid mudtiplication of the schools, was a
contineons response to needs from resources which were only too
limired and, as we have seen, he was, on occasion, pressurised by
cireumstances into making appointments which proved to be
untortunate. Bur he remained tranquil no less among the failures
than amid the successes that puncruared his efforts, because his
morive in all he did was to find the best possible means to achieve
whar he knew was needed.

Like the 3rd personal rule, this I4th one 15 alse to be found i the
same chaprer of the Collecrion, formulated thus in the English
edition:

“Strtve to perform your actions as peifectly a5 you know hew, without
betng worveed aboutr how perfectly they wmay be performed. By dotng as
well as you know how, you deserve to learn and know that perfection of
wirich vout ave still ggnovant. Be sarisfied with what you can do, since God
i satisfied; bur do not sparve vouvself when grace comes to your gisistance.
Be convinced thatr with the divine help you can do more than you
fmagne.

In thus shariag rhis 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 shore of the
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intention. At the same time, they must trust thar God’s grace could
enable them 1o 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
encrgy and natural talent ro bear on the accomplishment of their
modest tasks as parish schoolmasters, they would, because God's
grace would foster their cfforts, lead their pupils to salvation and ro
holiness, and at the same rime grow themselves into that likeness of
Chrst which s the ultimaie perfection.

Another of the Ruldes I have imposed spon myself continues o ponder
this question of the tdeal and the reality. No. 8 runs thus:

1 shall always consider the work of my salvation and that of establishing
and divecting onr Community as God’s wovk. Hence T shall commir o
him the cave of all this, so as to do nothing of what concerns me withont
his orders. I shall often consuelt him on all T shall bave to do, whether it
velares ro the one or to the other, often saving to bini those words of the
propher Habakkuk: Lord, it is your work.”’

In other words, if the tasks that fell to John Baprist as Founder
were assumed and fulfilled as a response ro the incessant summoning
of a God who works out his plan of salvation i the unfolding of
hiseorv, all such tasks, so far from distancing him from God,
provided the very context of the divine companionship which
sustamed him i his fith-journey. Salvarion is Gods work, not the
product of man’s striving for personal perfecuion. In the
consolidation and expansion of the Sociery of the Christian Schools
John Baptist saw only the saving activity of God, and it was to this
God, recognised tn the daily sequence of human events, that he
abandoned himsclf and the matter of his own salvation and
sancrification.

Miguel Campos proceeds to a constderation of the 9th of the
personal rules which may be rranslated:

T suust often recall that T awm like an bnplesent, useftsd only tn the
hands of n worker; and thar thevefore I must awazr the ovders of divine
Providence before acring, without, however, letting these ovders go by
defantle once they are known.

The first comment of our guide on this rule is that a study of ies
linguistic content would be cenlighrening. The simile of an
implemtent in the hands of a worker carmmed 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 unarded man’s incapadiey for
good, but there was nothing negative or passive abour his awareness
of this: he was very far (as the quored rule shows) from letting the
orders of Providence “go by defaulr’ once he knew whar they were. It
was his wish, as “implement”, ro respond as perfectly as possible to
the touch of the divine Worker’s hand, and the fulness of the
response was to be scen in the success of the schools.

The general cffcct of Miguel Campos’s commentary on these
personal rules is to show the consistency of John Baprist’s reflections
on God’s dealings wirth him. Thus he next quotes for comment Rule
No. 5 which runs:

1 shall unite my actions ro these of Jesus Christ ar least twenty times a
day, and I shall stive to make my views asnd imtentions accord with his.
For this puspose T shall have a small piece of paper which 1 shall prevce
each time I make mv act of wnion; and for every one thar I shall have
omiteed on any duy, I shall sey a Parer before vetiving, kissing the floor
once for ench Pater.”’

As Camipos says, this raie cannot be appreciared without reference
tex the orhers. It would misconstrue the Founder’s intention if we
gave undue weight to che element of compuration contained in this
rule — an element which refleces the particular type of personal
devotion favoured at the time the Founder wrote, and which felt the
need to support the wavering will by serting “targets™ to be achicved
and sanctions 1o be applied in case of failure. The device may well
seemn to be no more than a psychological help to spiritual progress,
burt to stop short at defining it thus would be to misunderstand that
the conformity with Jesus Chnst which John Baptist sought was
indissociably linked with the will to carry ouwt the orders of
Providence. His “target” was not twenty acts of union a day, buc a
sustained — though repearedly willed - identification with the mind
of Christ, who came not to do his own will but rhe will of the Father
who had sent him (Jn. 6,38), whost 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 bur the will of him who sent him
{Jn. 5,30), who did as the Father had commanded him so thar the
world mighr know that he loved the Father {Jn. 14,31}, . Jrwasa
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sublime aspiration, this conformity with Christ, which John Baptist
formulared 1 this fifth rle of personal conduct, but ies fulfilmens
was ro be sought in the harsh reality of the circumstances in which
his life was cast. Unsparing atrenuion to the multfarious needs which
pressed in upon him was his way of participating in the mysterv of
Christ, and it s not surpnsing 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 1s that conformity with Jesus Chnist was not
understood by John Baprist as an abstrace ideal atrained by a mere
repetition of a prayer {twenty a day!) but (after the example of
Christ) only as a persistent, unwearving application of all his human
powers to tulblling each behest of God as revealed to him in the
arcumstances of each dav.

Nevertheless, such an aspiration and such a fulfilment presupposed
a life of intense praver — an aspect of the spiricuality of John Baptist
de La Salle on which his carliest biographers dwell ar some length. His
selt-identification with Chuist included his divine model’s ever-
present concern to pray for his disciples. In the 6th of the personal
rules, the Founder wrotce:

“W hen winy Brothers come to seek sy advice I shall ask our Lord to answer

Sor me. If whar they ask s a matter of some consequence I shall take a

lirtle time to procy gver ot aned shall at lease be carefied to vecoliect myself ond
elevate my heart o God during a suitable peviod of time.”’

But in thus secking divine guidance for what he must advise his
Brothers, the Founder was secking what was best also for the mission
i 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 commeon rask to which they, with him, had
been called; and chat in praying for giridance for them he was praying
tor the prosperity of their work — which was God’s waork.

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

I shall not leave the house without need and withour having taken a
guarter of an howr to examie befove God whether the need is @ veal ov an
inmygingyy ove. If the maiter seemns sigpenit I shall take at least the length
of the time requived for the vecitation of & Miserere to think it over and ¢o
put smvself in the right frame of mind for the task. . . Every day I shall set
aside a guarter of an howr to venew the consecration of mwg{f tw the Aost
Holy Trinaty. . . I shall take means to elevare vy mind ro God as often as
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I begin a fiesh action; and whatever I undertake, I shall make a point of
not heginning wntil I have prayed about ir. ™’

Once again the pracucal measures (“a guarter of an bour™. . . “the
tome veguived for the vecitation of & Mauerere”. |} reflect the religious
ambience in which John Baptist had grown up, but when we seck
beyond these to the essence of whar he says, we find a living
deternunation to remain attentive, ar every junceure of the day’s
unfolding, ro the divine will - to be an implement functioning only
in response to the rouch of God’s hand. Quite simply, for the
Founder prayer was inseparable from action. It is interesting, in face,
(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 praver which he deemed (in the rules just quored)
an indispensable preltminary to action shows his gift of discernment.
The period of creative action outlined in the [ast chaprer was no less a
period of intense prayer for John Baptist personally and for his
disciples.

Underiving all these Rudes I have tmposed upon myself one senses a
profound conviction that tme 1s & commuodity 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 wrires:

“Tn whatever new situation 1 find smyself T shall keep to a fixed timetable,

trusting in the grace of onr Lovd 1o be able to do this, since I have never
mangged to do ¢ of mwself. And the first thing I shall do when wy
sirwation changes will be to spend g day in vervear for the purpose of
drawing up o new personal programme.’’ (No. 10)

T must tcke measuves abour the time 1 have waseed and be coarveful
nevey 10 lose any move, A long vetreat will be necessary for me to be able 1o
develop due vigilance in this marter.” (No.13)

“Every morning I shall take & quarter of an hour to fovesee how to
acqueir wyself well of the wasks I shall have to perform. I shall plan my
whole day accordingly.”” (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
emergencics and with difficuldes of all kinds; and the need he felt for
a programme, his dissatisfaction with himself for never having
managed ro 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. Butr 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 fulfiling 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, so to speak, of
the hour-glass ever present to the mind’s eve, such was the measure
of the intensity of the Saint’s sense of God’s presence in his life.
Consciousness of rthis presence of God everywhere s another
pervading theme of the personal rules, as in the one alrcady quoted
abour his intention to elevate his mind to God at the beginning of
every fresh action, and in the following 19th article:

“It is o rule of the Community never to enter the honse ov one’s voom
without a prayer and a venewal of one’s artention to God’s presence. I
shall take cave myself not to fail in this.”’

Such terminology could well scem to postulate limits of time and
place on God’s activity in his crearures’ lives — as if the divine
assistance were dependent on one’s having speafically prayed for it.
But the “make no distinction” element in the Founder’s spirituality
sufficiently refutes any such implicanion. Certainly John Baptist
himself was no less closely united to God when he was absorbed in
the conflicting calls on his attenrion than when he was “elevaring his
mind” to the Lord before commencing an action. Miguel Campos
suggests that a study of the Explanation of the Method of Mentul 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 te Scriprure mn his
writings, leaves no doubr as to the reality of his concept of a divine
plan already fulfilled in the past. The spirituality he offered his
Brothers invited thermn to apply to themselves the mysteries of Christ
revealed in the New Testament, imitating his virtucs made familiar to
them by constant meditation thercon, drawing upon bis merits for
their progress in holiness and the fruitfulness of their apostolate. Iris
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a sublime formula, one which has led innumerable Lasallians to high
levels of sanctity, some few 1o the ultimate reaches of achieved or
potential canonisatiosn.

What has perhaps been msufticiently noticed, however, is that this
self-application of the revelation contained in Scriprure (and, of
cousse, 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 imphes for different generations, different places and
tmes. Miguel Campos makes the point thar precisely the Founder’s
arrachment 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 prompred at this point in his reading of the
Campos thesis to turn back to a book by Bishop Chnistopher Butler
0.5.B., published by Darton, Longman and Todd in 1967 under
the title The Theolggy of Vatican II - the printed version of the Sarum
Lectures which the Bishop had delivered ar Oxford the previous
year. Chaprer 2 of this book, written with the authority of one who,
as Abbor of Downside, had been an influential participant at the
Council, is a discussion of the Dogmatic corstitution on “Divine
Revelation™. The discussion seemed to the present writer to provide
fresh insights into this area of John 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 rhe Bishop's
discussion will not, it is hoped, be a mere digression from the
Lasallian’s line of thought.

Dr. Butler remarks that the CounciP’s Consritution does nor begin,
as a manual of dogmatic theology mighe, with a scholastic defimition
of the rerm “divine revelation”. Tanquerey’s Brevior Synopszs, for
example, offers one such defininion in these words: “Divine
revelation is the manifestation of some truth made to us by God
through a supernatural llumination of the mind” — following which
Tanquerey provides a discourse on scholastic cognitive psychology.
“Bur whart is nussing 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
Tanguercy concept leaves the impression of a “third-personal
entichment 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 o 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’y of revelation rakes
place by deeds and words intrinsically interconnected, so that the
works wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest the
tcaching and realities signified 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 sce
that, according to our Constitution, the notion of divine revelation,
as it concerns the Christian gospel, 1s part of a larger notion of divine
action in history; it is not by *words’ alone, bur 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 Theolpgy of Revelation (1966)
and The Present 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 itsclf and then by its commentators, adds a considerable
degree of richness to our understanding of John Baptist de La Salle’s
spirituatity. We appreciate betrsr what Miguel Campos is intending
when he writes at this point “In rhe 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
wsight 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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menitored, so so speak, at ecvery stage by the revelarion already
stored in John Baptist’s consciousness from his familiaricy 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 ac 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 carcful 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: 1
do not pray thar thou shouldst take them out of the world, but that
thou shouldst keep them from the evil one. They are nor of the
world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the trath; thy
word s truth. As thou didst send me into the world, so T have sent
them into the world . . . (Jn.17,15ft). John Baptist de La Salle
understood the paradox well. His doctrine of separation from the
world 15 integral to his spirtuality: but the mission God revealed to
him could hardly have been more intramundane.

Campos quotes twe more of the personal rules which have
reference to the Founders attitude to the world. First, No. 4

“When I go to see someone, I shall take care to say only whar i necessary
and not to talk about worldly or useless matters, and to stay no longer than
balf an bour ar the most.”’
and next, No. 12:

When anyone, whether in authorvity ov not, hurts wy feelings or,
naturally speaking, seviously upsers me, I shall tnke care nos to speck about
it; and if someone lse ratses the subject with me, 1 shall make excuses forr
the persons who have njured me and justify thewr bebaviour.”

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 meckness. But, says Campos, in some instances they
come very close to caricarare — for example, in what they say abourt
his refations 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 b “separarion from the world” could lead the reader
to a quite erroncous understanding of the Founder's religious
experience. His involvement with the world is, in face, underhined in
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other examples of the Rudes 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 bave ro go into the country I shall make a day’s retvear by way
af preparation, putrivg myself in the right frame of mind to make ot least
thee bowrs of meditation a day while I am en the road. >’
and he supplements this with Rule 17:
L must also make sure not to let a single day pass, whilst I am out of
town. without visiting the Most Blessed Sacrament; every time 1 am in
reacl of & village church I shall enter, to kneel in gdoration before the
M_B. Sacvament.”’
Such resolutions, comments Campos, speak for themselves of che
intramundane dimension of M. de La Salle’s religious experience.
Schools to be founded and then put on a secure footing invelved
visits to the various communities and meetings with the cvi and
ceclestastical authorties. Stow and comfortless journeys were part of
the pattem of his life. And amidsr them all, the hunger for prayer
persisted because prayer was his lifeline to God who had called him
te 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 1 bave often failed to say wey vosary although tiis 15 a prayer
prescribed for the Community. From now on, I shall not vetive 1o bed any
day without having first smid this prayer.”

and, 1in similar vein, No. 20:
““Every day, 1 shall vecite one Pater Noster with the utmost devotion,
attention and faith, as an act of submission to our Lovd whe taught ws
this prayer and bade us say <t.””

The first of these two guotations reminds us that s 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 Rigles Communes has for article 7 of Chapter 3 rthe
tollowing: ““Nowe of the Brothers shall omit to say the rosavy evevy day, and
tf any onz of them bas been unable t say it with the community, he will
make it good ar some othey tome indicared by the Brother Director.”
Campos notes that the Saint’s admission, in the formulation of lis
personal rule on this subject, thar he has “often failled™ to fulfil this
rule of the Community, speaks cloquently of the absorbing demands
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made on his time and atention by the responsibilities accruing o
him. It reflects also, as do the other relevant ones quoted, a certain
anxiety lest those responsibibiuies 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 Qur Father just noted
in his personal rule No. 20 is reflected also in the
“Considerations. . .” listed 10 the Collection, where we read:
“Consider that God bus promised to bear prayer well said; theve is no donbt
about obtaining all that is contained in the Lovd’s Prayer, if we place no
obstacle 1 the way, since 1t 75 the noblest, most excellent, most efftcacions of
all prayers.”? And this devotion in rurn reflects the Founder's sense of
identification with Christ, the divine model, who was ceaselessly
artenrive 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 fanlts 1 shall deem mivself blameworthy
before God for my failure ro prevent those faults, whether by the belpful
advice I should have given them or by watcliing over them. And if I give
them a penance, I shall give myself & greater one; when a feuls &
considerable I shall add to my penance & period of private prayer, a balf-
hour or even an howr, on several successie days, just to beg God’s pardon.
For if I accepr that I vepresent onr Lovdl to them, then I am obliged to mbe
theiv sins wpon myself, as our Lovd took ours upon himself. This is n
responsibiliry 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 o describe his hero as “one of the great penstents of the
17th centuwry” and to substantiate the caim  intermictently
throughout the Life and with circumnstandal verbiage in the relevant
chaprer of the Spirie and Virtnes, what has been less noriced in the
Instrute tradition on this subject is the relationship between the
penitential spint 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 mainrain the underraking of the
Chnstian 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 infidelties 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 rime there was a
certain logic about it, quite mdependent 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, “constitures a collection of
writings of priceless value for a study of M. de La Salle’s religious
experience and of the way he interpreted thar experience in the
accomplishment of his mission.” The Legers provide a direct witness
to his manner of guiding the Brothers and administering the Sociery,
bringing his disciples to an ever-decpening 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 copics out of a
probahle 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 2 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 1n the number of the Sodiety’s scheols. They were letters
written between 1701 and 1717 to three of the Founder’s disciples in
particalar, Brothers Denis, Clement and Anastase. Campos draws
atrention to this small group of letters (five in all) ro demonstrare
how certain constant themes emerge —~ and therefore tell us much
abour the Saint’s contemplation ar 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, i a fetter dated
26 June 1706, he wrote ro Clement {Jacques Gareler, a reacher at
Laor who had entered the Society in April 1700 and was twenty-two
at rhe time he received this letrer):

“Take care, I beseech you, to be prudent and to conform to the will of God
in everything, and above all by submision, not only eceevior bur
interigr. . . To have God in view when performing your actions is the best
way of doing them well. God demands wor only the exterior part of ouy
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acts, but be veguives that they should be perfirmed with becoming intevior

dispositions. ' *

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

“lr & not erough to bave the wish to ge to God tn the most perfect marnner
possible; you must actunify do so, and this is accomplished only in so far as
we do ourselves piolence. . . I rejoice at vour abandonment o God, and ar
yorr mdiffeverice to beogg sent anvwhere. This s very necessary tn our

Society. >’

On such passages Campos comments that in the Founder’s
understanding, abandonment to the will of God s nothing other
than the ready acceptance of existing situarions which have
developed from a conscious purpose of sccomplishing thar will. But
such acceptance must not be a passive thing — complacency in
success and resignarion in failure. The emphasis is on doing what is
discerned to be God’s will — even ar the cost of doing violence to
one’s own — and doing it as perfectly as possibic, not just wishing to
do so.

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

“Make it & babit also to trink often of the boly presence of God, for this is
the chicf fraar of mentnl prayer. It would be of little use to yor, however, if
you did not stvive to movrtify yourself, ov if you sought after your own
comfot. >’

This and the previous extract from the letter to Denis give the
impression that the latter, in his monthly reddition to the Founder,
had either been frank abourt his tendeney ro seek his own comfort or
had ¢complained about the lack of comiforr in the community he was
in. But once the ascetical principle has been affirmed in rhe
Founder’s reply — thar progress in virtue is condirional on a degree of
sclf~denial — a note of encouragement enters and it is prompred not
by an abstract principle but by the arcumstances of the Socety’s
work at the time the reply was wntren. The Founder is pleased with
Denis’s spint of “abandonment o God”, especially as manifested by
the Brother's “indifference to being sent anvwhere wharsoever”’ because,
adds the Saint, “this & very mecessary in our Society”. The need to be

*The letters are quoted from che Bartewsby tmanslation: De La Salle: Letters and
Docunwnts (1952).
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able to move a Brother from one community to another, and at
short natice, was beginning to be urgent ar this tme when the
demands for new schools were reaching the Founder with growing
ISISTENICE.

The same inseparability berween spirituality and apostolate comes
through in a sentence from the one extant letrer 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 nre yowrself in ovder to vemew and increase the
remembrance of rhe presence of God. The more you try to procuve it, the
easier it will be for you to perform your actions well and accomplish your
duzy {‘deroirs’ the Founder’s usual words for school rasks)”

Campos notes that practically all the Founder’s letters to Brothers
that we possess cantain one or other refercnce to their school work
— advice on difficulties experienced therein, exhortations to ensure
the efficient conduct of the eszablishment. This passage from
another lerrer to Brother Denis is typical:

“Denl in a fow words with the people who call ar the school, in ovder not
to ke the pupil lose time. Be caveful 1o correct the puptls — the
ymorant even wove than the others. It 15 shameful to call them abusive
names. ., I am glad that you now bave n lavge number of pupils. Ty to
kegp the number up . . 7

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

“Mind you do not sorike the pupils with your band. You know thar this
is forbidden by Rule. . . If you know of any way in which [ conld prevent
the classes of owr Brothers fiom getting out of band, 1 should be much
obliged if you would let me know, for we wmust do our best to strengthen
them. . . I am of the opinion thar the pupils who attend ivigguiarly or
who come fate shonld be sent away, for it brings disorder in a school 1o
tolevate the one or the other.”’

Both these brief extracts are revealing of the mind of the Founder ar
this period. His consciousness of the value of time, which we noted
carlier, and also his scale of prioriries, 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 lamge numéber of puptls’’ has
nothing to do with tncome to the community, since no pupit 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 rhe 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 s functioning
well and, as has been noted already, the efficient working of the
schools temained 2 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 religtous to be directed in the parh of holiness.
He will be “much obliged’’ to be rold by Clement {aged twenty-two)
of any way the latter knows to help the Brothers who are having
discipline problems. It is interesting, however, thar the sentence
immediately preceding this request for advice reads: ““Take only one
defect at a time for your Particular Examen, and keep it for several days
running”’. Iu the letter ro Denis, immediately before telling him not
to cause the pupils to lose time, the Founder had written: “Mental
prayev is the mainstay of piety, hence apply yourself 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 (wirth total disrcgard 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 prnaple of unity berween the practices of the
religious lifc 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 letrers, 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
Miguei Campos points our) to focus one’s attention on a sequence of
letrers directed to a particular Brother — an illustration, in Campos
terms, of how the spiritual journcy of the Founder merged with that
of his ecarly disciples. There are two series which are particularly
illustrative here, namely ten letters to Brother Mathias and twenty o
Brother Gabiiel Drolin.

The early registers leave us uncertain about rhe identity of Mathtas
but it is evidenr from John Baptist’s lerters to him thar he was, in
Battersby’s words, “an exceptionallv unstable character. . . never
pleased wherever he was”. But the Founder deals with lom with a
delicately-balanced combination of forbearance and reproof from
which we derive the impression that Mathuas’s happiness was second
to none of the Saint’s many preoccupations but thar he was not
prepared to let his disciple think that happiness could be achieved
without self-discipline. The relevant letters couid be quoted almost
at random:
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“These is npthing I desive move thas to be able to belp you tn your
difficulties. . . Let me know all your troubles. . 77 (3.12.1706)

“I know how you were in Pavis, and I believe that you are move sick in
mind than in body. As long as you ave submissive God will uphold yon. 1
am sorvy that you showld be annoyed. 1 shail do all I possibly can to rake
away your anngyence.”’ (18.11.1707)

In fulfilment of this promise John Bapuist gave Mathias the change
of community he had asked for, bur the move failed ro bring the
restless disciple peace and the Founder responded encrgetically,
though with patience still intace:

A do nor know why you wrote to me i such an nrgracious manner and
so contvary ro the truth. . . You showuld not bave tnsisted so much on my
sending you so for if you wanted to come back so soon. As you see, it is not
possible to bring Brothers back such a distance befove Easter, nor to send
any there, and we should not undertake Journeys to obtain a Aispensation
[from fasting duving Lent. . . Rest assuved, my very dear Brother, that I
shall do everything that is veguived for you.” (30.12.1707)

Tenderness and forbearance continue to preval in the Founder’s
dealings with the wayward Mathias, but we see also that the Saint
desists from raking over the disciple’s responsibility for his own
“Itinerary™

L shall see that you are led to God with gentleness and not barshnes.
There is nothing I shall not do for your good and for your salvation, but,
on your part, you wust act more graciously and wot by bmpulbe or
anger. . . You wmust go to God, sy very dear Brother, and work out your
salvation. Do not abuse the means which God gives you.”’ {13.1.1708)

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

“I am greatly delfghted at the good dispositions you are in at present 1o
FERATH 1M1 Your vorarion, wihich is a very sanctifying one for vou, and o
accomplish your duty m it. . . You are vight in apolgpining for your
lerters, for they bave gccasionally been not only indiscreet, but very mbusive,
and I cannor understand bow you can write tn such a way. I have tried,
however, not to tuke offence and, ac far s I am concerned, to bear no
grudge. . . Try and acguire, I beseech you, a level, steady and submissive
spivit, for otherwise God would not bless you. I commend myself to your
prayers in this boly season. . 77 (4.4.1708)

What comes through perhaps most noticeably (and movingly) in
this correspondence with Mathias is John Baptist’s total lack of scif-
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wmportance, the complete absence of any sign of personal offence or
of wounded dignity. At the time ne 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 ar a quite
uncondescending, person-to-person level, as a pilgrim discoursing
with a fellow-pilgrim on a journey which God bad planned for both.
Mathias was even led by this disposition of the Founder to indulge in
abusc — a grotesque e¢rror which he seems gradually to have
recognised with shame and regrer. In the final letter of the series,
John Bapuist was able to write such things as:
“I am glad to see you i the dispesition to go wherever I want ro send
youe. .. { am plensed vou like the rogion where you ave and thar you wish
m futwre to give me as wmuch pleasure as you have caused mie
annovance. . . I am very pleased 10 know that you wish to make yourself’
usefisl in every way. . . I shall nor omit to pray, as you ask me, so that
God may grnt you persevevance to the emd of yowr days. . .’
(16.5.1708)

And, in fact, if (following borh Rigault and Battersby) we identify
this Brother Marhias with Laurent de Douayv, the Camiggue des Frives
des Ecoles Chritiennes, preserved ar the Bibliotheque Narionale in
Paris, informs us that he died in the Insurute at Guise (date not
given} — a happy, if unlikely, ending to a chequered journey which
had, however, the immenscly compensating advantage of having
been made in the company of a saint.

Campos takes his final examples of the way John Bapust’s letrers
serve as a supplementary parole-foree for this period of his life, from
the correspondence with Brother Gabriel Brolin — a correspondence
which reflects (savs Campos) a journeying more fascinaring even than
that traveiled by John Baptist with Marhias, 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, sealed on the day in 1691, ten vears before
Gabriel’s departure for Rome, when both, together with Nicolas
Vuyart, pronounced the “heroic vow”. The rtrust in Providence
which had formed the basis of that vow is a recurrent theme of the
letrers 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 Sociery’s expansion:
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“As for myself, T do not lke to pur myself forward in any way, and I shall
not do so ar Rome move than awywhere else. Providence must make the
Sforse suep, and I am content when it appenrs that T act accovding to its
dictates.”’

The letter in which he wrote those words is dared 28 August 1705,
and that year, as we have scen, 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, raking initiatives himsel{
but simply following those which he attributed to Providence. The
cnterprise, as he kept reminding the Brothers, was “God’s work”. At
the same time, the letrers to Drolin exemplify particularly well the
Founder’s realistic assessment of the human factors involved in
fostering the enterprise. Somcetimes a long letter is taken up almost
enrrely with “business” details. For example, the one addressed from
Paris exactly a week after the one just quored, contains an carly
rebuke for Gabriel’s faiture to notify him of a change of address and
then goes on to the question of his disciple’s expensces (finance is a
recurring ropic throughour the Drolin lerrers): money is in shorter
supply than ever, since “a fine honse, formerly occupied by nuns n a
sutburk of Rowen’” has been rented for a noviriate — so Gabricl must
nor expect to keep “relving entively’’ for his support on his home
base. Nor must hc keep on incurnng debts: there is nothing his
Superior holds “more in horroy’” than debts and Gabriel must ceasc
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 impecanious disciple,
through the office of the Pope’s treasurer at Avignon. Mention of
Avignon prompts John Baptist to add that henceforth letzers may be
safely transmutted by that route. News 1s given that openings have
been made at Dijon and at Brest, and that there are plans for an
cstablishment at Marsetlles. Copies of the school praver book are
going to be forwarded etc.

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

7 know it i better to live independently, even though it is move difficuls,
and I am glad that you ave in these dispositions. But in that case, one
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mnst either abandon oneself entively ro providence or, if one has not
enangh virtue to do so, or tnsufficient faith, one must take the necessary
precantions befoveband; otherwise it is weither wise nov Christian to act
thus.”?

Even the one brief mention (in this letrer) of prayer seems directed
o the tasks to be accomplshed rather than o Gabuels
sanctification:

“Pray hard. . . and wsk God to conduct owr afftsrs in Rome and
elsewhere according to his holy will ?’

It 15 as if the Founder belicved thar if Gabriel took more seriously
the work for which he had been sent to Rome, his spiritual progress
would be quite safe. There 15, of course, throughont this
correspondence an underlying confidence in his disciple’s religious
quality, a confidence which he voices with emphasis in his lerter of
27 Aprl 1705:

““I know that you arve very far from doing what Brother Nicoles did, and
thar v why I bave so completely placed my confidence in you. ™

John Bapuist knew his man. Vuyart had sadly failled his trust, but
Drolin, he was sure, still meant whar he said when, fourteen vears
before this letter, he proneunced the words: “We bind ourselves by a
vow of assocurtion and wnion to effect and wmaimwan the smd act of
establishment, without powes to abandon the sk, even should we remnin
the only three members of the Socrery, and should be obliged ro beg for alms
and live on bread onlv. ” Thart the Saint’s confidence was well-placed is
convincingly demonstrated by the fact that Gabriel remained faichful
to his loncly assignment for twenry-seven years, without sighr cver
again of his Founder, and without company of confrires untl the
last few months of his long exile. No doubr his fidelity owed much
to the awareness the letters gave him thar 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 salvarion. The letrers he
received  (and  carefully  preserved) were often frank in thewr
promptings and advice but it was a frankness allowed by the mutual
understanding  cxisting between the Founder and the disaple.
Gabricl well knew thar John Baptist’s concern in everything was that
God’s will be fulfilled ~ specifically his wall for the mission entrusted
to them both. A school in Rome, and a school functioning well, was
the objective of that mission in the parncular case of Drolin. The
element of community life was absent but had not (necdless 1o say)
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been mrended by the Founder whe had sent Gabriels brother
Gerard with him to Rome in the first place; Gerard soon lost courage
and returned ro France, and although the need o send another
companion was a constant preoccupation of John Baptist (the lerters
prove it} eircumstances repeatedly defeared the inrention. So
Gabriel’s community life was found in the letters he received from
M. de La Salle. The many items of news cthey conveved abour the
growing Institute are to be read in that light. As Migucl Camipos
pugs itz “Evervthing was shared — the sorrows bur also rhe jovs™.
And throughout the Drolin letters ~ and indeed throughout all the
others that we have — we are able to note the derail of the Founder’s
awarcriess of the development of “God’s work™, and especially his
concern that thar development remain truc o the line intended for ic
bv Providence. That is why the correspondence is a valuable pasole-
Sforee 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 avéuement-clef of those sclecred by Miguel Campos as
crucial stages in the spiritual journey of St. John Baprist de La Salle
has reference to the sequence of incidents which led the Founder o
leave Paris in 1712 for a long absence in the south of France, whence
he returned only in response to a letter from the “prinapal Brothers”
of the Institute. This period of John Baprist’s life is at once enigmatic
and revealing. For him, apparently, it was thar “dark might 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, secking to observe the ways of God with his
taithful servant. In paracular it provides a specially revealing occasion
to appreciate the phenomenon which is at the heart of the Campos
thesis, namely, the inscparability of the Founder’s personal spiritual
growth and the development of the work God had called him to
accomplish.

The histoncal faces relating ro this period are complex and less than
rotally clear. The two source-biographers treated them in their own
fashion and (notes Rigault) berween their interpretations the reader
cannor always be sure of the reality, Maillefer had warned his readers
in his foreword to his (sccond) biography that he had felriv “a duty ro
suppress infovmation abont certain secvet intrggues™ out of consideration
for the reputarion “‘of several serizorious pevsons’ whose views “which
it has not seevned desivable to discuss” had caused trouble for M. de La
Salle. Behind this disclaimer was the fact that some of the
“ueritovigns persons”’ concerned  were of Jansenistic  persuasion,
including some who had appealed against Clement XI’s Bull
“Unggenitns’ which had condemned the sccr and which, as it
happened, was promulgated on 8 Seprember 1713, chronologically
at the half way point of John Bapuist’s stay in the South. Maillefer
himself was a partisan of the secr and was aware, of course, that John
Baprist’s brather, Louis, was a commirred “appellant”. Rather than
cause even indirecr offence to the uncle still living, the Maurist
biographer seetled for a discrect withholding of details concerning
the rribulations of his deceased uncle.
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Canon Blain, on the other hand {accordmg to a particularly critical
assessment by Georges Rigault) dramatises the cvents, calling his
hero™s journey to the South a “flight” and then modifving the
historical conteat to suit this interpretation. All the inadents
relating to the Feunder’s period in Provence are presented by Blain
(savs Rigault: from this point of view: “. . . His portraval is given in
bold colours, without nuance, his personages are fixed in
conventional artitudes, and his faces are diszorted in order 1o evoke
cither compassion or blame. . .” Miguel Campos is less forthright
than this in his assessment of Blain’s treatment, and even adoprs the
latter’s term “flight™ to describe John Baptist’s departure from Paris
in 1712, But his undersranding of the motivation for that departure
govs beyond the simplistic reading of Blain and offess an
interprecation which seems wholly sansfying, especially when the
evénement-clef of which the “thght™ was the historical core is reflected
upon in the light of the parole-fince chosen by Campos for the
PUTpOSE.

Bur in order to set the situation in context it is necessary to sketch
the sequence of events which led to what scemed to be a seif-
imposed exile from the administrative centre of the Society, namely
Paris. Campos begins such a sketch with a reminder of the hitigation
to which the Founder was subjected at the hands of the writing-
masters and the masters of the so-called Lattle Schools. This is an area
of the Saint’s life which awairs a monographic study as 2 contribution
o the definitive biography rowards 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 rtheir accounts of this serics of legal actions. Documents
uncarthed by lacer researchers, notably Lucard, Ravelet and Guiberr,
have madc it possible to answer some of these questions and 1o fill
our the historical content, and Rigaul’s discussion of the issues
involved has the quality of crinical insighe so often notccable
throughourt the first volume of his Histoire Générale. Bur one is stil}
Iefe 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 bencficence to suffer incessant persecution, n the name of the
law, during some dozen vears.

A chronological summary (based on present knowledge) of this
sustained onslaughe must suffice here, since lirigation was not the
only weapon employed by the opponents of M. de La Salle and the
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work he had established. The first arrack oceurred in 1690 when the
second school to be opened in Paris, the one in the rue du Bac, was
pitlaged within less than a vear of its foundation. Blan and Maillefer
mention no other lawsuit until 1699, but larer research discovered a
letter of Madame de Maintenon, written in 1698 to the President of
the Paris regional pavlement on behalf of the Founder’s schools, from
which it ts 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 Saine-Placide — resulted in the closure of that
establishment for three months, From 1704 the frequency of the
lawsuits and condemnations reached a ansis 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 paest of Saint-Sulpice, Joachim de La Chétardve, could
effectively have shiclded John Baptist from these attacks but, as we
saw in Chapter 12, the estrangement of La Chérardye had by this
time reached a point when John Baprist had felt obliged, for the sake
of peace, to betake himself and his novices to a residence outside the
Saint-Sulpice confines. La Chétardye, in fact, maintained a passive
artitude in face of the lawsuirs, even though these threatened the
work of the free schools within his own pansh. Two vears 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
curé to beg John Baptist (now with the novices in what Blain calls “a
kind of exile’ 1 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 Pans poor, and still convinced
of the advantage for the future of the Socety to have a base in the
capiral, agreed. But he asked for a gnarantee that the Brothers would
be able to carry out their work withour further harassment.
Significantly, La Chétardye 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 scverity 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 Baroudlere. 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
artached to the rue Princesse school, where they had been from the
beginning. It was to this property in the rue de a2 Barouillere that
John Baptist now brought the novices.

The move was imposed upon him by the incidence of famine, but
it did somcthing to ease his concern for centralisation and unity. The
fear of fragmentation was an ever-present preoccupation at this time,
arising from the fact rhat 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 proprictorial attitudes of the
successive parish priests of Saint-Sulpice, especially of M. de La
Chérardye, had made him sensitive to this danger. Fidelity to the
providential plan for the enterprise of the Chnstian Schools seemed
particularly rthreatened at this peried 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 God had called him ro accomplish. Even had the fortuirous
need creared 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-fraughe relationship with the parish priest of Sainr-Sulpice
which had driven bim fiest to seek a kind of refuge at the rue de
Charonne in another parish of the capiral, and then to go further
afield to Rouen. Bur 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 spirtual itinerary
than he knew. It was one thing to have assembled the Brothers of
the Saint-Sulpice schools and the novices in a single restdence, 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
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Saint knew to be the first and indispensable condition of furure
success for the Congregation. The divisive influence of the years in

the Sainz-Sulpice schools, under the supervision of the possessive M.

de La Chétardye, and the concomitant psychological, and even

physical, exclusion of M. de La Salle, had wrought a damaging cffect
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 1o
conduct the schools in Paris had lost thetr spivit of obedience in the absence of
M. de La Salle. He sought to bring them back to the practice of the Rule but
they, with perverse disvegavd for his authovity, set themselves up in oppesition
tw kim, refused him theiy obedience and complaimed stvongly against the
severity of the vules he wished them to observe. . .77

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 tnial 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 Chétardye, 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.

Bur 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
constderable 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 formufa of vows had established
the principle that it was “together and by asseciation”’ that the work of
the schools could be accomplished and, thereby, God’s glory
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procured. The schism within the Pars community now threatened
to make a dead letter of this principle and thereby bring abour the
fatture of the whole undertaking.

According to Blain, the personal animosity shown him by Joachim
de La Chérardye (a zealous pastor, esteemed by all who knew him)
had first caused John Baptist to entertain doubts abour 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 sclf
questionings as to whether the hostility directed against himself and
his disciples in Paris was not the resulr of the provocartve nature of
his own temperament and procedures. It was in this state of mind
that he decided to pur his doubts, so to speak, to a test, by betaking
himself to the Carmelite friary in Paris where he spent a fortnight in
praver and reflection, his whercabouts known only to two or three
of his disciples. He had begun to sec himself, says Blain with
characteristic imagery, “as a Jonabh who had to be thrown into the sea”,
and by this temporary withdrawal to the Carmclite house he was
testing “whether the tempest would abare’” in his absence.

The experiment served to strengthen his doubts. La Chérardye,
under the impression, it seems, that the Founder had lefr Paris,
showed a new cardiality to the community in his absence which
contrasted only too sharply with bis renewed coldness when John
Baptist rerurned. The latter’s self-questionings persisted and took on
subtly disturbing modulations as his adversities continued. Wirh rhe
declared opposition of a clique of his own disciples, his doubts began
to coalesce into 4 pervading darkness in which he was no longer able
ro discern with confidence rhe way God wished him to go. As
Campos says, the impression John Baptist had thar his disciples were
rejecting him began o equate itself in his mind with a rejection by
God. The seeming impossibility for the enterprisc to move forward
unchecked created in him 2 doubt as to the authenticity of whart he
had hirherto becn sure was his vocation.

According ro Blain, it was the turmoil of yet another entanglement
with a ifawsuit which finally decded the Founder to yield to
circumstances and leave the capital. The story of the Clément affair is
sufficiently well known to readers of the Saint’s life not to need
detailing here. John Baptist chose not to appear as defendant in
court, preferning simply to entrust to “certasn persons of standing and
authority’ (Blain’s phrase) a memoir presenting his side of the case,
together with thirteen letters he had received from the Abb¢
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Clément — these constituting sufficient evidence that the initiative
for the founding of the teacher training coliege ar Saint-Denis had
come from the Abbé and not from himself. Blain says that the
lawyers to whom these trusted persons submirted the dossier
happened ro be sympatheric to the Jansenistic faction and mercly
used the documents to reintorce the case against M. de La Salle.

Blain’s version of the Clément affair, in facr, suggests that the
eventual condemnation of the Founder was the effect of hosule
forces determined to ger him our of Paris. The thinly-disguised figure
of M. de La Chétardye hovers in the background throughout the
unhappy story. He, says Blain, “had long wanted to see M. de La Salle
far from Paris in grder to profic by bis absence to take ovev the divection of the
Brothers in the capital”. The biographer goes on ro say thar only M.
de La Salle’s virtue enabled him to bear with patience cthe suffering
caused by this new trial which he accepred ““like holy Job, as coming
From the hand of God . . . Neither complaint nov murmur escaped him
against so wmany people who scemed 1o have made a pacr w oppress him.
Silence and parience were the only weapons be emploved against the bad faith
of the Abbi, the firy of the latrer’s farher, the injustice of the sentence
pronounced against him, the malevolence of the lawyers in the case, the
indolence of those pevions who should have cowe to his defence, the treachery
of ome who had been bis friend {Lowis Rogier) . . . Thus, finding himself
i engwmy wrvitovy in Parts, ssvvonnded by persecutors known or unknown,
with fiiends who were either indifferent to his bt or even treacheyons, wheve
he conld trust no one and where be conld not even be sure of bis personal
safety, he left the capital in the first week of Lent, to escape the worst excesses
of the persecution, bearing i mind the wovds of Jesus Chyist: “When they
persecute you in one town, flee to the next . .0 He went into hiding m
remote Provence, with the mtention of not reappeaving in Pavis until be
conld do so with safety, thar is, unnif his secret and ruihless persecuror, the
instigater of it all, was no longer in a position to havm bine.

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
interprecation endangered by the bland partiality of the biographer’s
stance. Miguel Campos corrects the historical perspective by noting
thar the Founder’s refusai to fight the Clément 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 ar
Saint-Denis had cut clean across a formal order of the Paris pariement,
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dated & February 1706, that “‘the said De La Salle sust furthermore
establish no community under the name of seminary for teachers of Lirtle
Sehools’?. 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 casc would not have been helped by the fact that
he had personally kept himself in the background by asking Louis
Rogier 1o act on his behalf. Moreover, the whole project was
dependent upon a promise by rhe young Abbé Clément not only to
reimburse John Baptist’s advance of 5,200 livres, but to pay off the
toral cost of the Saint-Denis property. As Clément 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 ofa country, designed
ro cnsure justice for its citizens, can somctimes succeed only n
mflicting a moral injustice. John Bapnist had acted in good faich
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 Abbé Clément
made his proposal to establish a training college at Saint-Denis, a few
miles outside Pars, the Saint had scen 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
Clément’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 parnish priest or of the Archbishop of Pans, Cardinal de
Noailles, whosc Jansenistic leanings set him ar varance with the
uncompromising adherent of Rome thar 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 disaples 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 ro consider its meaning for the Saint’s spintual
wtinerary — though, of course, as throughour the thesis, the latrer 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 desciibing this journey to the South as a “flight”, the
Founder’s purpose still remained firm for the consolidavion of the
work he had been given to do. Doubts as to his continued uscfulness
to the Society were ever present to his mind, and the disaster of the
Clément business had only served to intensify them - not least
because he felt he had blundered in reading the abbé’s apparently
good intentions as 2 providential sign. But the account of his visits to
the Brothers” communinics ar Avignon, Ales, Les Vans, Mende and
Marseilies 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 authorines. His visit to Marseilles
afforded the greatest comfort of all in that it culminated in the
establishment of a novitiate there.

Bur it was, in fact, the subsequent events in Marseilles which
triggered a fresh onser of self-doubt. The local support which had
made the Brothers’ work 1 Marseilles a flourishing success was
provided by patrons sympatheric o Jansenism, and when the
Founder’s opposition to the sect became known there, the support
rurned to hostlity 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 Marscilles, John Baptist
became convineced that his continued presence would only do harmm
and he withdrew, this time not to visit other communitics bur to
find relief in prayer at the monastery of Saint-Maximin, some thirty
miles north-east of Marseilles.

Miguc! Campos stresses rhat the doubts now nearing certainty in
the Founder’s mind were not purely an effect of subjective iflusion.
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 gerting him replaced by an
ccclestastical superior, but his own fundamental attitude of respect
for authonty — his innate tendency to equate the wish of a superior,
in that case the Archbishop of Pans, with the will of God — had
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ratsed the first question mark in his mind. Perhaps God had called
him 1o cstabhish the Community bur not necessarily 1o conduct its
development bevond a cerrain point? Much thar 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 Institute’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, 1t 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 convession of sinners (a chansm which, according to
examples quoted by the biographers, he possessed in a high degree).
Campos sets this statement of Blain’s in the contexr of his “itinerary™
theme. At this late stage in his journey John Baptist, now aged sixty-
two, found himself at yet another juncrion of roads at which he
must make a choice. Campos believes that we must give full weight
to the biographer’s assurance thar rhe idea of a new form of
apostolate was now presenting itsclf as a serious possibihity. Mailtefer,
for his part, indicates another option that beckoned at this time,
namely to remain in seclusion at Saint-Maximin and “end bis days
there, unknown to anyone’’ — a solution to his perplexity which we
may well belicve he found strongly artractive. 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 unhesiratingly follow.
His purpose, says Campos, was not at all to make a prophet-like
judgment on the Brothers who had rurned against him, nor even on
those outside the Community whe had challenged the way the
enterprise of the Chrstian 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 Baprist at this
vime: ““Bereft of all consolation, the holy priest blawed his own sins,
believing that they alone weve the cause of the twofold persecution he now
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suffered, one ar the bands of God, the other ot the bands of men . . .7 This
sense of guilt would have been much more than a manifestation of
the decp humility which the years had developed in his soul. It
would have arisen from an acure consciousness of the rehigious
significance of the undertaking which he believed God had entrusted
to him. The conrrast berween the demands of thar 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 Barthélemy 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.
Thosc who disapproved feared that he would be too plant in the
hands of M. de La Salle’s epemies. He did, in fact, cvince cither
cxcessive trustfulness or sheer weakness in agreeing to a suggestion
that he should write to some of the communirties proposing that
they might invite a local ecclesiastic to assume direction of their
affairs. Blain assures us that in doing this Barthélemy was motivared
by pure charity. The Founder seemed to have abandoned the
Institute to its own resources: correspondence with him was ar a
standstil, either because letters were not reaching him or because, as
the majority of the Brothers now feared, he preferred to leave them
unanswered. Barthélemy, conscious of the heavy responsibilities
weighing upon him, acted upon what seemed to him well-meant
advice to save the Socety from collapse. But his action served to
drive ourt of the Institute men who saw that his procedure was only a
step in the direction precisely of collapse.

Blain says thar the Founder’s reason for leaving unanswered any
letters that reached him was that ““be wished to induce the Brothers
Sorget him completely’”’. Campos considers that this assessment by the
biographer is well-judged, that it accurately reflects John Baptist’s
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behief ar this moment that he was no longer needed by, or useful to,
the Sociery. 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 Henn
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 thar 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 havirg nothing more to do with the Socicty 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 vielded
to his inclination to stay in the solitude of Saint-Maximin or to take
up parochial work would have been ro pre-empt the orders of
Providence. He was still secking light in his darkness, still awaiting a
sign which, ke the many signs he had so far followed in his journey
of faith, would convince him of what God wanted him to do.

Tlos was why, upon Jeaving Saint-Maximin in June 1713 he went
directly ro the community established six years before ar Mende,
where he had learned that serous 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
recetved by the discontented community and, according to Blam,
was obliged, after a2 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 of John
Baprist’s sustained response to what he believed was God’s will for
him. It shows thar, 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 thar it could not be
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reconcilable with rhe 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 chartsmatic
teadership. 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, 1n fact, the ambivalence of his situation at this
time. God had not yer given him the sign that he was no longer to
act as Superior. Whatever his growing conviction, the present face
was thar, in the sight of God, the only Superior of the Institure 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 ar least know how the sitsation had evolved
in the capital during the year and half since ke 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 indicared by his
decision to visit the Parmenie rechuse Sister Louise, to scek 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 unjon, envisaged by him from the beginning
as the ideal of every Brother of the Christian Schools. Tt was for God
to intervene in his own geod time, when and if the respite should
end.

*An absorbing account of this episode is to be found in Encounters: De La Salle at
Paymenie by Leo Burkhard FSC & Luke Salm FSC (Romeoville, 1982},
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16
Light out of Darkness

The divine intervention came in the form of a letter, dared 1 April
1714, addressed to the Founder by the assembled Brothers of Pans,
Saipr-Denis and Vemailles. Tt was a remarkable document about
which Michel Sauvage has said thar “it would be difficulr wo discover
a more convinang proof of the solidartty of the Socicty established
by M. de La Salle, or of the Brothers” consciousness of being an
autonomous Community”. The incidene that had brought them to
the point of writing their letrer was a srep raken by the dleric, a M. de
Brou, whom M. de¢ La Chérardye had asked to act as Superior of the
Satnt-Sulpice community. De Brou, prompted by the parish priese,
had drawn up a set of regulations for the Brothers, quite different
from the rules already formulated by ther Founder, and had
submirted these to the Cardinal Archbishop for his approval. Tt wasa
move which united the Brothers in an alarmed awarcness 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 “ordercd” M. de La Salle, in the name of the vow of
obedience which he had pronounced with them, to rerurn to Paris
and resume direction of the socety.

For John Baptist it was the sign he had awaited. The request of
“the proncipal Brothers of the Christien Sciools® (thus the wrters of the
letter termed themsclves), gathered together as forming ““the bedy of
the Sociezy’”, was an unmistakable expression of God’s will. Not to
have obeyed this request would have been to defaule on his vow and
therefore to have refused the divine purpose. But his response
transcended a mere matcrial act of obedience. As Migucl Campos
points out, Blain remains ar the mere surface of the Founder’s
reaction to the letter when he says that, “having snculeated the virtue of
obedience in bis disciples so often by word, be felt it was only vight that he
should now provide a lesson by bis example’’. Obedience certainly entered
inte his morivation and indeed it was the direct appeal o his
obedience contained in the letter’s words, . . . .and we command you
i the name of rthe body of this Society ro whick you have vowed
obedience. . . 77, which left him no room for doubt as to where God’s
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will fay. But the expenence of his two vears away from the capinal,
the deepening of his understanding which his intensive praver and
meditation had wrought, made him sure of how he musr read the
letrer’s injunction that be was to “resume forthiith the general conduct
of affairs”’. The writers of the lerter ne doubt meant thar 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 chrough
during the two vears since they had last seen him moved him to a
different understanding of their words.

The letter from Pans provided hght in his darkness, not only
because it invoked his obedience vo ““the body of the Secicry’™ bur also,
and by that very fact, because it demonstrated for him that the
Sociery was now, at last, capable of raking its destiny into its own
hands. Tt rold hun thar the auronomy he had defended ar the cost of
being thought stubborn and inflexible (by men whose minds and
characters he respected) was now secure and needed his prorection
no longer. It told lim that, by wording their request to him — their
Founder to whom, ar every stage of their spiritval journey together,
they had looked for gudance — as a command, the “prancipal
Brothers” had understood what the term “the body of the Socrety”
meant and 1ts significance for the furure. Withourt, surely, adverting
to the fact themselves, their request served onlv to convince their
Founder that his role as Superior had now become redundant — and
also (fulfilling his persistent dream!) that the Society wouid never
have another priest as its Supcerior, but only and exclusively one ofits
own members,

It we bear these considerations in mind, the remaining sequence of
events wil not seem as surprising as perhaps they have tended to in
the past. For cxample, Battersby, in his valuable 1957 biography,
having commented thar the Founder left Grenoble “withour further
hesitation”, goes on o say that “insread of arriving in Paris within a
week or so, as he might casily have donc, took four months to get
there, and this provides us with ver another of those problems with
which rhis period is full”. Bur the fact was that now John Bapuist feit
no urgency about his response to the Brothers’ summons. His
prolonged absence from the capiral had broughrabout the very thing
he bad hoped for: a further delay could only serve to consolidate the
Brothers’ awareness that the Sociery’s future was now, under God’s
providence, in their own hands.

It happencd also that the incident which had alerred the Brothers
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into writing their lerter had proved ro be a false alarm. The Cardinal’s
response to M. de Brou's request for approval of the Commaunity’s
new regulations was that he deemed 1t “mappropriate for any decision to
be taker velating to changes in the existing vule”. The date of this
communication was 4 April 1714, and no doubt John Baptist
would have had word of it a fow days after receiving the Brothers®
leteer written just three days before. The news would have seemed a
providenual inrerventon, allowing more time for his rerurn ro Paris.

The biographers say that after leaving Grenoble he travelled noreh
to Dijon, but broke his journcy at Lyons in order to visit the tomb
of Sr. Francis de Sales {in fulfilment of a promise made to the
Visitation nuns at Grenobie). He staved some hetle while wirh the
Brothers at Dijon, where a school had been founded nine years
before, but then, instead of pressing on to Paris (he was abour half-
way there from Grenoble) he retraced his steps and revisited other
communities in the south. No doubt he had a premomuon thar he
would nor see these communirties again, not only because he sensed
he had not many more years to live, bur also because he foresaw that
future “visitations” of these places would be the responsibility of
others.

It 1s true thar there was onc further consideration which surely
helped to make his return to Paris a lessurely affair. The old enemy,
M. de La Chérardye, was sull in possession ar Saing-Sulpice. John
Baptist had no reason to believe that the atritude of the redoubrable
parish priest had changed, and he was in no disposition to return and
resume the battle which, in cssence, had been the cause of his
departure from the capital two vears before. More than ever, since
recaving the letter of 1 April, he was confident that the Brothers
could defend  rtheir auronomy  even  against any  further
encroachments by La Chétardye himself. He wished ncither to
renew trouble for them by returning now, nor to scem to have
triumphed over his opponent by responding to 3 vote of toral
confidence on the part of his disciples.

But on 29 Junc of that same year, M. de La Chérardye died, aged
78, “in the edowr of sanctity”’ as Brother Barthélemy said, without a
trace of irony, in a lerrer he had occasion to wnite to the parish priest
of Mende, who presumably conveyed the news o John Baptist. As
Georges Rigault comments, the conventional term “in the odour of
sanctity” was not wholly misplaced. La Chétardye had been an

esteemed priest to whose “wirtues and saintly labors? the reigning
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Pope Clement XI paid personal tribute, and whose cighteen 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 thar 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 vou want me to do?” He spoke,
from the moment of reunion with them, as onc who had no further
role but to be under obedience to “the body of the Seciery’’. 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 Barthélemy with
him 1n 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 authonty 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 himsclf, 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 dehiberated procedure with them. The result was a
formal document, signed by each of the Brothers present (John
Baptist adding simply “T am in agreesment with what the Brothers have
hevein decided. De La Salle’”) appointing Brother Barchélemy 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 assembly of the principal Brothers of owr Institute in
the said house of Saint=-Yon, or the time indicated by our Brother
Barthélemy, in ovder 1o determine and finalise our vules and et the same
time 0 make provision for the government of owr Institnre . . .>” The
booklet containing the twenty-two signed statements is preserved in
the Rome archives.

The gathering took place in May 1717 and Brother Barthélemy,
Joseph Truffet, was efected 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 rook place the following year and the
attestation of the act describes him there as “préies, founder of the
Brothers of the Chiistinn Schools, serving the chapel of the said house of
Samt-Ton’'.) 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
artempts 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 Sociery its umque character. And,
observes Miguel Campos, the self-effacement 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
Saine-Yon.

Acting further as a seif-contained legislative body, the capitulants
entrusted ro the Founder the rask of makiag 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 parofe-force for this cosing stage of John Baptisr’s
faith-journey and a consideration of his weatrment, following his
discussion of the principal relevant paroke-foree, the Brothers’ letter of

"And nor indudmg Gabriel Drolin. We know from 2 sabsequent ferter of
Barthéiemy to Gabricel rhat the Founder wrote personally to the fatwer to obtain his
agreement to the dedsions of the general assembly, but the fetter seemingly falied 1o
reach Trolin.

182



1 Aprl 1714, will form the subject martter of our next and final
chaprer.

Secking still to be as non-existent as possible to the Brothers, the
Founder obrained Barthélemy’s approval ro make an extended stay at
the Paris scminary 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 ifhe were
still their Superior and this he now abhorred. His disposition of total
kenosis (the term used by Campos) 1s well llustrated by a lerter he
wrote from the seminary to Brother Barthélemy apropos rthe
putrchase of the Saine-Yon property (hitherto held only on lease).
One¢ can discern from the lerter thar John Baprist considered the
opportunity of purchase not one to be missed, but at the same time
he dedined to give advice {which of course Barthélemy had
requested) that could be construed as direction: I am unable to give
you advice on the subject, and you shonld consult more enlightened pevsons,
for it 45 o maszer of importance. Think the thing over carefully, since it is not
yet sertled. I showld nor advise you to bovrow money for the purchase. On the
other hand I do not say outright that it must nor be done; you can consult
others on this point. I esteem that whatever you decide in the mater will be
all right. It is not becoming that 1 showld have any shave in these
deliberations, for I am nothing, wheveas you, as Superior, ave the master”.

The onginal manuscript of this letter is in the Institure 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 facr,
tntroduces his references to these lerters with the remark that the
nearer M. de La Salle felt himself approaching the end of his life, the
more he strove “to die o everything and to efface himself from the
minds of everyone, evenm of his deavest disciples’®. To onc 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: “7 bey you for the love
of God, my dear Brother, that for the future you think no move abont
consulting wae on anything. You bave your superiors whom you wust consmit
on wmatiers spuvitual and temporal. For myself theve is nothing now bur to
prepare suyself for deathy whick must soon make my final separntion from all
erearmres.” And in another letter quoted by Blain and written at this
nme to a correspondent not belonging to the Institute, he
remarked: “Allow e o osay, Sir, thar you bave apparently been
misinformed by whoever told you that I was doing good in the Church ard
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providing schoolmasters for towns and villages to instruct the young. It is true
that I began the wovk of tramming Brothers ro conduct free schools, buc for a
lowg time now I bave bad no past in their divection. It is one of thewselves, a
Brother Barthélemy, who divects them at present and who vesules in this
house, and whom the Brothers, including those ar Suinr Denis, recognise as
therr Superior.”’

Bearing in mind the total reduction of his sensc of usefulness ro the
Instirute, we can understand betrer the tranquillity with which he
received the news, on his death-bed, that the Archbishop of Rouen
had withdrawn his authorsation to act as chaplain for the
community. Canon Blain, who was personally involved in the
episade as the onc to whom fell the task of conveying the
Archbishop’s decision to John Baptist, assures us that he listened
“without losing peace or calm, reflecting only cheerfiel contentnent, showing
no least sign of annoyance o vesentment”. Coming art the end of a long
process of self-annihilation, such a decision could only seem to the
Founder a logical endorsement of his own conviction:  so
unnecessary was he now to the survival of the Instituce that even his
role of chaplain could be dispensed with. Any sense of personal
insult did nor 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 mnjustice inflicted by a prelate who had
never shown him much sympathv.

All that matrered now to the dying Saint was the future of the
work which God had given him to mitiate. And che assurance that
his intimate converse with his Lord gave him was that the work wouid
endure becanse, as he had so often rold his disciples, it was “God’s
work”. He could dic in profound peace (and with what symbolic
appropriateness!) on Good Friday, 7 Aprl 1719, endorsing every
step that Providence had led him to take in his life’s long and
arduous pilgrimage, with his last words: “Yes, T adove God in
everytiring He has willed for me’’.
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17
““Monsieur Notve Trves Cher Peve . . .7’

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 s, in fact, the letter sent to him
by the group of “principal Brothers™ assembled in Paris, requesting
and requiring him to resume direction of the Society, Campos ranks
this letter with the aurobiographical documents chosen by him as
pavoles-foree in the course of his study because, no less than they, the
letter reflected John Baprist’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 [evel of his religious experience. Beginning with
a form of address in which respect and affection were combined:
““Monsieur notve tvés cher Péve .. 77 the letrer contintted (as translated
by Batrersby in his 1957 biography):

“We, the principal Brothers of the Chyistian Schools, having in view the
greater glovy of God, the good of the Church and that of euv Society,
consider that it 15 of the wimost importance that you shonld vesume the
conduct of God’s holy work, which is also youv own, since it bas pleased the
Lovrd to make use of you to establish it and guide it for so long a time. We
are all convinced thar God has given you the necessary graces and talents
for the propey quvernment of this new Sociery, which is of such great utility
tn the Chuvch, and we acknowledge in all justice that you have in fact
always guided it with wuch success and edification. For this veason we
humbly beseech vou, and we commend you tn the name of the body of this
Soctery to which you have vowed obedience, to veswme forthwith the geneval
conduct of affairs. In testimony of which, we have sypned. Done ar Paris
this Ist April 1714. We are, with the most profomnd vespect, deay
Father, your vevy bumble and very obedient infeviors. . .’

To be noted, in the first place, about this document (says Campos)
15 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, whercby the Society had taken definitive shape
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as an alliance of men binding themselves in the sight of God ro
conduct “sogerher 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 prosouncement and they constituted the driving
force for every subsequent act. The changes in the course of his early
life, which retrospectively he had understoed to be interventions of
Providence, had all been firmly accepred by him because they
corresponded to the demands of disapleship of Chnst 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 ceclestastical career it promised, and gave away his personal
wealth ro the poor — all to bind himselt in an irevocable umion with
others who had met him on his journcy of faith and had decided o
take up the same journey in his company, their hearts burning
within them, like the Emmaus disaiples of Jesus, as he progressively
revealed to them the meaning of whar God had called him and them
to accomplish ““together and by association””.

The letter recalled all this with its remunder thar st had “pleased the
Lord to make use of (him) to establich and guide (the enterprise of the
Christian Schools) for so long a rime”’. The words were cvocarive of the
Memoir which he had written to explain the wavs whereby divine
Providence had broughr the Institute into existence. As we saw i
Miguel Campos’s analvsis of rthar Memoir, John Baprist had realised
that God had led him ““in « guite imperceptible way, and with plenty of
e’ 10 accepr responsibility for the schoolmasters — a responsibilivy
definitively assumed by the “exodus™ with his few companions to the
house in rhe rue Neuve in 1682, As to the narure of his “guidance”
of the Society, referred to in the Jetrer, he had been obliged by
crrcumstances to summarise this in another extended statement, the
Memoir on the Habir.

The writers of the letter claimed that they had 1 view “Bhe grenrer
glory of God, the good of the Church and that of (their) Sociery”. The
words revealed rheir consciousness that therr Society was now a
recognisable corporare unit capable, as such, of rendering invatuable
service to the Church and, thereby, contnbuting ro the greater glory
of God. The larter phrasc was a direct allusion to the formula of vows
and it was a logical srep thar rhe letter culminated in an appeal to that
formuta as the grounds of the command “in the name of the body of this
Society’” to which the Founder had vowed obedicnce.
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In saying that they deemed it of the urmost importance that he
should resume the conduct of **God’s holy work®’, the writcrs again
used terminology they had learned from him and showed, at this
supremely critical moment in the lite of the Societv, rhat his own
long held conviction was now firmly their own. By adding
.. which is also your own (work)” they dedlared their belief that God
had made use of him as the responsive instrament 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: <L must often recall that [ am like an tmplement, nseful
only in the hands of a wovker™.

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 orgamised the
schoois, all represented the fulfilment of a rask in accordance with
God's intention. John Baprist had wondered, to the point of feeling
rejected by God, whether his own unworthiness had proved an
obstacle to the divine plan, but rthese 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 nre all convinced that God bas given you the necessaiv grices and
talents for the proper government of this new Sociery. . . and we acknowledpe
in sl fustice that you have in facr always guided it with mauch success and
edification”’.

Such words, comments Miguel Campos, penetrated to rhe very
heart of fohin 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 truch.
The categorical assurance he now read in the Brothers’ letter rold
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 ner rejected him: neither rherefore
had God.

Paradoxically, the message the lerter conveyed was not quite the
one they were intending to convey. In this sense, though written by
others, 1t became A parole-force, because he read in it a2 meaning
which transcended the writers’ own. God made use of their words to
give his farthful 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 Bapust, in fact, that the Society was no
longer in need of him. And when, in obedicnce to the summons of
“she body of the Society’”’, he returned to Paris ‘to vesume the general
conducy of affairs™, his purpose was to do so only to finalise the
structures which would replace him as Superior by another drawn
from the Society irself.

There remains a further parole-force chosen by Miguel Campos to
illaminate the closing years of the Founder’s life. This denves from
the revision of the Rules which rthe general assembly of 1717
requested him to undertake. According ro Bln, John Bapiist
applied himself to this task “with grear attention”; 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 irself {both
published in No. 25 of the Cakbiers Lasalliens scries) 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 addirions 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 Régles Commmnnnes, the chapter on The Spirit
of thes Institute. In the primirive 1705 manuscript this chaprer began
directly: “The spivir of this Institute is first a spivit 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 definidon with an introductory paragraph?
Campos’s answer is that the Saint was concerned that, in this revised
Rule, when “the body of the Sociery’’ was secking a legislative rext
which would provide for the most minute derails, prionty should be
given to the spirit rather than to the letrer. “That which i of the
utmost importance,” the revised chapter began, “and o which the
greatest attention shonid be given in o Community, is that all who compose it
possess the spirit peculiar to it . .77

John Baptist, able now to look back on the way God had led him
forward step by step on a journey beset with temprations 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 novices must apply themselves to acquire” this
spirit, and those who were already members “must make it theiy first
care to presevve and increase it in themselves”. This spirit was to “animate
all their actions” and “be the motive of their whole conduct” .

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 “awdent zeal for the instruction of children”. We
recognise here the famikiar 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
Instirute; and countless disciples of his, down the three centuries of
the Institure’s existence, who have taken him at his word, have
demonstrated in their Jives 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 to themselves, and take for the foundation and suppove of therr
regulnrity, what St. Augustine says ar the beginning of his Rule, thar those
who kve in Community should, before all else, love God and next their
negghbonr. . .77 The passage continued with examples dlustraring the
practical application of this great principle. The purposc 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. Regularity which failed this test was, in
the words of the text, “quite useiss for subvarion”’, because love of God
and love of one’s neighbour are “the princeipal commandments given us
by God”,

This was teaching, as Brother Maurice Hermans has shown in his
study, Pour une Meilleuve Lecture de nos Régles communes (Paris-Rome
1954), which echoed rhe 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 Aposties. But
the truth it contained could be lost sight of: structures could assume
a greater importance than fraternal union; the letter of the law could
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take ascendancy over the spint 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 rogether, comments Miguel Campos, the two prologues,
inserted into the Commeon Rules by the Founder within sight of his
dearh, consutute a kind of enduring parvle-finre for the Brothers of
the Chnstian 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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The saints have always understood, in practice, what 1t means to be
a member of a pilgrim Church. They lived their lives as a journey of
faith for which their guide-book was the gospel and their signposts
the events and circumstances of their daily existence which indicated
God’s will for them and which, therefore, were 1o be followed
unswervingly at whatever cost to sclf. And particularly strking
exemplars of this model among the saints were those who founded
religious congregations since, by definition, these brought fellow-
pigrims along with them, blazing a rtrail which subsequent
generations of disciples have striven to follow, and with special
concern today in the light of the Council documents.

A few years ago an academic thesis, awarded a Doctorate in
Theology “summa cum laude” by the Lateran University of Rome,
was partly dedicated to a study of this aspect of a particular founder’s
life; the author was a Cuban De La Salle Brother, ¢xtled from his
country, and the founder he wrote about was Saint John Bapuist de
La Salle. The present book 1s an attempt to convey to an English-
speaking readership something of the wealth of research and insight
that make up this part of the thesis. It offers a message of inspiration,
in the first place, to the present-day Brothers of the Chnstan
Schools and their colleagues, alumni and friends. But De La Salle’s
pilgrimage was, in differing circumstances, that of ¢very founder and
foundress — a story of discernment and fidelity without which the
congregations they established could never have come into existence
and rendered their manifold services to the Church and to the world.

Edwin Bannon 1s a Yorkshire-born De La Salle Brother, a graduate
of the National University of Ireland, who has spent forty years
teaching in his Institute’s schools in England. Now retired, he 15
doing archival work ar the central Archives of the Institute in Rome
and, in his spare time, serving as a translaror for the USA Lasallian
Publicarions Board.
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