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Experimentation and Expansion

Dear friends, welcome to Issue Seven of “The Messenger”. As always, we begin by
answering our discussion questions from the previous issue - Experimentation and
Expansion. The Grande Maison was a sizable property in the Parish of St. Sulpice, it
was to replace the Novitiate at Vaugirard which had outgrown its usefulness. The
connection it had to King James Il of England, was that no sooner had De La Salle and
the Brothers settled into the Grand Maison, a request came for De La Salle to provide
lodging and instruction to a group of 50 or so Irish Boys that had followed the King
into exile. The Bishop of Chartres tried convincing De La Salle that he should make
changes to the Brothers Rule and also tried insisting on other changes that were
against the spirit of the institute. De La Salle would not budge and held his ground.
Alone in Rome, but loyal to De La Salle for over 26 years, Brother Gabriel Drolin was
the isolated Brother who battled to be
accepted as a teacher by the Rome
authorities. In 1703, De La Salle established
a school in Avignon, a papal state. This was a
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sure to be recognised in Rome. Probably
more than any of the lone work that poor

Br. Gabriel had tried to achieve.
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Q1. Who was the secret enemy from Saint Sulpice?

Q2. What was the investigation that lasted most of November in 1702?

Q3. Why did the Brothers decide to leave the Grande Maison?

Q4. Where was the new house to be and how did God’s Providence work for the
betterment of the Brothers?
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Paris: The Ecclesiastical Establishment
(1702-1705)

One of the characteristic traits of John Baptist de La Salle, attested to
in all the sources and highlighted by all the biographers, was his dis-
ciplined equanimity, his absolute calm in the face of either success ot
disaster. His typical response in either case was: “God be blessed!”
This expression, deeply rooted in his own implicit trust in divine
Providence, concretizes the spirit of faith that he wanted to communi-
cate to his disciples. In the Rule he wrote:

The spirit of this Instrute is first, a spirit of faith, which
should induce those who compose it not to look upon any-
thing but with the eyes of faith, not to do anything but in
view of God, and to artribute all to God, always entering
into these sentiments of Job: “The Lord gave and the Lord
has taken away; as it has pleased the Lord, so it is done.”

Never was this spirit more tested than in the face of the persecu-
ton he had to endure in Pags that began during the years that his In-
stitute was meeting with such marked success in so many other cities
outside the capital.

The “Sectet Enemy”

Ualike many of the obstacles that the Founder had to surmount dus-
ing the earlier period, those that had their origin in the early 1700’
were neither fortaitous nor easy to identify. It seems beyond doubt
that De La Salle was the vicdm of a calculated plot to take the Insttute
out of his hands. The means used were devious: manipulaton, mis-
representation, and subterfuge were all employed in an attempt to
discredit the Founder and alter the nature and purpose of the founda-
ton.

In relating the story, the biographer Blaia attributes the plot to
the machinations of 2 “secret enemy.” Internal evidence makes it clear
that Blain is refecring to the pastor of Saint Sulpice, Father De La Ché-
tardie. Although Blain does not name the “enemy,” and indeed speaks
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glowingly of the pastor as a living saint and disparagingly of “the en-
emy” as an agent of Satan, he leaves enough clues to enable the read-
er to judge that the “enemy” and the pastor are one and the same
person. There is also an independent source, a letter written by Father
Charles de La Grange to a priest friend in Laon in response to a re-
quest from the Brothers there for detailed information about the prob-
lems De La Salle was having with the cardinal in Paris. The letter is
quoted by the biographers without mentioning the name of the
Founder’s adversary; in a copy of the original that has been preserved,
he is identified as the pastor of Saint Sulpice.

This is somewhat surprising in view of what is known of the
character of De La Chérardie. He was evidently quite sa2intly and a
wise shepherd that cared for his flock, enterprising and tireless, gen-
erous and sensitive to the needs of the poor. He does not seem to
have been ambitious: when he was offered the post of Bishop of
Poitiers in 1702, he cited 66 reasons (that was his age) for remaining
as he was. He was deeply concerned to foster the work of the Broth-
ers, supervising and supporting not only the schools in his parish, but
also the novitiate and the innovative projects at the Grande Maison, of
which he was especially proud. For all of that, he seems to have de-
veloped a growing resentment against De La Salle for his intransi-
gence in matters of policy and his consistent refusal to allow any
interference in the affairs of the community or the schools of the
Brothers.

In treating of this period, the biographer Maillefer, always quite
discreet in such matters, may be closer to the mark when he speaks in
the plural of “his enemies” and “those who started the trouble.” In
view of the atdtude of Father Baudrand earlier and Father De Brou in
a later period, there seems to have formed within the Sulpician com-
munity a conviction that the idea of a community of Brothers to teach
graruitous schools was a good one, but that it could be better con-
reolled and its furare assured if it were under the directon of the
Sulpician pastors, rather than left to the unreasonable demands and
obstinate attitude of the troublemaker from Reims.

Complaints

The occasion for the move to oust De La Salle had its origin when,
shortly before the move from Vaugirard in the winter of 16931694,
the Founder thought it best, in view of the muldple and complicated
negotiations that were then underway for schools in distant places, to
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give over the direction of the novices ro Brother Jean-Henri. When
Brother Jean died soon after, he was succeeded by Brother Michel, an
uncompromising sort of person with little understanding of human na-
ture and more zeal than discretion. He treated the novices with such
severity that two of them went to De La Salle to complain. He, deem-
ing it wise not to interfere, encouraged the aggrieved young men to
find peace in patience, obedience, and mortification.
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Cardinal Noailles






























