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Preface
A long-awaited work

In 1992, the General Chapter of Itaici "was given the
responsibility of seeing. to the publication of several works
concerning our Spiritan history and sources". This was to)
include "a collection of significant works of our founders, with
an historical and theological presentation" (Itaici 41).
Six years later, in 1998, the General Chapter of Maynooth, in
th
preparation for the 300 anniversary of the foundation of the
Congregation (2002-2003), again insisted on the necessity of .'
a Spiritan anthology. It listed the historical works that were
already in progress:
•
•
•

The Diary of the Congregation
The Spiritan Anthology
The biography of Libermann

The Diary of the Congregation, entitled "The Spiritan
Anniversary Diary", was finally completed and published in
May, 2002, but the Anthology had not yet made an
appearance.
The General Chapter of Torre d'Aguilha, in 2004, did not talk
explicitly of the Anthology, but it referred several times to our
duty of handing on the Spiritan charism to future generations
and preserving the unity of a Congregation which is
increasingly diverse. "The Spiritan charism cannot become an
integral part of our way of life and mission without knowledge
of the founders, their spiritual experience and the history of the
foundation. So, basic texts need to be made available to
professed Spiritansand the lay people who are part of our
wider Spiritan family. However, the historical gap needs to be.
bridged by presenting Claude Poullart des Places and Francis

r
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Libermann as real people, whose inspirations and actions will
motivate a new generation of Spiritans. We are not just
passing on theoretical knowledge, but also practical
approaches: openness to the Spirit, availability, going to the
poor, simplicity, community life, welcoming others and
missionary witness" (T.A.1.2).
This long wait has now come to end with the publication of "A
Spiritan Anthology", first of all in French and now, in English
and Portuguese.
An architect and a team
The one who is largely responsible for this "Spiritan Anthology"
is Fr. Christian de Mare. From 1985, when he was first asked
to work in the novitiate of the Province of France, he felt the
need for a collection of written texts of our founders for the
study and meditation of the novices. He continued with this
work of selection and presentation during the four years he
spent at the inter-provincial novitiate in Ireland (Templeogue),
where he gave a series of lectures on our founders. Lateron,
at the Generalate in Rome, he was appointed to the office for
"History and Anniversaries". There also, he was involved in
choosing the most important texts of our founders, checking
their accuracy against the originals preserved in our archives
and writing explanatory notes and introductions.
He found help for this task in many p'revious works and in the
collaboration of experts from the three linguistic areas of the
Congregation - French, English and Portuguese. Amongst
these were Fr. Joseph Michel, Fr. Joseph Lecuyer, Fr. Paul
Coulon, Fr. Joseph Hirtz, Fr. Alphonse Gilbert, Fr. Walter Van
de Putte, Fr. Amadeu Martins and Fr. Jean-Claude Pariat.
There were also useful articles in the early editions of
"Spiritus" and in "Spiritan Papers". Fr. Christian de Mare
modestly summarised his contribution as follows: "Alii did was
to capitalise on the renewal of Libermann and Poullart studies
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in the French Province and the rest of the Congregation. If I
can claim any merit for myself, it was that I became
impassioned by the work that had been given me in the
service of the formation of Spiritans, giving retreats and
preparing for the Congregation's anniversaries".
An anthology for all Spiritans, professed and associate

. This anthology is for all the members of the great Spiritan
family. The General Council sincerely hopes that every
member will have his or her personal copy. Alongside the
Bible, the Rule of Life and the texts of recent General and
Circumscription Chapters, this Anthology should be part of the
basic personal library of each one of us. It will be most useful
for personal meditation as. well as for community recollections
and retreats. By sharing the same basic texts, we will be able
to progress towards a common vision of what it means to be a
Spiritan.
An anthology for initial formation

This Anthology can play an important role in the various
stages of the initial formation of our members, especially the
novitiate. Our young confreres and associates, having studied
and absorbed the same key texts, will find it easier to "grasp
the spirit of the Congregation", and to integrate more rapidly
into the circumscriptions to which they will eventually be
assigned. Common points of reference are a great help for
creating a common spirit.
An open-ended anthology

This Spiritan Anthology is a selection of texts from a very wide
choice. In future editions, it could happen that further texts,
seen as pertinent to the needs of our confreres and missions,
could be added to the present collection or replace some of
them. It would also be good if we could have an anthology of
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, texts from the later tradition, after our initial founders. This was
originally planned as a Chapter 8 of. this book, which would
include selected writings of Laval, Shanahan, Brattier and
Alves Correira, but was eventually d.ropped for reasons of
coherence and volume. Yet there is still a need for such a
collection. Our two founders were not faced with all the
situations that their successors have had to confront.
Moreover, our charism is not fixed for all time, like a fossil
buried in a stratum of sediment; it is something alive' and
evolving, that must "respond creatively to the heeds of
evangelisation of our time" (SRL 2).
That it may inspire us to dig deeper

Just as the biblical texts of our liturgy do not dispense us from
reading the rest of the Bible, but rather whet our appetite to go
further, so this Anthology must not absolve us from studying
the rest of our Spiritan sources but rather encourage us to
seek out the very spring itself. Our hope is that it will inspire
many future vocations, both professed and associates, to
search for more pearls hidden in our rich Spiritan inheritance.
Fr. Jean-Paul Hoch,

Superior General of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
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INTRODUCTION TO THE
ANTHOLOGY
The purpose of this Anthology is to make known to the
members of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit the
personalities of the two men responsible for its existence.
Claude Franyois Poullart des Places founded the
. Congregation of the Holy Spirit in 1703 and Francis
, Liberinann, .founded the Congregation of the Holy Heart of
,. Mary'in 1"8A 1. The latter was integrated into the former in
1848', giving it a new breath of life and widening its missionary
objectives.
<

J

Claude Franyois Poullart des Places was born in Rennes,
which at that time was the capital of Brittany, on February
26th,1679. His family belonged to the upper classes of Breton
society. His father, M. Franyois Claude Poullart des Places,
.was .both a business man and an expert in law, with many
contacts in the Parliament of Brittany. His mother, Jeanne Le
Meneust, also came from an old Breton family. The young
Claude received a very good Christian and academic
education from the Jesuits in Rennes and Caen (Normandy),
and was one of the best students in his group. But just as he
was about to embark on a career as a councillor in the
Parliament of Brittany, he decided, during a retreat, to become
a priest instead, in the service cif the poor.
During his theological studies at the Jesuit college of Louis-leGrand, just opposite the Sorbonne University in Paris, he
became increasingly aware of the many young seminarians
who were finding it almost impossible to complete their training
for the priesthood because of a lack of money. So with them,
on May 2ih , 1703, he set up a community of residence and
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formation, dedicated to the Holy Spirit and under the
protection of the Immaculate Conception.
The community grew rapidly, so Claude had to find larger
premises and, above all, a body of formatorsto help him in his
many tasks. This was the origin of the Priests of the Holy
Spirit, guiding the students of the seminary of the Holy Spirit
for their future ministry to the poor and neglected. Claude was
ordained priest on December 17th , 1707, but died only two
years later on October 2nd ,1709, worn out by his labours and
the victim of an epidemic which swept through Paris. He left
behind a flourishing community of 80 young men, well catered
for by a team of formators, a community already known for its
spiritual and missionary dynamism.
Fran90is Libermann was born on April 1i h , 1802, at Saverne
in Alsace, the fifth child of the rabbi of this small town. All his
early years were passed in absorbing the culture and
traditional sources of Judaism. He was sent to Metz in
Lorraine to begin his rabbinical studies, but he soon
underwent a deep crisis of his Jewish faith, as his eldest
brother, Samson, had done before him along with several wellknown Jewish personalities of the time. On moving to Paris,
where he was to complete his studies, Francis sought refuge
at the College Stanislas. It was while there that he was bowled
over by a sudden enlightenment and he received baptism on
Christmas Eve of the same year.
Almost immediately afterwards, he felt called to serve Jesus,
whom he now recognised as the Messiah, as a priest; so he
entered the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice in Paris in September,
1827. But he was prevented from advancing to holy orders
because of serious epileptic attacks, so the seminary sent him
to another of its houses at Issy, near Paris, where he spent the
next six years as an assistant bursar and spiritual guide to the
young seminarians. He eventually moved to Rennes as novice
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master for the Eudist Fathers and it was there that he heard
the call to offer himself for the "Work for the Black People", a
project of Frederic Le Vavasseur and Eugene Tisserant for the
evangelisation of the black people in the islands of Bourbon
(today La Reunion in the Indian Ocean) and Haiti in the West
Indies. He then spent a whole year in Rome (1840), waiting for
the authorisation to found this new missionary community, the
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary.
He was ordained priest at Amiens on September 18th , 1841,
and opened the novitiate of the young Congregation at La
Neuville, near Amiens. Later, he was asked to accept two
other missions - Mauritius in the Indian Ocean and the Two
Guineas along the West Coast of Africa - so he took steps to
unite his young Congregation with that of the Holy Spirit, in
order to coordinate their respective forces and obtain the
approval of the French government, without which. any
missionary activity would be almost impossible.
On September 26 th , 1848, the Congregation of the Holy Heart
of Mary was suppressed by Rome and integrated into the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit. Libermann was elected as the
11 th Superior General. He then led the renewed Congregation,
the result of what has been known as the "fusion", for the next
three years and he died on February 2nd , 1852, venerated by
all who knew him, as had been the case with the original
founder, Claude Poullart des Places. As a guide in the spiritual
life, an animator of missionary awareness, an architect of
Mission, a leader of men, an inspiration of apostolic
communities and a guide for two other congregations,
Libermann was rich in talents and gifts, yet always profoundly
poor and totally committed to God.
The best way to get to know the character of those who have
gone before us is through their writings. Those of Poullart des
Place are quite few in number: they consist mainly of personal
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notes made during retreats and the General and particular
Rules that he drew up for the community of the Holy Spirit. But
Francis Libermann has left us many letters and a good
number of more systematic writings, composed, according to
circumstances, in his various roles as spiritual director and
superior general of a missionary order. The experts reckon
that his letters give a more living and intimate access to his
personality, so rich in different gifts. In. them, Libermann
speaks in confidence and shows the same. trust in the
discretion of his correspondents.
But his letters and writings in the Notes 'et DOC;urnentsl,
collected by Fr. Cabon over 35 years, are very nume/ousand
very varied in their purpose. This collection is not 'exhaustive
as a few more letters have been discovered subsequently. So
a selection has had to be made, and, unfortunately, some of
the basic texts could not be published in their entirety in the
present work because of their le'ngth.
.
The choice was not based on purely subjective criteria. It has
taken into account the studies and advice of various
Libermann
experts-francophones,
anglophones
and
lusophones. It is also based on the experience of several
I "Notes and Documents relative to the life and work of the Venerable Fram;uis
Marie-Paul Libermann, Superior General of the Congregation of the /Ioly Spiril
Gild the Immaculate /leart of Mary". published in French 'by the Mother House in
Paris, 30 rue Lhomond, between 1929 and 1956. It consists of 13 volumes and two
supplements, References to this work will he as follows: N.D.!, II, etc.

"Spiritual letters of the Venerable Lihermann. Superior General oj the
Congregation oj the Holy Spirit and the Immaculate !Jeart of Mary". This was
also published in French in 3 volumes in I XR9. References to this work will be
written as: I,S. I, II, etc,

English translations of some of the above works were published in the 1960s In lhe
Spiritan Series of Duquesne Studies by Duquesne University, Pittsburgh, Pa. The
General Editor was Fr. Henry Koren, C.S.Sp., and most of the translations were
done by Fr. Walter Van de Putte, C.S.Sp.
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formators who have been responsible for young Spiritan
candidates over many years.
The selection is divided into eight parts. The first presents the
person and the work of Claude Franr;;ois Poullart des Places.
The other seven chapters are devoted to Libermann and they
try to show the various gifts that he brought to the service of
the mission confided to the Congregation of the Holy Heart of
Mary and, later, to the Congregation of the Holy Spirit. The
aim of this selection has been to provide sufficient resources
for a serious initiation into the persons and works of our
founders.
Has there been a critical edition of the texts chosen? Yes, as
regards those of Poullart des Places. For the Libermann texts,
some have been published after consulting the original
manuscripts, especially those reproduced by Paul Coulon in
his important work on Libermann. 1 A comparison of the
versions Fr. Cabon produced in Notes et Documents and the
originals2 shows a few variations, most of which are of small
importance as regards the overall meaning.
At the end of this book, you will find an explanatory index of
the principal correspondents of Libermann, which can be
useful in understanding the background to some of the letters.
Pere Christian de Mare

I

Paul Coulon and Paule Brasseur: Lihermann. 1802-1852 (1988). Cerf, Paris.

The originals arc kept in the General Archives of the Congregation of the Holy

Spirit, 12, rue du Perc Mazuric. 94669 Chcvilly-Larue Cedex. Copies of the
original letters exist on microfilm and CD, the latter having been produced by the
Swiss Province of the Congregation. A certain amount of expertise would be
needed to read these originals.
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Claude- Franf"ois Poullart des Places: a watercolour ol G. Sachetti
afier a sketch based on a painting made a few hours alter his death
and conserved in the art gallery olMunich.
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PART ONE

AN ANTHOLOGY OF TEXTS
CONCERNING

Fr.

des Places

Poullart
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Chronology of the life of
Claude-Franc;:ois Poullart des Places
1679

February 26: Birth of
Poullart des Places at
Rennes. Baptised the following day in the Church of Saint Pierre
of the Abbey of St. George.

1690

October: Entered the Jesuit school of Saint-Thomas in Rennes at
the age of 11 .

1691

With Louis-Marie Grignon deMonfort, he was initiated into a
concern and care for the poor by Fr. Bellier, a "Priest of the Holy
Spirit".

1694

October: student at the Jesuit school in Caen.

1695

October: return to the Jesuit school at Rennes for philosophy.

1698

August 25: "Grand Acte" at Rennes
Journey to Versailles. Portrait by Jouvenet.
Orientation retreat
Desire to be a priest via the Sorbonne, but did not last
October 2: sent by his father to Nantes to study law.

1700

Return to Rennes. Year spent helping his father with his business.
Seems attracted to be ? magistrate.

1701

A year of decision for the future. Disinclined to be a councillor in
Parliament. His great retreat of conversion and choice at Rennes.
October: enters the Jesuit College of Louis-Ie-Grand for first year
of theology.
December: affiliated to the Assembly of Friends (AA)

1702

May: meets Jean-Baptiste Faulconnier, a "poor scholar".
August: Retreat. Writes a personal rule. Receives the tonsure and
adopts ecclesiastical dress.
October: second year of theology. More and more involved with
the "poor scholars". First rooms rented in rue des Cordiers. Visit of
Louis-Marie Grignon de Montfort.
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1703

March: at the start of Lent, he moves out of Louis-Ie-Grand to
share the life of the "poor scholars" in the rue des Cordiers.
May 27: FeaSt of Pentecost: foundation of the community of the
Holy Spirit inthe chapel of Notre Dame de Bonne Deliverance in
the church of St. Etienne des Gres in Paris.
October.3: third year of theology. The numbers grow so much in
fhe community that it delays his theological studies.

1704

December: retreat of orientation. Reflections on the Past.

n05

Joined by his first collaborators: Michel-Vincent Barbier, etc.

.;- I

,'1106
1707
1709

December 1'8: ordained sub-deacon.
March 19: ordained deacon.
December 17: ordaihed priest.
- October 2: Death :of Claude-Fran90is during a plague in Paris after
a,hardwihterand riisultant famine. Buried in a common grave for
poor clerics at SaintcEtienne-du Mont. .
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-1Pierre Thomas - the first witness
Pierre 1homas was one of thefirst disciples of Claude-Franr;ois
Poullart des Places. He entered the community of the Holy Spirit
on March 27''', 1704 and received all his formation there: he
became a "Priest of the lIoly Spirit" in 1712. So in all, he was
living with Claude for more than 5 years. lIis testimony. above
all in the first part, says much about the personality and the
tastes ofhisfYiend. lIe outlines the spiritualjoumev which led to
his conversion, including the decisive steps of his retreats in
1701 and 17oi.

Memorandum on the life of
Father Claude-Fran<,:ois Poullart des Places
Claude Franyois Poulare des Places was bom in the parish of
5t Peter (Rennes), close to the Abbey and was baptised there.
Sir Claude de Marbeuf, President of the Parliament of Brittany,
was his godfather and Madame Franyoise Truillet, Dame de
Ferret, was his godmother. The baby was given the names of
"Claude Franyois" after his father. His parents had implored
God to bless their marriage with a son and their prayers were
answered. They offered their new-bom child to the Lord who
had given him to them and, in honour of the Blessed Virgin,
they dressed him in white for a period of seven years.
I Henry Koren: "The Spiritual Writings of Father Claude-Francis Poullart des
Places. Memuir of Thomas" (pp. 225-275). Pittsburgh, Duquesne University.
1959. This book contains copies of both the French originals and an English
translation of all the documents.
/. His name "Poullart" is sometimes written "Poullarcf" or "Poulart", a:-. here
Likewise. "des Places" occasionally appears as "Dcsplaccs'".
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His great pleasure was to imitate the ceremonies which he
had seen performed in church. Sometimes his parents'
patience was tried by it, but if he stopped it for a while out of
obedience to them, he was soon back at his favourite way of
playing a little later. (... )1 He gathered together some friends
and, without saying anything to his parents or his teacher, he
set up a religious group. They had their rules for prayer,
silence, and mortification and the latter sometimes even
included taking the discipline.( ... )
The conduct of young Claude was even more amazing when it
is born in mind that he had a lively and restless temperament
which pointed him in quite different directions. (... ) A Jesuit
Father who directed Claude found out about the group and
ordered them to disband; he told him that self-love might have
a greater share in this venture than the love of God, or at least
it might eventually get mixed up in it. Moreover, it was to be
feared that their fervour - which perhaps had already gone a
bit too far - might lead them into indiscretions. The boy
obeyed his director, but this act of obedience was an even
more demanding mortification for him than all the others.
He subsequently had to fight strenuous battles to resist the
temptation to seek pleasure. His temperament gave him a
penchant for it and many invitations and the example of his
friends increased the inclination; but his love of duty and the
vigilance of a father and mother, who always took a great
interest in his education, did not allow him to give free rein to
it.
(... ) After he finished his lower grades at the Academy of
Rennes, his father, on the advice of his director, decided to
have him spend another year studying public speaking in the
Jesuit College at Caen. This same director, who had shown a
I Three dots between brackets (... ) indicate that some details in the original text,
with little historical interest, have been omitted.
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special interest in Claude's education, was himself going to be
teaching there. (... ) It was there that Claude developed a great
facility of self-expression and skill in public speaking which
would help him later to present cogent reasons why people
should lead a virtuous life.
(... ) After his return to Rennes, he started studying philosophy.
This is usually a' critical period in the life of young people,
when they are not as strictly supervised as when they were in
the junior classes. (... ) However, he studied hard with great
success so that by the end of his course, he was able to
defend a thesis which was dedicated to the Count of
Toulouse. No expense was spared for the event. The
Presidents and Councillors of Parliament were present for the
ceremony, along with all the important people of the city and
the surrounding area.
Having finished his philosophy, his father decided he should
visit Paris, but I cannot say for sure what the purpose was. It
seems likely that the principle reason was for him to meet a
high-ranking young lady who was being suggested as his
future wife. He was then eighteen or nineteen years old. She
was a lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Burgundy. I found this
information in a memorandum that was given to me by one of
the students of the community in whom Father des Places had
great confidence and to whom he communicated many details
of his life.
(... ) Claude, who was very balanced and who would not be
blinded by love, had no intention of committing himself so
soon. Since his passion was· for fame and glory, attaching
himself to a woman in marriage would be rather an obstacle
than a means to achieving his objective. (... ) Moreover, the
attraction he had felt for the priesthood since he was young
kept coming back; God was working things out according to
his plans. It was not difficult for Claude to lay aside the plans
which his parents had for him but which involved elements
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which he did not find attractive.
It seems that when he returned, Claude took a greate r part in
the social life of Rennes. It was normal that he should be given
more freedom to see the world than he had enjoyed up to then
and to be given the money required for making a good
impression. This was much to his taste. But since his parents
were not over generous with his allowance, he had to use his
wits to arrange for borrowing and lending sums of money and
to hide whatever might have been irregular in his conduct.
(...j A retreat is something very useful for getting right with
God and restoring a good conscience. The time had come for
Claude to make his choice of a state of life; marriage had
already been suggested to him but he had not sUfficiently
analysed the situation for his liking. It was for these reasons
that he started a retreat. God spoke to his heart and he
reacted faithfully to the graces that God usually gives in
abundance at such times. He became disgusted with the world
and was eagerto serve God - in other words, he went through
a converSion. (... ) But it is not enough to make good
resolutions and courageously put them into practice; one also
has to persevere and be constant to the end. (... ) Young
Claude persevered for only forty days.
(... ) It seems that it was at this time that he told his parents of
his plan to become a priest and asked their permission to go
and study at the Sorbonne in Paris. Monsieur and Madame
des Places were too religious to oppose their son's vocation,
but thought it wise to see if he was really serious about it. (... )
So they argued that to be well trained and to become a good
priest, it was not at all necessary for him to study in Paris or to
be a doctor of the Sorbonne. (... ) This was not the reply
Claude was looking for; it meant that he would have to study
theology at Rennes and that was not at all to his liking. His
idea of the life of a priest was not particularly exalted and he
had been looking forward to the increased freedom from his
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parents which would be impossible if he remained close to
them.
Eventually, it was agreed that he should go to Nantes to study
law and this choice was in perfect accord with the designs of
both the parents and their son. In this way he would also have
a chance to let his vocation mature. The study of law was
required of all who wanted to become Councillors in the
Parliament and it was also useful for those who desired to
enter the clerical state. But apart from everything else, Claude
wanted more freedom ...
(... ) He should have recalled the great truths he had meditated
on during his retreat. He should have sought the advice of
wise persons, practised spiritual reading, and tried to be on his
own from time to time. He should have been more sparing in
. giving himself to the world, instead of plunging into it as he
actually did. (... ) This is one of the secret ways that
Providence uses to arrive at its goals: we become dissatisfied
with a state of life without knowing why, but it is a step in the
execution of God's plans. We get worried and troubled and
finally the time comes when it is evident that we were wrong.
God manages to draw much good from what to us appeared
only a cause of displeasure.
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- 2Charles Besnard:
The Life of Louis Grignon de Montfort
(Charles Besnard entered the Seminary of the Holy Spirit
shortly after the death of Paul/art des Places and he
col/ected much information about him. He wrote of the
friendship between Paul/art and Louis Grignon de Montfort
and later entered the Congregation founded by him,
eventual/y becoming its superior general. Charles was not
an eye-witness of the life of Paul/art, but he became close
to his memory by his own story and that of his institute.
Part of volume 5 of his life of Louis de Monfort is devoted
to the two men and their relationship.')

Monsieur Claude Frangois Poullart des Places, to whom the
Holy Ghost Seminary is indebted for its foundation, descended
from an ancient family of Brittany in the diocese of SaintBrieuc. He was born at Rennes on the 2ih of February, 16792 ,
in the parish of Saint Pierre en Saint-Georges and was
baptised the same day. His mother consecrated him at once to
the Blessed Virgin and, until he was seven, she dressed him in
white in her honour. He did his classical studies and
philosophy 'at the College of Rennes. It was there he entered
into close friendship with Louis de Montfort. They joined
together to set up, along with some of their fellow students, a
little association for the purpose of honouring the Blessed
Virgin in a special way. The group gathered on certain days in
I Charles Bcsnard: "Life of
Grignon de Montfort", 1770. Book S.
Volume 1. "Le Seminaire du Saint-Esprit a Paris », pp. 274-284. International
MOil/fori Centre, Rome, 1981.
th
? Bcsnard has got this date wrong. Claude was baptised on the 27 and born on the
1h
26 ,

30

a room which a kind person had put at their disposal. (... )
These meetings continued for some time after Louis left for
Paris, thanks to the efforts of Claude whom he had asked to
look after them and who alone remained their animating spirit
and support.

However, because his family's plan required him to appear in
society, he devoted himself to it, with perhaps a little too much
enthusiasm. His great ambition was to distinguish himself in
the world and it must be admitted that he had everything
needed to excel. His father wanted him to become a
Councillor in the Breton Parliament and his mother had
already gone to the expense of making a magistrate's gown
for him. (... ) But God enlightened him and made it clear that
he was not called to that state of life. (...) He asked his father's
permission to go and study at the Sorbonne and to become a
priest. His father was shattered by this news, for he only had
one son to perpetuate his name and take over his business.
He tried his best to talk him out of it, but when the young man
remained steadfast; his family offered no further objection to a
vocation that was so evident.
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-3 REFLECTIONS ON THE TRUTHS OF
RELIGION MADE DURING A RETREAT
BY SOMEONE THINKING ABOUT A
CONVERSION 1
(These are lrom the notes oI a retreat, mentioned in text no. 2
above, made by Claude Poullart des Pla('es, under the direction of
a Jesuit in the summer of
. 1701 when he was 22 .years old. He
wanted to ensure once again that he was Iollowing the plans that
God had/or him. 17,e notes are in two parts oI which this is the
first. It corresponds to what St. Ignatius relers to as the 'retreat of
conversion '. Below are some extracts.?')

I have been very keen to retire from worldly activity so as to
spend eight days in solitude. I was under no obligation to make
this sacrifice for the Lord; I was free to let things slip by, as I
',A nole by Fr. Joseph Lecuyer (Superior General of the

196R-1974): In

this .first
(Jur founder's 'writings that have cO/ric down 10 liS. il is not CO.I·Y 10
defect the main curren! of/hough!
who wns slil/ finding his way. BUl f
was struck by fhe/al/owing points:
J) In the midst of some rather impersonal thoughts on .dn there are sOlne

remarkable words on the love of God who constantly pursues the sinner. C/audeFran[ois decides that his life will be entirely a response to this love.
2) But despite this strong resolution, he is painfully aware of human
frailty. so he will need God's help become the person he wishes him to be.
l) Linked to this decision to give himself entirely to God, is a resolution
to work for the conve rsion of others. to oppose evil in all its forms and to cut off
the new heads of the dragon as they continuously replace those he has a/ready
dispatched.
2

A critical edition of the writings of PouHart des Places can be found in the work

of Fr. Christian de Mare in the series Memoire Spiritaine, Etudes el Documents no.
4. Congregation du Saint-Esprit, 30 rue Lhomond, 75005 Paris (1998).
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have done so often in the past. Now I want to spend this time
working for my conversion and salvation. I have to recognise in
this good resolution the grace which enlightened me even in my
moments of blindness (... ) Fortunately, I seem to be one of
those favoured children to whom my Father and Creator so
often gives easy and attractive ways of reconciling myself to
him.
.
So now is the time, my soul, to make a generous response. Do
not throwaway this chance to abandon all your worldly thoughts
and feelings and reproach yourself for your ungratefulness and
hardness of heart when God speaks to you. Should you not be
ashamed to have resisted for so long, to have destroyed,
despised and trodden underfoot the precious blood of your
Jesus? (... )
You sought me, Lord, but I fled from you. You had given me the
gift of reason but I would not use it. I wanted to do without you
but you would not allow it. I deserved to be utterly abandoned by
you, to cease being helped by you and to be punished instead.
Under the weight of your punishment, I would have admitted my
faults and recognised the enormity of my crimes. How kind you
are, my Saviour! All you want is my conversion, not my death.
You always treat me with kindness, as though you needed me.
You seem to almost enjoy overcoming a heart as cold as mine.
(... )
In acknowledging your power, may I also come to recognise
your love. You love me, my Lord, and prove it in a striking way. I
know your tenderness is infinite, for not even my innumerable
. and continuous acts of ingratitude can exhaust it. For a long
time now, you have wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with
me, but for just as long, I have been unwilling to listen. You try to
convince me that you want to make use of me in your holy work,
while I try not to believe you. If your voice sometimes makes an
impression on my mind, the world comes along a moment later
and sweeps away all the awareness of your grace. For so many
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years, you have worked at rebuilding all that my evil passions
have destroyed. I could certainly understand if you do not wish
to continue this unsuccessful struggle any longer and that you
now intend to replace it with justice. (... ) I have not come here to
defend myself: I have come to let myself be conquered!
Speak to me, Lord, when you like. (...) Speak so that I may now
repent of my blindness and renounce with all my heart all those
things which made me flee from you. I am ready to search for
you, I am 'ready to follow all your commands. Come into this
heart which you have wanted to enter for so long. From nowon,
I will only listen to you and to those things which will make me
love you as I ought. You will find in my heart a place which will
be uncontaminated by ·any other obsession. You will find me
surrounded by all those virtues that you have asked me to
practise and you can let me know what you want me to do.
Nothing in the world will be able to rob you of a servant who,
with the courage of a Christian, vows to serve you with blind
obedience and total submission. (... )
(1he notes coiltinue with his retreat meditations as laid down bv
the "Exercises". In conclusion, he summarises the new resolutions
that have come ji"om these reflections).

Let me be courageous! I promise God that I will do penance for
my sins and let him see how much I detest them by the care I
take to avoid committing them again. Let nothing in the world
ever again separate me from living according to God's will. Let
me destroy human respect, self-satisfaction, weakness, selflove and vanity. Let me get rid of all that is evil within me and
keep only what is good. Let people say what they will. I will not
be bothered whether they approve of me, make fun of me, write
me off as a visionary or a hypocrite, or decide that I am a good
man. From now on, I will be indifferent to all this. I am searching
for my God. He only gave me life so that I could serve him
faithfully. I shall soon have to give him an account olthe time he
has given me on this earth to work out my salvation. The world
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will not reward me for the attachment I have had to it. I would
be hard pushed to find even one friend who would love me
without any self-interest; only God loves me sincerely and wants
to treat me well. If I please him, I am exceedingly happy; but if I
disappoint him, I am the most wretched person alive. If I live in a
. state of grace, I lack nothing: if I lose it, I have lost everything.

o my God, keep me faithful to these good resolutions and
please give me the grace to persevere to the end. I will have to
fight against enemies who will be out to destroy my virtue by
tempting me on a thousand different occasions. Lord, defend
me against these tempters. And since the most formidable of
these is ambition, my ruling passion, I ask you to humble me,
crush my pride and silence my desire for glory. May I find
mortifications at every turn. May people rebuke me and despise
me. I will accept all this, my God, provided you continue to love
me and I can always remain dear to you. I will find it hard to
stifle this vanity which fills my heart, but what should a person
not endure for you, the God who has shed his precious blood on
my behalf?

Nothing will be difficult for me if you are willing to help me and if I
abandon rnyself entirely to you. I will distrust myself and put all
rny hope in your mercy. In my present state I have everything to
fear, for I am not where you want me to be. If I want to be saved,
I must follow the path that you have destined for me. From now
on, this must be the first subject of my reflections. I will be so
happy if I do not make the wrong choice. I arn going to use all
the necessary means to discover your holy will. I arn going to
rnake known to my director my likes and dislikes concerning
each different state of life, so that I can examine more attentively
the one which seems to suit me best. I will omit nothing which I
consider necessary to discover your will. Dear Lord, may your
grace enlighten me at every step. May I merit this by being
attached to whatever pleases you, irrevocably and for all time.
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- 4CHOICE OF A STATE OF L1FE

1

(7hese are the notes from the second part of the relreat. ClaudeFranr,:ois wants to !mild on his conversion by- leaving his
indecision behind and choosing a slate of life which will help him
to befail11!ul to his resolulions.)

o

my God, you are the guide to the heavenly Jerusalem for
those who really trust in you, so I am tuming to your divine
providence. I abandon myself entirely to you. I give up my own
inclinations, appetites and will in order blindly to follow yours.
Please show me what you want me to do so that I may follow
the way of life you have planned for me on this earth. Help me to
serve you during my pilgrimage in a way which is agreeable to
you and give me all the graces I need to give glory to your divine
majesty.
During this retreat, I hope that you will speak to me and in your
mercy deliver me from the anxieties caused by my lack of
determination. I realise full well that you do not approve of my
I A note of Joseph Lecuyer: Heading the second writing 0/ POl/llarl des Places, is
il possible to indicate allY conclusions? JIere are some lhal have struck me:
I) We have here a young Christiull who, ahove a/I, \Iiams 10 serve God, as
and where he waJZls if. To discover his will. he firs! oj all turns 10 prayer,
bUI also 10 a rif.:orous examinatioll of the natural tendencies which are ill
him, adopting an aftitude' of lOla! indifference to everrlhing t!lal is 1/01
God.
2) Amongst ,!lose things that ol1racl him, a special place is gillen to the
service o/the poor.
3) As regards dongers to be ({voided. first place is gil'r>/I ro amhitio/l.
"l'lzerefore. he must follow "the exampfe of Jesus C/lri.H IV//{) is a/'o,vuu
humble» I hefieve that These are part oj' oltr most authentic Spirirall
heriTage.
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present way of life and have chosen something better for me. I
must take a firm, rational decision to think seriously about my
salvation. Since I have been here, I have been meditating on
this truth as though it were the most important and most
necessary in the Christian religion. I have been asked a
thousand times whether I understand what is my final end and
each time, without thinking, I have answered in the same way as
I do today after mature consideration: God only created me so
that I can lova him, serve him and enjoy forever the happiness .
promised to the just. That is my whole vocation, the unique goal'
of all my actions. I would be a fool if I acted in any other way
since I should have no other purpose in life. No matter what
happens in the future, I must always remember that any
moments that do not help me to lead a good life are moments
lost and I will have to give an account of them to God.
Deeply convinced of my duty, I promise never to perform a
single act without first thinking it over and asking myself whether
I am acting solely for your glory. (... ) I will rid myself of all those
human considerations which, until now, have always influenced
me when considering the possible choices for a state of life. I
am Convinced that I must put aside all indecision, choose only
one and never change, but I do not know which one will suit me
and I am frightened of making a mistake. (... ) I renounce all the
advantages which could flatter me but which you could not
approve. I have learnt to be indifferent to all the possible states
of life. Speak to me, Lord, in the depth of my heart, for I am
ready to obey.
I shall begin by examining my temperament to understand what
I am capable of and I shall recall all my emotions, both good and
bad, for fear that I might forget the first and allow myself to be
deceived by the second. I enjoy excellent health, though I
appear very delicate. I have a good stomach and am able to
digest any kind of food with ease. Nothing makes me ill. I am as
strong and energetic as anyone else, hardened to fatigue and
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work, but I am inclined to be lazy and easy-going, applying
myself only when spurred on by ambition. By nature I am mild
and docile, indulgent almost to excess, practically incapable of
saying "no" to anyone, but this is the only place where I am
consistent. By temperament I am slightly sanguine and very
melancholic. Although rather indifferent to wealth, I am
passionately fond of praise and of anything else that can raise
me above others by my own efforts. The success of others
makes me jealous and fills me with despair, though I never allow
this ugly vice to show itself nor do I do anything to satisfy it. I am
discreet where secrets are concerned, rather diplomatic in all my
conduct, enterprising in my plans but secretive in the way they
are carried out. I look for independence yet I am the slave to
splendour. I am afraid of death and this makes me a coward,
although I cannot tolerate insults. Too fond of flattering others, I
am ruthless with myself in private when I have committed a
public 'faux pas'. I am sober regarding the pleasures of food and
drink and rather reserved when it comes to those of the flesh. I
sincerely admire really good people and I love virtue, but I rarely
practise it myself because of human respect and a lack of
perseverance. Sometimes, I am as devout as a hermit, pushing
austerity beyond the limits of what is normal; at others, I am soft,
cowardly and lax in my Christian practice. I am always
frightened when I forget God and fall into sin. I am scrupulous to
a fault, almost as much in times of laxity as in periods of fervour.
I recognise well enough what is good and what is evil. God's
graces are always there to help me discover my blindness. I like
to give alms and, by nature, I am sympathetic to the sufferings
of others. I hate slanderers. I am respectful in church without
being a hypocrite.
I believe this is what I am like and in this description I see a true
portrait of my self. (... )
(Claude-Fran(.'ois

/lOW

hegins his process

or discernmen!):
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A choice now has to be made between monastic life, the
ecclesiastical state of secular priests, and the third state which
people refer to as 'the world'. In all three a man can save his
soul or lose it. The hair shirt and the cassock can cover a wicked
and sinful heart just as easily as the lawyer's gown or the
cavalryman's braided tunic. Likewise, a judge or a swordsman
can preserve a pure and virtuous heart just as well as the most
austere hermit and the most devoted priest. Both can be rogues
or honest men. God is with these people everywhere and he
gives them the graces they deserve. These can be merited in
any state of life, provided it is the one willed by God. The secret,
then, consists in making the right choice. The surest way of
doing this is to keep sight of the glory of God and the desire to
save one's own soul. My soul, let you and me now ask
ourselves if this is the only motive that rules our actions. (... )
(lie a.l'ks himselfirhc is attracted 10 religious lire' and decides that he is not)

My soul, you tell me that you are undecided as to the different
states of life, but I will answer for you and say you are not as
undecided as you think - religious life is not at all to your liking.
( ... )

(I Ie Jeels cillracted 10 the life or a priest. but even a/ier a long self'
examination. he remaim undecided. Does he have sufficient strength of soul
to live such a life with humility, sanctity andjustice?)

You come up with a thousand reasons why you should enter the
ecclesiastical state, yet, if I were ready to enter immediately, you
would still want time to think about it. You still love the world a
little and you do not qL' te know which of the two you should love
the more. Both suit you and both please you. (... )
(J17e possible positions in the world -- the army, the court, politics. finance ..
would encourage his (Jom;nanl Iaults. And he is hardly attracted b}' marriage.
Is he making any progress with his discermnen!?)

1

Monasticism is the only form of religious life that Poullart considers.
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It is a sad thing to be unable to make up my mind. I must turn to
you, my God, if I am to make a decision in accordance with your
will. I am here to consult your wisdom. Destroy within me all
those earthly attachments which follow me wherever I go. Grant
that in whatever state of life I choose, I may not have any
opinions apart from those which please you. And since it seems
to be impossible for me to come to a conclusion, even though I
have a strong feeling that this is what you want of me, I have
decided to be perfectly open with your ministers and share the
problem with them.
(With the help ol his .\piritual directOl; Poullart eventually decided on whal
had ahvays attracted him and which the retreat seemed [0 c0l1firm: he vvould
be a priest in the ministry. But 10 guard against any ambition and vanity, he
vl/ould nol be a ;'career" priest and therefore, he would not go to the
S'orbonne. lhis decision shows how the two parls qj' this reI real
complemented each other.)

- 5CHARLES BESNARD (continued)
When he arrived in Paris,. Claude entered the College of
Clermont. (... ) In reading the life of Father Le Nobletz,1 a
missionary priest who died in Brittany and was regarded as a
saint, he found it a great help in despising the world and
2
surmounting human respect.
I Michel I.e Nobletz (1652) undertook the rc-evangelisation of Brittany in the first
half of the I i h century. with a combination of unlimited pastoral fervour and the
practice of rigorous discipline. The Life of M. Lc Noblctz. priest and missionary.
was written by Fr. Vcrjus in Paris in 1666, and made a profound impression on thc
young Claude Poullart.
.l Fr. Joseph Michel places great emphasis on the role of the Assemhly o.l Friends
(/\1\) in the strengthening of the Christian lire of Poullart when he was a young
Michel discovered in the Jesuit archives at
thcology student at Louis-Ie-Grand.
Tnu[ouse a note that probably refers to Poullart: "Another confrere is supporting a
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-6FRAGMENTS OF A PERSONAL RULE

1

(Prayer oj Poul/art, writlen as a young student oJtheology'):

I will never enter or leave my room (unless I have extremely
urgent matters to attend to) without going down on my knees
and asking God's blessing in such words as these:
"Most holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, whom I adore, by
your help, with all my heart, all my soul and all my strength, I
beg you to grant me faith, humility, and Chastity, and the grace of
not saying, thinking, seeing, hearing or desiring anything except
what you want me to do and say. Grant me all these graces, my
God, and give me your blessing. May my mind and heart be
filled with you alone. May I always walk in your presence and
"poor scholar" and huys up old clothes to give to other poor persons. The same
person makes eight visits to the Blessed Sacrament each day, often visits the
hospitals and receives communion three times a week. Twice a week he gives
instructions to twenty poor boys from Savoy and contributes to their support. He
gives charitahle advice to confreres who arc not doing their duty. He only drinks
water and cats very little, but never food that he finds agreeable". (c1'. J. Michel:
"The influence of the AA on Claude-Francois Poullart des Places". Paris, 1992.
I This lext could date from the beginning of Claude's time in the College LouisLc-Grand, when he was a young theological student. The prayer summarises the
conclusions of the retreat that he had done a few months carlier.
7. A note of Pr. Joseph Lccuy.:r: It is hardly necessary to emphasise the beauty of
this prayer and the programl1te of spiritual perfection that it contains. His desire
to cooperate fo/affy and unreservedly with the plan of God is exactly the sUlne as
the mind oj" Jesus, as revealed i.1l the GaSIJels: he live.\' always in the presence (4
his Father and only wi.. . /i.es 10 do his will. Commenting all the invocations, "My
Jesus, always beIor us a Jesus. My Jesus, always be for me a Jesus". Fr. Ilemy
Koren pointed to the etymological sense oJ the name "Jesus", which means "God is
my Saviour". /Jut I feel that this is unnecessary: love is not concerned with
etymology: somebody who is in love is always happy to ask the loved one to he what
he is for him and to remain like that for ever..
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pray unceasingly to you as I should. My Jesus, always be for us
a Jesus. My Jesus, always be for me a Jesus. Remain always in
me and I in you. I place my mind and heart in your hands
through the most holy Virgin. In the name of my Jesus and of
Mary."
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-7 CHARLES BESNARD (continued)
(... ) From now on, he used all his savings \ as well as part of
what he needed for himself, to help a few poor students to
continue their studies. He even used to give half his own food
to one of them who lived at the door of the College. This was a
foretaste of what he would soon be doing on a much larger
scale with great enthusiasm and the results are still with us up
to the present day. The close friendship which started at
Rennes between himself and Louis de Montfort continued to
deepen with the passing of time. (... )
Claude felt that God wanted to use him to produce good
priests for the churches who would be teachers and guides for
the people. He realised that in order to succeed, he could do
nothing better than continue helping poor students to survive
and carry on with their studies. But his help was not just
material: he planned to bring them together in a room where
he could go from time to time to give them instructions and
look after them, in so far as his commitments in the college
allowed. He confided this plan to his confessor and he gave
his approval. The superior of the college went even further: he
promised to give him part of what was left over from the meals
of the boarders to help these poor students.
At the same time, Louis de Montfort was working out another
plan that was typical of this kind-hearted man. His idea was to
look for like-minded priests to start an apostolic society. (... )
I Pierre Thomas wrote in his Mcmoirc. "His father. who was rother stingy. Oll/Y
gave him a grant of 800 livres. It was a pretty modest sum for someone of his age,.
hut he still managed to give a good part of it 10 the poor. He gave most to those
who were really hard up, and he always talked to them very respectfully so as fO
.'love them allY emharrassment:',
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He turned to Claude for the execution of these plans. He paid
him a visit to explain his project and invited Claude to join in
the foundation of this work. Claude replied with his usual
sincerity: 'Personally, I am not attracted to the missions, but I
am vel)f aware of the good they can do, so I will help you as
much as I can. You know that for some time I have been
distributing evel)fthing at my disposal to help poor students to
continue their studies. I came across several who showed
great promise but who for lack of the necessal)f means were
unable to continue. They were forced to bury their talents that
would have been so useful to the Church if they had been
developed. I would like to do something about that by bringing
them together under one roof," it seems to me that that is what
God wants me to do. I have been encouraged in this by
several people whose opinion I value, one of whom has given
me reason to hope that he will help with their upkeep. If God
gives me the grace to succeed, you can be sure you will get
your missionaries. I will train them for you and you will put
them to work. In that way we will both be satisfied'. (... )
Claude began by renting a room in the .Rue des Cordiers, near
the College, and gathered the poor students whom .he had
already been helping and whose good intentions were known
to him. The work progressed so much that it soon attracted
some more excellent young men, so he decided to rent a
house in which they would be less cramped for space. In a
short time, a community of clerics 1 came into being there and
Claude drew up an excellent rule that experienced people had
previously examined and approved. He himself was the first to
practice what he recommended to others. He was not satisfied
I "Monsieur Claude-Fra!J((ois Poultan des Places. on the feast of Pemecost. J703.
while he was still only an aspirant to the clerical state. began the estahlishment of
the so-called 'Community and Semina!}' consecrated to the Holy Spirit, under the
invocation oj the Holy Virgin conceived ),vitl1out sin' ". (From an old register of
Spiritan archives, copied in "Gallia ChriSTiano", /744.)
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with giving them frequent instructions himself: he also
arranged retreats to be given to them by very competent
preachers. He ensured that they would get spiritual
conferences form the best men available, and asked any
friends who came to visit him, who were skilled in this area, to
talk to the students. (... )
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-8"REFLECTIONS ON THE PAST" (1704-1705) 1
(Notes

reIFt'({f

in his 26th year)

If I had only a little love for God and my salvation, I would have
been inconsolable because of the way I have spent this year. Is
that the kind of gratitude the Lord has to expect from me? More
than three years ago, by an extraordinary act of compassion, he
drew me from the world, broke my prisoner's chains, snatched
me from Satan's grip, almost in spite of myself, and clothed me
once again with the garment of salvation. (... ) I received
abundant consolations; when I could be alone, my eyes were
never dryas I thought about my sins and God's mercy. When I
made any effort to do something for the Lord, he immediately
carried me on his shoulders for mile after mile. Eventually, I was
able to do without the least effort what I had previously
considered impossible for a man like me. (... ) I could hardly think
of anything but God. My greatest regret was that I could not
think of him all the time. I only wanted to love him and to be
worthy of his love, I gave up even the most legitimate
attachments. I looked forward to a time when I would have
nothing, living only on handouts when I had given everything
away. The only earthly thing I wanted to keep was my good
health, so that I could sacrifice it entirely to God in the work of
the missions. I would have been so happy if, having told
I '/'lIC liule community of 'poor scholars'. founded at Pentecost, /703. C01lf;lIued 10
grow. By the end of 1704. there were 40 members. and Claude Jou.nd the increased
workload and worries difficult to support. So he made another retreat to assess his
spirill/o{ crisis and look again at the IVork he had undertaken which now seemed to be
oimosl !Jeyond his powers.
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everybody of the love of God, I could give the last drop of my
blood for him who was always giving me his blessings. (... )
(Claude goes on to reflect on (he enthusiasm he had had during i8
months for a life lived accmding (0 the Gospel. talking especially
of the Eucharist. Tie then compares this with theJrustration he now
.I"els in coming (0 terms with his responsibilities as the director of
the community).

Tears of blood would not be too strong a way of bewailing my
present wretchedness. It is true that I have never been what I
ought to be, yet I have certainly been much better than I am at
present. I would be happy if I had only lost half of what I had
acquired by grace; but I am now no longer aware of the
presence of God; I never think of him when I am trying to sleep
and almost never when I am awake. I am always distracted,
even during my prayers. (... )
I Ilave little concern about correcting my brothers. I forget to
recommend such things to God, as I wander along thoughtlessly
and inconsiderately. My words and manners are lacking in
gentleness and I am often proud and short with others. I am
arrogant and bitter in my speech, lukewarm and tedious in
giving correction. I look gloomy, showing I am in bad mood. I am
very sensitive as regards my family and reluctant to reveal that
my father and mother sell linen and wax. (... ) I am afraid that
people will find out about it. I do not make it known sufficiently
that I had nothing to do with the work of the poor students'
house; on the contrary, I am quite happy when people who know
me only a little or not at all think I am a rich man who spends his
fortune on these young people. (... )
Yet day after day I make firm resolutions to change my life. I am
tired of being so irregular yet I finish up following my own ideas
and whims without referring, as I used to do, to my director,
whom I have substituted, so to speak, with my own fancies.
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To sum up, I must confess before God that at the present
moment I am someone who is believed to be alive but who is
certainly dead, at least when I compare the present with the
past. I am no more than a mask of devotion and a shadow of my
former self. (... ) This is the way that some people, who were
once strong in virtue, begin to slide downwards and end up by
perishing miserably. Nobody should fear such a fall more than I,
having been always so inconsistent in my returning to God and
then later on falling into prolonged disorders. (... )
(Hven though he is so trouhled hy these frustrations. he ,finds
courage again in his experience of God:,' unfailing love/or him).

. Perhaps I should fear that God may abandon me entirely. If this
has not happened yet, it is only because of his infinite rnercy
towards me. He has always shown me such tenderness, unable
to reject me definitively, having always preserved me from the
ultimate hardness of heart that leads to final impenitence.
Instead, he has given me the chance to make this retreat at a
time when I was not even thinking of it. He has worked things
out in such a way that I can return once more to my obligations
with no excuses for avoiding them any further.
But even apart from that, I have every reason to believe that the
good Lord will have pity on me once more if I return to him with
all my heart. My assurance is based on the way the Lord has
led me up until now:
(i)

He has never allowed me to be satisfied with myself; on
the contrary, I have always been anxious and sorrowful
about my disarray;

(ii) ,

He has always given me the grace to see that, within
myself, I was not in the least what others thought or said I
was;

(iii)

He never allowed me to get rid of my scruples. Though
these have to some degree contributed to my disturbed
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state, they have also made me go to confession more
frequently and have given me greater remorse when the
occasion to offend God presents itself.
So the way God has led me gives me hope that heaven will no
longer be inaccessible to me if I am sincerely sorry for my sins
and seek to live once more by the Lord's grace. Full of
confidence by God's grace, and ignoring my own inclinations, I
am going to see which is the quickest way that will lead me back
to the One without whom I cannot live in peace for a single
moment. (... )
(lIaving .finished his retreat. Claude was able to see the way
ahead !nore clearly, but hefound it difficult to act on it because or
the suffering he was going through).

These reflections fill me with sorrow. I left the world to seek God,
renounce vanity and save my soul. Is it possible that I merely
changed my aim in life while remaining at heart exactly the
same? What then was the use of undertaking this work?1

or

I Note of Joseph Lecuyer: Reading these burning \\lords
POl/llarl des Pluees.
helie-t'e tl1a1 cerwin ./ill1dwnelll{// troits of Spirif(lII ,vpirifllolify lVere ulrcoJy
emergillg:

0)
b)
c)

d)

!\ strong certainly a/the love and goodness aIGod and his i1lJ11111(, //lercy:

;\ Iota I convictioll of the wickedness alld ·il/gm/irltde of sin. which is Ihe
only obstacle slOnding ill the way q/the vietory olGod's love:
!\ strong desire 10 respond to this love 0/ God lVith Oil unreserved gUi q!

one"s whole file in his service, particularly

the work oIthe missions",

and even ill martyrdom. which C/{/lule-Fral1(;ois hoped 10 jind amongst
those to whose salvation he \II{/'\' rOJ1secraling himsdf More immediatel)',
he confessed that he Iwd a great qflectio/l j(Jr those \\1/10 were slIlTerilll<
and a burning desire to help sinners retilm to God. lIis' biogmpher
stressed Ihat it wasIrom Ihis time that he had a greaT inclination towards
works that were obscure and hidden and works that had been abandoned
by others.
The importance oI mortification, or. better stil/.. what Ubermaflll would
call 'abnegation' and 'renunciation', i,e. a deliberate refusal 10 Iollow
the ways of this world. its likes and its conventio/1s, and the fe.wlve to
follow only Jesus cru.cified.

'.

49

,,'

(1hese retreat notes, like those of his retreat in 1701, come to an
end with a question. l1is director WQI' able to help him to draw
conclusions from this joumey in search 0/ the truth. Relying
entirely on the love of God. Claude would jiJl/ow up the work he
had started, but sharing the re.17)(msibilitv with others, It was the
beginning 0/ a smal/ community ol./ormators. the "Society o/the
l10ly Spirit", dedicated to the large commanity of "poor scholars"
known as the "Seminary a/the l10ly Spirit ")

- 9-

Charles Besnard (continued)

,

While Monsieur des Places 1 gave himself entirely to the
demands of his embryonic community and exhausted himself
by austere mortifications, he suffered an attack of pleurisy that
was accompanied by a violent fever and a painful tenesmus,
which for four days caused him atrocious sufferings. But not
one word of complaint, and still less of impatience, escaped
his lips. One could only tell that his pain was growing by the
fact that his prayers of resignation became more frequent. His
very exhaustion seemed to give him new strength as he
repeated continually the prayer of King David: "How lovely is
your dwelling-place, Lord of Hosts! My soul yearns and pines
for the courts of the Lord" Psalm 84: 2-3). As soon as it was
known in Paris that he was seriously ill, a great number of
people known for their holiness came to see him. (... ) He
eventually received the last sacraments and then quietly
e)

'Ihe vital importance oJ pra.ver, the I!.:ucharist and the sustained thoughl
oj God as ojtcn as possible. For Claude, we cannot really love God
withoutIrequentl)' averting 10 his presence and his love.
I As a result of sharing his responsibilities, Poullart was able to complete his
theological studies. He -was ordained sub-deacon on IRlh December. 1706. deacon
on Iy'" March. 1707 and priest 17'" Decemhcr. 1707.

so
el<pired around five o'clock in the evening of October 2, 1709,
at the age of thirty years and seven months.
Thws was the holy and famous Monsieur des Places, the
founder of the Holy Ghost Seminary in Paris. (... )

- 10 Charles Besnard (Continued)
It is not difficult to see the kind of life for which the young
students of the Seminaire du Saint-Esprit are being formed.
They are trained to develop all the virtues needed to carry out
the sacred ministry, especially through the example given by
their wise directors. They show an extraordinary degree of
detachment and obedience. They commit themselves to the
service and needs of the Church. They constitute a kind of
military detachment of auxiliary troops, ready to go to any
place where there is work to be done for the salvation of souls.
They consecrate themselves by preference to missionary
activity, both foreign and domestic, offering to go and live in
the poorest and most abandoned places for which it is
especially difficult to find volunteers. Whether it is a question
of being buried in the remote countryside, lost in some
obscure hospital, teaching in a college, lecturing in a
seminary, directing a poor community, travelling to the farthest
corners of the Kingdom or remaining in a difficult posting,
whether it is a question even of crossing the seas and going to
the very ends of the earth to gain a soul for Christ - they are
always ready to carry out his wishes: Ecce ego, mitte me (Is 6,
12)".
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Our Lady ofMiracles. from the parish {if Saint-Sauveur in Rennes. ."
Grignon de Montfort and Paul/art prayed before this i4'" century statue.
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•

;\ water cn/our G. Suchetti, ajier a daguerreotype
./Tom May .June 1847 when he was 47.

dating
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Part Two·
AN ANTHOLOGY OF TEXTS
CONCERNING
FR. FRANCOIS-MARIE-PAUL
LIBERMANN .
(
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Birth certificate ofJege! (Jacob) Libermannfrom the town hall ofSaverne
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Chapter I

Libermann and his personal story
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Jacob's doubts regarding the Bible
To Samson Libermann

Ihis leiter of Jacoh Lihermann is the .first one that ha.1" heen
preserved. Ihe postmark is 7 January, 1826 although the letter was
wrilten on the 6/", We quote it in full.
Jacoh lived for 20 years in .'laverne in the house of his father, the
local Rahhi. lIe went to Metz in the autumn of 1822 and attended the
Talmudic School to train to he a rahhi himself For the first time in
his life, in addition to his Talmudic studies, he quietly hegan to study
French, German, Latin and Greek.
In March 1825, his hrother. Doctor Samson Lihermannn/. with his
wife Bahette, were haptised into the Catholic Church, ajier receiving
instruction from Canon Bruno Liehermann, the Vicar General of
Strashourg. '[he haptism, aJierfirst heing kept secret. hecame puhlic
in June 1825 when Samson was elected mayor oflllkirch '[his .\eems
to have made a deep impression on Jacoh who reproached Samson
hitterly.f{Jr this "apostasy", which, according to him, was hound to
leave an indelihle, stain upon the whole family and bring it into the
utmost contempt,At ahout the same time, in Metz, Jacob falls" into a sort of religious
indifference ". He reads Rousseau's Emile. He writes to his convert
brother, Samson and tells him of the doubts he has regarding the
Bible. As Samson puts it, ':from being a superstitious Talmudist, he
hecomes aFee thinker, something he'll deny until the Revelation ,,3

I

See index

.?

Willless

qr 11;.\' h,;other Dr Samsol/ Lihennallll: ND L p.5/

\ (;/ lite aCCOll1l1

by M.Gamotl.
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Metz, 6 January 1826
My dear brother,
Your letter of 24 November has really astonished me. It seems
that you are not sure of my friendship any more since your
change of religion. Be assured that even if I was the most
fanatical member of the synagogue, nothing could make me
lose the sincere attachment to my brothers, learnt at rny
mother's knee, which has always been my delight and my
happiness.
I found reading Bossuet's book completely useless. If you had
known my true feelings maybe you wouldn't have
recommended it to me. Here is a rough idea of my present
thinking on religion:
God gave us the power to think, not for the sake of letting it to
lie dormant, but so that we might use it. If a man were to allow
his mind to grow dull, if he had to surrender blindly to the
chains of religion, how then would he differ from the animals?
Religion would make him become like them! Why did I receive
that heavenly gift if I was not meant to make use of. it? So I
have worked out my religion based on my own reason, and I
don't think that I would be committing a crime even if I erred in
some of my maxims, provided I didn't harm my neighbour.
However, since I don't know the principles of philosophy and
so am liable to go astray, I feel I should open my mind to an
enlightened person who can correct my errors. You are my
oldest and well-beloved brother so I shall explain my way of
thinking to you and ask you to be a little indulgent with me.
We must regard the Bible as a foundation of all the religions
that are predominant in Europe (and partially in Asia). Now a
structure that has poor foundations crumbles of its own
accord. Looking closely at the Bible, it is clear that it is false
and the Bible itself proves this.
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How foolish it is to believe all the fables that it contains! How
can we be expected to believe that God showed his favours in
a special way to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? What does God
find so attractive about these men? Is it because they alone
had the truth amongst an idolatrous people? Why didn't God
take the same interest in the many philosophers of antiquity?
What extraordinary virtue did God find in these patriarchs, who
are described in such an exaggerated way, apart from their
hospitality which was typical of all the peoples at that time?
Suppose the patriarchs really did practice the highest virtues,
isn't it going a bit far to assume that God would reward their
descendents, even though filled with many vices, because of
what their ancestors did? The same applies to the punishment
of Adam whose story makes no sense whatsoever. Must I be
so unjust as to believe that God avenged the crime of Adam
on all his descendants? Is this not blasphemy to speak of a
just God in this way, the same God who said "Do not punish
the children for the crimes of their fathers"? There is an
obvious contradiction here.
Would it not be unjust for God to select just one people on
earth to be enlightened and to receive the revelation of the
true principles of religion, while leaving all the others to wallow
in ignorance and idolatry? Aren't all men his creation?
Wouldn't all have accepted this sacred law if it had been
presented to them, as well as to the Jews, with the same
display of miracles? If all the miracles recounted in the Bible
are not just made up, how was it that the Jews rebelled so
frequently? Is it possible that forty days after seeing God
descend from Mount Sinai and hearing him proclaim "I am the
Eternal One, your God: you will not adore idols', that these
same Jews would start adoring Apis, the bull, simply because
Moses was late in getting back?
How could they mutiny once again and hatch a plot against
Moses, after seeing Korachi and his followers miraculously
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obliterated? On another day we see these chosen people
shouting during one of their revolts: "Let's pick a leader and go
back to Egypt." How could they have such little confidence in
God, who had worked marvels for them, that they would chose
to submit once more to the yoke of the Egyptians, rather than
be led into the Promised Land? Moses says that "it would
have taken little for them to stone me"; it is obvious Moses
didn't get the respect in his own day that he gets now.
It's the same with all the prophets. We see Jeremiah
imprisoned twenty times, and no wonder since he was a
traitor, used by Nebuchadnezzar. I get the impression that
they were just ordinary orators whom the people subsequently
transformed into prophets once their discourses had been
suitably adjusted! Today, there are no more prophets: are we
not worthy enough to have an Elijah and Elisha while the
idolatrous Jews were so favoured?
My conclusion from all this is that God only wants us to
acknowledge him and to act in a just and human way, and that
Moses was just a legislator like many others before and since.
So it makes no difference if I'm a Jew or a Christian, provided I
adore God, whether he is one person or three. I can assure
you that I wouldn't be any better as a Christian than as a Jew.
This is also why I excuse you for changing your religion,
because I doubt if you believe in the prophecies of Isaiah.
My studies are progressing quite well. I began studying Latin
fifteen months ago and I haVe made a lot of progress; I am
now able to translate Caesar and Virgil. I have recently started
Greek and I am now working on the verbs. Unfortunately, my
teacher left me last week to take up a post in a school at
Luneville, But I will still continue my work in the same dogged
way, even though it will take a long time, especially since I am
now on my own.
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I have been neglecting my study of Hebrew because I fear that
I may have to leave Metz; I am not sure what our father will
decide, because he has already hinted that he will not leave
me long in this place. That is why I am concentrating entirely
on Latin and Greek. If in a couple of years, I have to spend
more time in Saverne, I will then be able to study Hebrew and
Chaldean. In any case, when I have made sufficient progress
in Latin and Greek, I will revert to the oriental languages.
With all good wishes,
Your brother,
J. Libermann
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An account of Libermann's conversion
by Fr. Firmin-Regis Gamon
lhis second document is not by Libermann but by his friend and
confident M. Gamon J, a Sulpician. Libermann wrote him several
important letters, among which was that of the 20 th March, 1848
about the Revolution of February, 1848 and how it affected the
Church and the clergy. M. Gamon had known Libermann a/ 1ssy in
1836-37 during the year spent at "La Solitude" (the Sulpician
noviciate). Now Director of the major seminary at ClermontFerrand, he took advantage ot visiting "La Solitude" in 1850 to ask
Libermann the story of his conversion. Libermann, ai the Holy Spirit
Seminary in Paris, took him aside and confided in him all the details.
Delighted, Gamon put down on paper all he had heard as soon as he
got back to lssy. Thus we have this exceptional account, inspired by
his great love for Libermann. This is an essential document for
understanding Libermann's conversion. J (N.D. 1, pp. 61-68).
I was about twenty years old when it pleased God to set about
my conversion. My father, a distinguished rabbi, had made me
study the Talmud under his direction. He was satisfied with my
progress and happy to think that I would follow in his
footsteps. About this time he decided to send me to Metz to
finish my studies. He didn't do this so that I would learn more
than by studying under him but to show off my talents and
knowledge and make me acceptable among the rabbis who
came in large numbers to perfect their skills in that city. He
gave me letters of recommendation to two teachers at the
Jewish School, one a friend of his and the other one of his
1

See index

I

N.D I, 61-68
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former pupils. It was there that I became aware that God was
withdrawing me from the ways of error in which I found myself.
I felt unsatisfied and was subjected to various trials that I had
not expected. The first of these teachers, the one who had
been a pupil of my father and who had often visited my family
home, wanted to have nothing to do with me. The other, a
respectable old man, at first showed plenty of interest but this
didn't last. I wanted to learn, so I began to study French and
even Latin, but this lost me the approval of my protector. The
older rabbis, who were rather fanatical, were frightened of any
language other than Hebrew because of the bad influence
they might have; my own father was unable to write in either
French or German. My new master was of the same school
and was very angry when he saw what I was doing. At first he
.said nothing but he made life very hard for me, belittling me
and only speaking to me severely and harshly.
It is true that I greatly neglected study of the Talmud and that I
only studied bits of it to avoid bitter recriminations and to
escape the humiliation that complete ignorance would have
brought down on me. All of this was very annoying and I
became really depressed. But this state of mind can also help
to turn somebody who has lost his way towards the Lord and
open himself up to the influence of His grace. Until then, I had
been a good practising Jew, never suspecting that I was on
the wrong path. But at the same time, I became indifferent to
religion and within a few months I had lost any semblance of
faith. I did read the Bible, but I was very sceptical; all those
miracles really put me off and I could no longer believe in
them.
Meanwhile, my eldest brother had become a Christian. At first,
I thought this was just from natural motives, thinking that his
views of Judaism were like my own, but I did blame him for
upsetting our parents. However, we didn't fall out over it, but
kept writing to each other. I told him that I wasn't happy with
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what he had done but I also revealed what I thought about the
miracles in the Bible. Amongst other things I said that God's
actions were incomprehensible if these miracles did actually
happen. How could one understand a God who favoured
idolaters and troublemakers yet did nothing for those who
were good and faithful? I dismissed miracles as an invention
of the imagination and credulity of our ancestors. But my
brother replied that he believed fully in the miracles and that
God worked none nowadays because they were no longer
necessary; the Messiah had arrived and his coming meant
that God had finished preparing his people for his arrival. This
was the only reason why the wonders of the Old Testament
had taken place.
This letter made an impression on me, because I knew my
brother had done the same studies as myself. But I still
believed that his conversion had come from human motives
and the effect of his letter on me soon wore off. The
overpowering doubts I had were too deep to be shaken by
feeble arguments; but all the while, God in his goodness was
preparing much more convincing ones forme!
About this time, one of my fellow students showed me a book
in Hebrew with no punctuation. He was unable to read it as he
was just starting his study of the language, but I read it avidly.
It was the Gospels in Hebrew. I was most interested, but was
again put off by the number of miracles worked by Jesus. I
then began to read Rousseau's Emile. Who would have
thought that this book, almost guaranteed to shake the faith of
the most fervent believer, was to be the means that God would
use to bring me to the true faith? It was in the confession of a
country priest that I found the bit that attracted me. In it,
Rousseau gives the pros and cons for the divinity of Christ and
he concludes with these words: At this stage I didn't even
know how a rabbi from Amsterdam would deal with this
question. Personally,. I could not see what there was to
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answer. My reaction showed where I was at that point in time:
my conversion had not made any great progress.
Then I learnt that two more of my brothers who lived in Paris
had become Christians. This went straight to my heart and I
felt sure that the youngest would also follow suit. Thanks be to
God, this is what happened. I loved my brothers very much,
but I suttered a great deal when I thought of the isolation I
would now experience by staying with my father. I had a friend
who was thinking along the same lines as me about religion. I
saw him often as we studied and took walks together. He
advised me to go Paris to see M. Drach, himself a convert,
and to discuss with him the implications of becoming a rabbi,
in that every rabbi has to swear never to abandon his religion.
This seemed a good idea to me, but I would need the goahead from my father and to get that would be far from easy.
Writing to him about my plans would be the surest way to
failure, so I decided to go and see him.
I was very tired after walking all the way to Saverne, so my
father gave me time to recover before voicing his fears. But
later in the day, he could wait no longer to clear up his doubts
about me. There was an easy way for him: he just had to
question me about my studies, especially those on the
Talmud. My replies would let him know how seriously I had
taken them. He knew full well that one cannot deceive
examiners in a subject requiring such memory work and such
ease with the subject matter. The Talmud, although not too
difficult to grasp, needs a great degree of expertise to teach
and present to others. There is humour in it and plenty of
subtlety. Only someone who has studied at length and
recently at that, could expound upon it. My father was one
such person: it would only have taken ten minutes for him to
see through me, if divine providence hadn't miraculously come
to my rescue.
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The first question he put to me was exactly one of those that
will catch you out unless you are up to date. Well, for the best
part of two years I had neglected my study of the Talmud, and
the bit I had done was just to keep up appearances. However,
no sooner had I heard the question than things seemed very
clear and I saw exactly how to reply. No one could have been
more surprised than myself to find this ability to explain things
I had hardly read. I hadn't the slightest difficulty in explaining
the most enigmatic and confusing elements and so the way
was laid open for my trip to Paris. My father was even more
surprised than I was; his heart was full of joy, happiness and
satisfaction and all his apprehensions vanished. He saw that I
was worthy of him and embraced me tenderly, covering my
face with his tears and said: I suspected that what they were
saying about you - that you were learning Latin and neglecting
your rabbinical studies - was just calumny. He then showed
me all the critical letters he had received. That evening at
supper, he produced a bottle of his best wine to celebrate my
success.
Permission to go to Paris was soon given and he refused to
believe the warnings given him that I was just going there to
join my brothers and do what they had done. He gave me a
letter to rabbi Deutz2 , but as I had already been recommended
to Mr Drach 3 it was to him that I turned. However, I did give
the letter to Deutz and even borrowed a book from him to
show willing. Soon afterwards, I gave it back and didn't see·
him again. I spent a few days with my brother and was
touched to see his obvious happiness. But I was still a long
way from conversion myself.

This was the son of the Deutz who delivered the Duchess of Berry in 1830
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Drach found me a place at College Stanislas and took me
there where I was given a cell. I was left alone to read A
History of Christian Doctrine and A History of Religion, both by
Lhomond. This was a most painful time for me. The loneliness
in a room with nothing but a skylight to let in the sun, the
thought of being so far from family, friends and homeland
made me deeply depressed.
It was then that remembering the God of my ancestors, I knelt
and begged him to enlighten me as to the true religion. I asked
. Him to tell me if the beliefs of the Christians were true and to
help me know them, but if they were false to keep me far from
them. The Lord, who is close to all who call on him from the
bottom of their hearts, heard my prayer and answered it. All at
once I was enlightened. I saw the truth and faith penetrated
my mind and heart. Reading Lhomond, I had no trouble
accepting everything he said about the life and death of Jesus
Christ. The mystery of the Eucharist, perhaps imprudently put
before me, I accepted fully. I believed everything without any
trouble. From that moment, my one desire was to be baptised.
I didn't have to wait long for this happiness; I was immediately
given instruction for this wonderful sacrament and received it
on Christmas Eve. On the same day, I made my First Holy
Communion. I have no words to express the change that took
place in me as the waters of baptism flowed over my head. All
uncertainty and fear fell away. Even ecclesiastical dress, so
repugnant to Jews4 , no longer bothered me at all; instead of
fear, I now loved it. Above all, I felt courage and invincible
strength to practise the Christian faith, being in love with
everything connected with my new belief.
"Libermann told me the story of what happened one day to his father in 5aveme.
He found himself with the local priest on a path between walls; the priest was on

4

his way from visiting the sick and was wearing his surplice. He was so ternfied by

this ecclesiastical dress that he tried to escape by clambering up the wall."
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I spent a year in the college, practising my religion
wholeheartedly and joyfully. But I wasn't totally at ease,
because I should have been in the Seminary of Saint Sulpice.
Amongst all the good example surrounding me there, my path
crossed that of a young man who could have done me great
harm. For reasons beyond me, he incessantly accused me of
converting frivolously and without purpose. He wanted to know
what reasons I had had, and then rejected them, reducing me
to silence with his constant quibbling. My heart, however,
remained untouched, and although I had difficulty explaining
my faith to him, I never doubted it for one moment.
At the end of October, 1827, Mr Drach introduced me to the
Superior of Saint-Sulpice. After a retreat, M. Drach told me he
was worried about my health and feared that the morning
rising might be rather too early for me. To this M Garnier5
(Superior of the Sulpicians) replied that if that were the case,
there would be no point in my going to Saint-Sulpice. Drach
told him that, although I was most fluent in Hebrew, my Latin
was weak. The Superior replied: Theology is taught in Latin,
not in Hebrevvl These remarks made me tremble a little, but it
didn't put me off; later on, I was to discover that a very kind
heart lay underneath this apparent brusque attitude of M.
Garnier.
My entry into the seminary was one of blessing and joyfulness.
My "Guardian Angel" was Fr. Georges 6 , now the Bishop of
Perigueux. The great charity he showed me in fulfilling this
role surprised me and made me appreciate even more a
religion which could inspire such gentle and wonderful
S

See Index

hope rm not confusing this Georges with someone else of the same name.
However, this is a good chance to ask the bishop if he really was the "angel" of
our
deceased. If he was, than perhaps he could give some more useful
information. "

6 "/
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concern. The silence which pervaded the seminary and the
interior recollection reflected in every face helped me very
much. I lived in a new world, completely at ease.
One thing I lacked completely at first was the ability to practise
mental prayer. Despite what M. Garnier had said at first, he
allowed me to get up later than the others. This meant that I
missed the training in prayer given on Saturday mornings, so I
used my manual and followed its instructions. This seemingly
painful exercise was made easy for me by the grace of God.
By Easter, I was able to get up at the same time as the others
and follow the Saturday lessons.
This is how I passed my early years in the seminary.
Everything had happened as I had hoped when, just before
my sub-diaconate ordination, I was struck by violent nervous
attacks and my ordination was differed. The Superior sent me
to Issy, hoping that the country air would heal me. I stayed
there until 1837.
This account by M Libermann ended here. I put a few more
questions to him which he answered quite simply. Then,
delighted with the treasure that had come my way. I went off
thinking of the wonderful ways in which Providence had
prepared the founder of a new Congregation. As soon as I
got back to Issy, I wrote down what I had heard and I'm
happy today to have been able to recall my first impressions
and lose none of my memories (M. Gamon).
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Trusting acceptance of sickness
To Samson Libermann 1

h

On 24/ Decemher, 1926. Jacob hecame Francis Man/-Paul
LiIJenrJ((1/11. IlisjLlith was I/O\!' 'frinitarial/ as he helieved in God the
Father, Son and !loly Spirit. lhe thought of becoming a priest grew
naturally in his mind. Francis spentFlUr years as a theology student
at Saint-SulpicejLJr the Diocese of Paris. !Ie had hisjirst epilepticjit
on the If' March, 1929, the da." hefore he was due to receive the
suh-diaconate. fie was in the room oj'the Director, M. Carbon 2 and
this attack was followed by many more. His progress towards the
priesthood was stopped but he stayed at the seminary, living on his
scho/itrship. lIe realised that the Sulpicians could not keep him
indejil/iteh' and so. Jidl oj' conjidence, he put himselj' entirely into
God's hands.
lhis letter to his hrother Samson is dated 7 November. 183/. !lere
we just have the .linal section which concerns his spiritual outlook.
lhe rest oj'the letter is about JLl/nily business and is oj' no great
interest here. lit the end of /831, the Sulpicians. sympathetic towards
his health prohlem and his positive spiritual altitude. welcomed him
into ''La Solitude", their noviciate and house oj' philosophy at Issr.
IIll in all. he would .\pend six years there doing various jobs and
Kainillg appreciation for his work as a spiritual director and
counsellor.

Paris, 7 November 1831
....... As for me, nothing has changed; I'm still at the seminary
and will stay here until the Superiors decide to send me away,
since they cannot keep me here as I am incapable of
N.D. I, pp. 153-155
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becoming a priest. But I beg you, once again, not to worry
about me. Our Father in heaven will know what to do with me
as I belong wholly to him, body and soul. That's all I have to
say on this matter. I think I reminded you recently how Jesus
tells us that as God takes care of the birds of the air, all the
more will he look after his servants, who are worth a lot more
than any birds. I know that you are good Christians and so you
understand this perfectly.
So, goodbye for now, dear brother and sister, I entrust you
Wholly into the hands of our Father.
Your brother,
F. Libermann, acolyte
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Libermann's spiritual growth after his
baptism
To Jerome Schwindenhammer1

1his is a letter o(encouragement sent to Jerome Schwindenhamme/,
brother oj' fgnatius Schwindenhammer, who would later succeed
Libermann as Superior Gen,eral. .Jerome has been greatly tempted
and Libermanll sets out to ellcourage him by revealillg some oj'the
problems that he had to get through "on conditioll that you llever
repeat this to allyone, .. 1he importance of such a letter is obvious,
Fortunately. .Jerome disobeyed Libermann and kept the letter,
although he had been told to burn it.
It was wrillen on 3'" August. 1846 and it is included at this poillt,
during Libermann's time at Issy. to show that during the/i've years
he was there, he remained very close to God through what \'Ica,\'
called "C!fFective prayer"J Without doubt. these are the most
intimate revelations oj'Libermann Oil the, work of grace within him
and hi,\' spiritual evolution aFter his baptism.
1his letter was first published in "Lettres Spirituelles" before Fr.
Cabon reproduced it in "Notes et Documents". 1he letter is
reproduced here in its entirety.

J M J.
August 3 rd , 1846
To Jerome, my very dear brother,

'N
7
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-\ Libcrmann writes very well about "affective prayer" in f:'crits S"pirituels. pp. /63205.
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I understand your temptation. It is based totally on that same
way of thinking which gave you all your other temptations and
which has no imaginable foundation. I want to help and
encourage you in the battle against the enemy, so I will tell
you something about myself, on the understanding that you
will not repeat it to anybody. I have already talked to you about
my present state and I have said nothing but the truth, but I
will now add a little about my past, so as to help you overcome
your present temptation.
I have never prayed about the virtues, not even the virtues of
Jesus and Mary, neither have I ever been able to draw
conclusions or resolutions from my prayer to practise
particular virtues. Nor have I ever reflected on the virtues to
learn what to do or teach. I sometimes put this down to the
disorder in my nervous system and at others, to my natural
incapability. I am conscious that my mind has developed
certain strengths and that my judgment has grown in breadth
and rectitude, but that is solely due to the grace given me to
fortify what was weak and correct what was false. I am so
convinced of this fact that even if I lost my faith, I would never
be able to deny the existence and the working of grace in my
soul.
Whenever I talked about virtues and perfection, there was no
preliminary meditation, but as I spoke, truth became apparent
and developed as I went along. At these times, I felt my mind
enlightened and my will strengthened and I got the impression
that I wasn't speaki.lg, but that God was using me to help
others. I was still worried about my own salvation, but had no
doubt that God would have pity on me. I acquired nothing by
my own efforts, neither for my intellect, my will or the growth in
virtues; it was God who gave me everything. He dragged me
along without asking my permission and with a strength that I
have never observed in any other person so far.

73

At first, I was very lax, very indifferent as regards the
supernatural life. The Lord helped me to stand up to my father,
who wanted me to renounce my faith, but I renounced him
rather than the faith. After that, the good Lord came uninvited
to draw me out of myself and held all my faculties captive for
about five years. During these years I never gave a thought to
cultivating one virtue or another but I just wanted to be with
Him, which was a very easy thing to do. Throughout that time,
I knew almost nothing about the things of the spirit.
So you can see that your ideas about me are wide of the
mark. It is Jesus who acts and does everything in our souls. It
is metaphysically impossible for a man to acquire a
supernatural virtue by his own efforts. Perhaps somebody
could pretend that this was so, but they would never be able to
keep it up.
It would do no harm to talk with M. Plantaz about the spiritual
life, but don't correct him unless he asks you to do so. Never
deliberately invite him to reveal his inner life, but if he does ask
for your reactions, you could tell him what you think.
Go to Holy Communion twice a week in addition to Sunday.
Try to forget yourself; do everything simply, calmly and with
trust in God and Mary. During this period of initial preparation
on your own, you will get all sorts of temptations. What you
need to do is to make use of them for your own benefit. Don't
let them influence you or any part of your life. As soon you are
able to get down to work, things will become easier for you.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
. F Libermann

NB. You must burn this letter three days after you receive it.

74

On suffering during sickness
7'o I' r. C'ah'wr1

In ·this letter to the Sulpician, Fr. Cahier, who was gravely ill with
tuberculosis, Libermann speaks' as one" who is an expert on severe
and constant sickness. We know that whilst in Rennes, }rom where he
wrote this letter, he had frequent lapses into epilepsy, a continuation
of his sufferings in the Eudist noviciate at Issy, where he had/irst gOi
to know Fr. Cahier. 7he way Libermann sees Chrisl on the Cross in
our lives may appear severe, but is not out of place in those postrevolution days in France. Alier all, the Cross is central to the life of
Jesus. Libermann's convictions are a preparation for his teachings
"on the true nature of the Apostolic Life.

Rennes, 29 November 1838
Dear Father,
I hope with all my heart that the holy cross of our good Master
will never leave you. It seems that, little by little, our Saviour
intends to cure you of your sickness. If it pleases him to do
this, we will rejoice because all the wonderful things he does
for us who belong to him are very welcome. But if, in his
wisdom, he were to ask us what we want apart from what He
wants, I would find it very difficult to answer, because what I
would have to say would sound very cruel.
I believe that Jesus is powerful enough to save souls without
your help and that he will save them without giving you the
consolation of being involved in the process, at least for the
time being. It is a wonderful thing to be crucified when you are
in the hands of Jesus and Mary! If the good Lord wants to free
you from this beloved illness, I'm sure that that will not be the
'LS.IJ,pp 122-126
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end of it; He will compensate the removal of one cross by
replacing it with another, which could be even heavier than the
first!
The holy cross continues to do its work so long as our nature
is not dead; it fights and crushes it until all life has gone out of
it. Once it has accomplished this, once it has exterminated all
human affections and desires, it will begin to unfold the
wonderful presents that it possesses. It raises the soul to a
divine union, consummation and transformation. Then the soul
no longer seeks to have the cross removed: on the contrary, it
cannot live without it. When there is no longer any suffering,
the soul feels a kind of hunger and emptiness that is
impossible to imagine if you have never experienced it.
So, my dear friend, you should try to forget about your body
and experience a sort of joy when you are suffering. Develop a
love for the cross that God shares with you, allow yourself to
enjoy and take pleasure in it, so that the kingdom of God will
be established in your soul and bring about your sanctification.
Be relaxed, even neutral, during the struggle, resigned and
abandoned under God's protection. Accept whatever blows it
may bring and hide them in your inner depths.
It would be a tremendous grace to ask our Lord that your body
as well as your soul should be totally given up to this holy
indifference and loving abandon in his arms. Don't let your
mind be dominated by the medicines and remedies that you
are taking; use them as though they mean nothing to you.
Think about Jesus alone, living and reigning everywhere. Seek
only ·one thing:. to live in him and to die to yourself so
completely that he alone is you and you are a stranger to
yourself. If you do this, whether you are feeling better or not, it
will not affect your peace of mind. By nature, we feel relief
when things are going better, but worse when they deteriorate.
But if we want to look at things in exactly the same way as the
Holy Spirit does, we must abandon ourselves so completely to
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Him that we are happier in times of suffering than when we are
feeling more at ease.
If a person's state of health prevents him from speaking to
others about God and seeking his greater glory, he must not
feel that he has to get well at all costs so as to serve the Lord.
Generally speaking, our mind should be focused on God
acting within us and our sale aim should be to please him.
Flowing from this, we will try to ensure that He will reign in the
hearts of everybody. An interior movement and not our own
wish should bring us to this. Hence we must take great care to
maintain and nourish a relationship with God in our hearts;
everything else is secondary.
When, through following God's will, we find that we are
incapable of doing anything practical for his glory, we can
experience great suffering. But our peace, our love and our
union with God should grow as a result of this suffering,
because it is something that is coming from God. However, if
this holy and supernatural action gets mixed up in our own
way of doing things, when we are incapacitated as you are at
present, we can feel disturbed and agitated and turn in upon
ourselves; What is born of flesh is flesh, what is born of the
Spirit is spirit.

So, in my opinion, you must not get upset because of the
difference between what you can do and what you would like
to do. Don't push things, be stable and wait upon God to show
you what He wants. Obviously, you should not lose sight of the
sanctification of souls nor of the means to achieve this, but
then, you must not try to go further than where the will of God
is leading you. However, don't conclude from all this that God
doesn't want you to do anything at Reims. Very often, God
chooses ways which are the opposite of what we think are
necessary, thus confounding our human wisdom.
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This is why in everything we should not try to guess what God
intends to do with and through his servants. Our role is to
continue straight down the road, never failing to obey blindly
whatever He wants, but leaving everything in his hands.
Yours in the hearts of Jesus and Mary,

Fr. Libermann
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The dark night of the soul
To Paul Carron] at Saint Sulpice
In Rennes, where he had finished a second year helping in the Eudist
noviciate, Libermann continued his spiritual direction of several
seminarians at Saint Sulpice. Paul Carron. with whom he had a
lengthy correspondence. was one o['them. Carron was going through
adifficult period because of his ill health: it was a!Tecting his studies
and raising doubts about his faith. Libermann had the same
problems, but with a much greater intensity: the advice he gives to
Paul Carron reflects his attitude to the trial thai he himself' was
going through at Rennes.
Rennes, 13 June 1839
Dear Confrere.
May the good Lord keep you in his peace and love. I see that
you are still a poor man, but it doesn't matter as long as you
belong to the Lord. What more do you want? You say that you
do not know whether you belong to Jesus, but you hope so,
and so do II We must cling on to this hope and our hope will
not be confounded.
Keep moving forward in the darkness of the cross of Jesus.
You rejoiced in him when you felt you had his divine light in a
tangible way; but you have no doubt committed several faults
and you certainly had several defects in the past. But you
continued your
.3 all the same, increasing your desire
of belonging entirely to our Lord. This is what he
recommended to his apostles while they enjoyed his visible
presence on earth: Walk in the light while it is day, for the night
comes when no ( Je can work. Now is the moment of the

I
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cross, of privation, of interior darkness, when the senses have
nothing to act upon. It is the moment, dear friend, for living by
faith, a faith full of hope in God's goodness, but mixed with
fear and self-distrust, in a quiet, gentle and peaceful way. I am
speaking of that living faith which exists and acts in the depths
of the soul, which clings to our Lord and to all his words and
acts from the love of Jesus, so as to please him in all things.
This night is most beneficial for it is in it and through it that we
are perfected and gradually lose the defects which cling to us.
Remain before God so that he can act in you according to his
good pleasure, in the midst of all the darkness ...
I see you are still poor and miserable, still suffering and sick.
May the good Lord and our Lady console and strengthen you,
so that you may sanctify yourself by this long infirmity and that
by this means, the perfect love of our Lord will grow constantly
in your heart and take possession of your whole being. This is
the whole man and all the rest is vanity and affliction of spirit.
Don't worry if you can't study and acquire knowledge, even the
knowledge of theology and Scripture; I can assure you that
there can also be a lot of self-love in such studies.
Let everything in you be entirely submissive to God's will and
to the holy and perfect love of Jesus. Let this be the centre of
all your desires, thoughts, words and actions. Be careful not to
be mislead by appearances, but always remain on the solid
and unshakeable foundation of Jesus. Keep your soul united
to him by a love that is pure and holy and let everything else
be guided by this love. As long as you are holy, everything will
work out in accordance with God's will. I heard you are going
on a journey; take care, because there can be both dangers
and advantages in this.
Yours in Jesus and Mary, .
Fr. Libermann
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Libermann's ordeal at Rennes
To Fr. Carhon of Saint S ulpice J

While on his way to Rome in the company of Maxime de la Bruniere
with a view to getting approval for the" Work for the Black People "
from the Sacred Congregation of the Propaganda, Libermann wrote
to M. Carbon, a Sulpician and the director of Saint Sulpice Seminary
in Paris. He explained what had made him leave Rennes where he
was Novice Master/or the E'uclists, with the possibility ofjoining that
Congregation himself: Libermann was not very explicit about the
reason.f(Jr his journey, hut Fr. Carbon was a confrere of Fr. Gallais,
also a Sulpician, and he knew all ahout Libermann '.I' reason .f(Jr
going to Rome.

Lyon, October 15th , 1839
My very dear Father,
As you have always been very kind to me, I think I should let
you know about my movements and some of the reasons why
I have taken this step.
1he whole period I spent with the Congregation of Jesus and
Mary at Rennes was a time of suffering for me. It was not that
which made me leave this poor Congregation but the fact that
I felt absolutely useless and incapable of doing anything for
the glory of God. I found myself there in the noviciate with
three or four people to whom I was of no use whatsoever from
the spiritual point of v; )w. I'd be hard put to explain this to you,
but I can assure that that was the situation. I spoke, I gave
instructions, I tried to inspire fervour, but all my words were
dead, unblessed I-v God and leading to absolutely no spiritual
development: It '1\ S all the worse during the first year because

1
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I had just arrived from the Seminary in Paris where God had
blessed everything I did.
Things got even worse during the second year, but I was able.
to lift myself up a little. I plucked up courage and was· now
ready to accept all this suffering for the rest of my life if that is
what God wanted. The anguish that came from running the
novitiate was so intense that I thought I would never be able to
support it. I can truthfully say that the greatest pain came from
seeing how useless I was to God's Church. This was real, not
a trick of my imagination. My uselessness was accompanied
by such enormous desires to do something for the glory of
God, that the situation became ever harder for me. The whole
year was one long interior depression from which there was no
hope of ever emerging. On the contrary, everything seemed to
be against me and M. Louis himself added considerably to my
pain.
That's how things were for the whole of last year. I saw the
few years remaining for me on this earth adding nothing to the
glory of God, for whom I was willing to give everything. It was
like a running sore in my heart and I could see no way of
escaping from it; anyone aware of the state I was in would
have agreed with me. From time to time, I used to tell myself
that I had to put all my trust in Jesus and Mary, the patrons of
the Congregation (The Eudists); they would protect and guide
it so that everything would change. But then I would feel that
this was a false hope. My life was passing away and my body
was wearing out; I would become totally useless. Nonetheless,
in the middle of all this, my afflicted soul opened up before the
Lord. I waited for his mercy to come to my rescue, even
though I did not deserve it.
So that is the state I was in when I went to Paris in the hope of
finding some consolation and good advice. I found the
consolation but not the advice. I went baCk to Rennes,
comforted by the thought that the good Lord is served and
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g orified by others. But I was still dejected because I could do
nothing and I resolved to just go and bury myself for good if
that was His will. I began to think that the Lord wanted to keep
me there to prepare for my death and I resolved to stop
struggling against all the obstacles to my own desires and
leave everything in the hands of God. I would make serious
preparations for my death. But still I felt this strong and urgent
desire that I had to do something for the glory of the Lord and
his Mother. My greatest fear was that I would waste the
remainder of my life doing nothing.
I finally took the decision to seek advice. As Fr. Lou·is had the
right to read my letters according to the Rule, I used M. de la
Bruniere to seek and receive such advice. The decision made
was that I should leave and this is what I did. I also sought
advice here and was given the same recommendation. When
the moment to leave arrived, I was overcome to think of the
hardship I was causing M. Lou"is and the other confreres when
they heard of my decision to leave and the harm that my
departure would do to this poor Congregation. I ended up in
tears in front of M. Louis and was most distressed. But I still
left.
So that's how things are. I have left Rennes and put myself in
the hands of Providence. I can't tell you any more at the
moment, but I will let you know when the Lord makes clear the
path I must follow. .
When you get the chance, assure M Lou·is and be good to this
poor Congregation in which I retain a genuine interest
although I have had to leave it.
F. Libermann, acolyte.

I'm not staying at the Seminary but with some people I know,
particularly M. Larochette who has helped me enormously.
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Extracts from the Memorandum of Fr.
Tisserant:
The Work for the Black People 1
When Fr Eugene Tisserant had to come back/rom lIaiti in I842. he
was asked to draw up a Memorandum on the origins of the
Congregation of the Immaculate JIeart of Man'. Fr Libermann kept
(//1 eye on the work and corrected it where necessary. adding some 0/
his own notes. As a result. this is a work 0/ considerable importance
Flr the origins o(the Congregation.
13 October 1842
Here are some notes regarding the establishment of this poor
little Congregation of missionaries. The intention of the author
writing these lines is not to give a history of the beginnings of
the little Society, in which, in spite of his unworthiness, he had
the privilege of playing a part, but to give proofs for those who
will come after us that the founding of the Missionaries of the
Holy Heart of Mary was indeed the work of Mary herself. What
follows will undoubtedly show the truth of what I am saying.

The origins of the work
The Founders
How did Mary inspire the desire to start the work on the
missions? I will try to give a brief explanation. I'm writing this
journal very hurriedly as I have only six days to do it before
going on retreat and then I setting out to spread the Good
News in the neglected island of Haiti. So I will not be going
, N.D. I, pp. 589+
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Eugene Tisserant. See index for biographical details
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into detail about the pioneers whom Mary chose to carry out
her work of mercy for the unfortunate descendants of Cham.
Amongst us, everyone knows who these people were, so I will
concentrate on the providential circumstances which found
. each of them available when Mary decided to call them to an
apostolate so dear to her heart.·
.
0

M. Ie Vavasseur, whose family lived on the island of Bourbon,
followed· the custom of well-off families in our colonies and
came to study in France. When he had finished his studies 3 in
Paris, he applied to the Polytechnic to prepare for the career
his family intended for him. He was on the point of being
admitted when a hidden desire to carry the yoke of the Lord
led him to abandon the world and enter the ecclesiastical
state.
He returned to his native land to try to improve his health. He
was very devoted to his studies, but he committed himself so
wholeheartedly to them that he was now completely worn out.
This journey, which did nothing to improve his condition,
nevertheless gave Providence the opportunity to show him the
kind of work that he was called to do.
The state of degradation and neglect of the poor black slaves
in Bourbon made him determined to help these poor people.
He was able to see, once more, just how abandoned they
were. But he knew that they were of infinite value in the eyes
of God so he made up his mind to do something for them.
On his return to France, during the summer of 1836, he could
not forget the plight of these men and his conviction that he
3

At- the College of St. 5tanislas in Paris, where he had also known Frederic Le

Vavasseur
'1

He had excellent results in the preliminary exam; he would have been granted

admission, having gained second place in Maths and shone in all other subjects -

apart from Latin, in which he "could have done better"!
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must do something for them. Despite the absurdity of the idea,
he believed that God wanted him to be their first missionary,
but given his sorry state of health, how could he ever hope to
become a priest? So he did not dare to apply to the Seminary
of Saint-Sulpice ....
Enlightened by the Holy Spirit, the wise spiritual director of Le
Vavasseur was able to see some of the plans of God for this·
young man, even though he seemed to be unsuitable for such
a demanding ministry because of this health. He was worn
out, his migraine was very severe, so how could he study
philosophy or theology? His director told Frederic that God
and Mary would look after him, so our dear confrere sought
entrance to Saint-Sulpice and was accepted. He went to Issy
to study philosophy on 19th August, 1836.
This is not the place to talk about Le Vavasseur's virtues in his
new home; all his fellow students were very impressed by him.
I will just mention his extraordinary humility when faced with
the problems of study. He found it almost impossible to
concentrate on any1hing, so that serious doubts were raised
about his ability to complete the course. Things continued like
this for the next two years, but despite his illnesses, he never
lost sight of the poor slaves in their distress; this was the man
whom Mary had chosen as the first to go to the help of those
poor people ....
At the same time that Le Vavasseur felt so strongly drawn
towards the slaves in Bourbon (he was really only thinking of
the blacks in his own country), Mary, who like God, chooses
the most unlikely people to carry out her plans of mercy. for
men, placed a similar attraction in another of his fellow
students. 5 He also seemed to be most unsuitable for such a
The author of this memorandum, Eugene Tisserant, is now talking about
himself.
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great endeavour. He had entered the seminary of Issy in 1835,
but he had such great difficulties with his philosophical studies
that he was refused the tonsure. 1
On the order of the Archdiocesan Council, the scholarship that
paid for the upkeep of this student was withdrawn. The
directors, acting for his own good and the good of the Church,
which was already suffering so much from the ignorance of its
priests, strongly advised him to give up his dream of
ordination. They also urged him not to take up the offers of a
scholarship that were made to him by other seminaries in
France which were very short of candidates. God's grace
helped him to support this disappointment and humiliation. He
did not want to return to the lay state, but fearing to go against
the will of God by presenting himself to another seminary,
against the advice of his superiors, he decided to join the
Trappists.
After keeping him for a few months in this solitude, God took
away the good health he had so far enjoyed, so once again he
had to leave this peaceful home ... ln his distress, He turned to
Mary. Then suddenly, the superiors and the Council of the
Archdiocese changed their minds again and allowed him back.
(He had been a seminarian again for a few months at Issy
when Le Vavasseur joined it for the first time).
For a long time, he had been greatly concerned about the
pitiable state of the black people on the island of Domenica.
His own mother was Creole and he had often heard of the
immorality of the inhabitants, partly their own fault and partly
because of the terrible example given by a large number of
priests. His great desire for this country was to form a group of
priests living in community, but this seemed to be a pipeI The Sulpicians followed the practice of accepting candidates for the tonsure
after one year ofphilosophy if their vocation appeared to be strong and they had
the required intellectual ability.
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dream! And yet this poor seminarian,
.was powbrless to
do anything about it, was called to
work by Mary and
eventually given the happiness of blirg part: of \ such a
community,

l

.'

The third member whom Mary chose to
this
would
become its father and guide.? He mJ,t
not
expecting to be called to lead this greaienterprise.
had
hidden his plans from him and from
around him, He had
entered Saint-Sulpice in 1827, a year after the Lord'had called
him into his Church from his state of strbng and ardent belief
in Jewry, There was nothing outstandingtabout him as regards
study, but his dedication and devotion was certainly
remarkable, God did not allow Libermanh to remain unknown;
his superiors were very impressed and ithanked God for the
graces given him, Several fellow-students were equally aware
of this from the early days and sought his' spiritual advice,
It was during the four years he spent at :the seminary in Paris
that God sent him a terrible trial, an illneks that prevented him
from advancing further than the order!,, of acolyte,' He was
stricken with epilepsy and he would have a relapse every time
the days for ordination came round. This was how Libermann
spent his first four years at Saint-Sulpice,;
As the sickness continued, towards the end of his final year
the Council of the Archbishop of Paris, in whose diocese he
had been destined to serve, decided to end his scholarship, It
fell to Fr. Carbon,8 a member of the Council, to inform him,
with great regret, that as there was no hope of his ever being
ordained, it was in his own interest to leave the seminary and
use the remainder of his young years to start another career.
'j

This refers to Francis Libermann, who, at that time, was in the Eudist Novitiate

at Rennes,
8

Superior of the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice in Paris

'I

I,
I
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This
who
like a father and is presently one of
the most zealous promoters of the work of the Society of the
Heart ofl Mary, even1 offered to help him financially for his
return to secular life.l,l

(1

accepted ;Jhis decision peacefully as coming from
his charitable superior for' his
Providence and
kindnesd and the grEiilt interest he had always shown in him.
He just asked to be
the date when he should leave, calmly
stating: "can never gbback into the world. I am sure that God
will look after me. Tbese words so touched the heart of this
good superior,
that h1e hastened to assure Libermann that he
.
would do all in his power to ensure that the seminary of SaintSulpice would take C:are of him until he died. So, Libermann
left the seminary witr the financial support of the Sulpicians
until the time when Mary would take him from his obscurity to
be the Father of the little family she would confide to him.
,
Towards' the end of 1 1831, the Sulpicians sent him to Issy
to eighteen months doing nothing but·
where he spent
pray and look after the trees. He told me this recently. The
following years were more fruitful. He was deeply moved each
day, even to the point of tears, to see the unfortunate effect
that cholera and the political crises of those days were having
on the majority of the seminarians, both at Issy and Paris. He
could no longer restrain himself: he was determined to do
something for those with whom he was living. He managed to
persuade the superiors at Issy and Paris to let him try to
restore the spirit of Our Lord to these men who would be the
channels for the grace of God to reach the people. 1

.

In this hidden obscurity, Libermann suffered greatly, above all

from men 'who, in good faith, believed they were serving God
I This refers to the setting up of the. "Bandes de Pietes" in the Seminary of Saint
Sulpice. They were groups of students who wished to deepen their spiritual life
under the guida-nee of libermann.
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by strongly opposing everything that he was trying to do to
restore the spirit of the priesthood to this seminary. But there
were some consolations for him. Several of the students were
greatly helped by his efforts and Mary guided me to be part of
that group. During the final five years of his stay with the
Sulpicians, he fulfilled the modest role of assistant bursar of
the seminary of Issy.
In the summer of 1837, he left Saint-Sulpice and went to
Rennes to be with M. Louis, the Superior of the Eudists. In this
Congregation he hoped to do something good for the salvation
of souls. M. Louis himself had earnestly begged him to come
there and he made him novice master two months after his
arrival. He discovered that this Society, despite the dedication
of its director, was in a state of deep disorder, but all his efforts
to improve the situation came to nothing. He remained in this
community for about six months, struggling with all sorts of
difficulties and always weighed down by his own cruel
infirmity, which seemed to close the door for ever on his desire
for ordination.
It was then that Le Vavasseur, who had often talked to him of
the misfortunes and abandonment of the poor black people in
Bourbon, wrote him a letter in February or March of 1839,
asking advice on how to give spiritual help to the slaves in this
colony and the surrounding islands.

flere we omit two sectiolls o{Tisseranl'.\· Memorandum:
One: 1he plans Tisserant and Le Vavasseur made in
Paris for work in the islands (J{ Bourbon and SI.
J)omenica. wilh Ihe hell' o{ the Sulpicians and Fr.
Desf;enet/es of" (Jur Lady o{ Victories. This was Ihe slarl
o{ the project pJr the Work for the Black Peoples, coming
10 the aid o{ slaves ill their respeclive islands (In facl,.
slavery had long beell abolished in lIaiti). They
submit/ed Iheir projecl 10 Libermann who. by letler.
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encouraged them to unite their e!l()rts, without giving
any impressioll that he would he involved himselF
Two: The ahove was .followed hy the events in Renne,I',
which can he found in the following text (Chapter 1, Text
9), It is an account o/Lihermann 's missionary vocation

The Journey to Rome

Libermann made his way to Lyon, passing through Paris
where, apart from M Pinault with whom he could forget his
troubles for a moment, the Lord had another setback for him,10
He spent a brief time in the capital before arriving in Lyon, just
before the vigil of the day11 when this city shows its devotion to
the privileges and prerogatives of the Immaculate Conception
of Mary, By special favour of the Holy See, this town had
publicly honoured Mary under this title for seven centuries, On
this very day, the canonical erection of the Archconfraternity of
the Holy and Immaculate Conception for the conversion of
sinners took place in the church of Our Lady of Fouvieres,
Mary inspired our good Father to go to this place of grace and
blessings and, on this day more than on any other, she
showed him her great love, M, Libermann felt the strength of
her prayer, united to those of many others praying with him
and for him: He was cured of his sufferings in this Marian
shrine, Strengthened by the Consoler of the afflicted, who
balm on his wound, he would never again fear the evils
of this world,
Whilst he was in Lyon, he went to see the superior of a
religious house, He was received very badly and this superior

10

This was about his plan to go to Rome which was being opposed as imprudent

by a virtuous woman in whom he had great confidence.
U

Libermann confirmed this date himself in Tisserant's text.
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burst into laughter on hearing the plans of M. Libermann; he
then walked out of the parlour, without saying anything. There
were various other minor things which added to Libermann's
sufferings, but Mary kept him calm and helped him to see that
God wanted him to persevere, despite the scorn of men. 12
After three weeks in Lyon, where he was waiting the arrival of
the sub-deacon who was going with him to Rome, he moved
on to Marseille where his companion had already arrived. It
seemed that Libermann had gone down in his estimation. He
had had a deep veneration for Libermann because of his piety:
he was convinced that he was immune from any kind of
temptation. Now, he was scandalised that Libermann had
been afflicted by so many setbacks and he put this down to his
lack of experience in such matters; he could not believe that
such things could happen to a man whom he regarded as a
saint. It now became evident that he was likely to abandon the
project completely. They sailed from Marseille and arrived in
Rome, the capital of Christianity and stayed together for about
two months. Finally they separated and the young man
abandoned the thought of working for the salvation of the
black people. This sub-deacon, who had various problems of
his own, was passing through a period of spiritual depression.
Finally, he found relief at one of the altars of Mary13 and went
back to Paris where he joined the Missions Etrangeres de
Paris and went to China. 14

17.

This is a note added by Libermann.

13

In the basilica of St. Mary Major.

HOM de la Bruniere seems to have been drawn for a short t'lme into our work by a
providential intervention of Mary:

to help in setting up the work of which, in principle, he was to be the
su·perior;
He was the one Mary used to persuade Libermann to leave Rennes and go to

Rome;
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Libermann often used to say that most of those who initially
rushed to join their little society were not destined to stay in
it. 15 The departure of M. de la Bruniere had the same effect on
three other confreres who were equally talented, For this. let
us praise the secret plans of Mary. No doubt these young
men, full of eagerness to do good and so devoted to the
salvation of their neighbours, were too brilliant and outstanding
for the work that she had in mind; she wanted to pour out her
blessings on our poor black people by choosing the unlikeliest
of workmen to accomplish it!
or Libermann',\' stay in Home we are onlv giving that

port

Tisserutlt 's memorondum which folks

the drqjt

or the Rule and explains the choice or the name,
"Missionaries of'thc Most I/oly I/cart or Mary. "

Draft of the Rule

M. Libermann, while no longer putting any hope in men but
reluctant to depend on God alone, decided to wait quietly and
unnoticed until Mary chose to give growth to the seed she had
planted. He retired alone to the little garret which served as his
home. He only went out to visit one or other of the churches in
Rome, or to help and instruct some poor person, or go to the
prison to teach and maybe convert some prisoner. He lead a
very frugal life, sometimes suffering from fevers or other
sicknesses. Now that he had no close friend in Rome, apart
from Jesus and Mary, he felt drawn to begin writing the
He was the man who would cover Libermann's costs on his journey and
during his stay in Rome.
l'j
"He told me this several times during the holiday he spent at Issy, without
specifically naming anyone, nor giving any clue as to who it might be." (one of
Tisserant's notes.)
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Constitutions for the little work which had brought him to the
Holy City. He felt strongly that God wanted him to do this,
although his own inclination would have been to take care of
his own soul in solitude. But every time he made a start, he
found he had no idea how to go about it and abandoned his
plans, even though he knew that God wanted him to do this
work. In the midst of all this confusion, seeking enlightenment
and blessing from God upon what he was undertaking, he
decided to make a pilgrimage to the seven major basilicas of
Rome. It was then that he got the idea of consecrating the
work to the Heart of Mary and to give her name to our
missionaries. 16
Libermann himself had always had a very strong devotion to
the Heart of Mary. It had developed especially during the time
he spent with the Eudist Fathers, a Congregation consecrated
to the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. Once he appreciated
the marvels wrought by her Immaculate Heart through the
Archconfraternity, the devotion became the centre of his
spiritual life. But he had to take great care not to impose his
own personal wishes over those of the good Lord or his
confreres. He was determined to put great emphasis on
devotion to the Heart of Mary, because we had all benefited so
much from her help. But it was not yet clear enough that God
and Mary wanted this to be the first and fundamental article of
our Institute, making the Holy Heart of Mary our principle
patron.
Several potential members of the future society had made it
known, often by letter to M Libermann, that they would be very
happy to see our community adopt the title of "Priests of the
Holy Heart of Mary". But, with the exception of one, all the
other confreres who had asked for this finally decided that God
was not calling them to stay with us. Le Vavasseur, who was
16

.

Cf. L 5 III p360, letter of 9 February, 1844, to M. Desgenetles
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so devoted to Mary, had wanted us at one point to be called
"The Fathers of the Cross".
Now it happened that at the time that this clear-cut idea came
to Libermann, he had been unable to work on the
Constitutions each time he took up his pen to do so. But
inspired by the wish of the others, he decided to devote the
society to the Holy Heart of Mary. Immediately, all his
difficulties vanished. He wanted to honour her as the model for
apostolic life. The more he fixed on this idea, the more Mary
enlightened him, far beyond anything he had known until then.
It was thus that he wrote the Rule, just as it is today. When it
was finished,17 he realised, for the first time, that it was Mary
herself who had inspired him when writing these regulations;
the order and sequence that emerged was something that he
had never even dreamt of. 18
While he was doing this work, he received no news from the
Vatican. He seemed to have been forgotten, almost as if a test
was being made of his decision to leave everything in the
hands of God. Even his conduct was vilified and his motives
were questioned by some. 19 Humanly speaking, everything
was lost. He was running out of money and he began to think
about hiding himself away, forgotten by all, so that he could
live solely for God, in JesuS Christ. The moment when
everything would blossom with regard to the poor blacks, was
entirelY,in the hands of Mary.
"M. Libermann did not finish draWing up the draft of the rule until the
beginning of 1840" (note by P. Tisserant)

1/

18

"The order and sequence is not perfect and requires some serious correction;

but it did in fact happen as if by itself and when it was finished, M Libermann sow
that the order was much better than anything he hod hoped for." (This is a note
added by Father Libermann).
19 "Libermann was accused of going to Rome to toke advantage of the good faith
of the Hoiy See and to get ordained, despite his illness". (Note from P. Tisserant.)
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But first, let us cast our minds back, to see what Mary was
doing to bring about this project which was so close to her
heart. For the last three months, the Holy See had been
collecting all the necessary information it needed about M.
Libermann. The Papal Nuncio in France conducted the
enquiry himself. From the Seminary in Paris, he received
nothing but glowing testimonials. Encourage by this favourable
response, the Sacred Congregation of the Propaganda set
about examining in detail the document that Libermann had
submitted.
We are leaving out most or the material relating to
Ubermalll1's time il1 Rome. as well as his return to
France. to the Major Seminary il1 Strasbourg. There he
prepared himsell./()r his ordination which took place at
Amiens on the J8/h September, 1841.
We take up the thread again at the Congregation '.I'
noviciate (4' La Neuville. with the temptation of Frederic
Le Vavasseur, who had
the noviciate in January..
1841. On the 2nd February, .1842, having overcome his
temptation to leave the Congregation, he made his
consecration to the Society of the Holy Heart 0/ Mary at
the church or Notre-Dame-des- Victoires and recognised
Libermann as the superior of this infant Congregation.

On the feast of the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple and
the Purification of the Blessed Virgin, at the foot of the altar of
the Immaculate Heart of Mary in the church of Notre-Damesdes-Victoires, M. Le Vavasseur was granted victory over the
temptation 20 which had been the longest and most violent he
had ever experienced.
The following is an explanatory note of Libermann himself: "What gave rise to
this temptation of our good brother were the opinions of men/ otherwise
genUinely pious and capable. M. Le VovQsseur consulted too many different
people, receiving imprudent advice from some; as a result he was thrown into
/.0
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Ithad been a terrible trial,21 but the outcome was so beneficial
to his soul that this more than made up for his enormous
suffering. It was during the night of this feast, which Le
Vavasseur spent entirely in the shrine of Mary that calm
returned to him at the very moment he made his promises to
her. He had asked our Superior for permission to make his
consecration according to the rule of our little Society
doubt and confusion and made several serious mistakes. For the three months
that this continued, the only way Le Vavasseur could escape was to take refuge
with all speed in the Heart of Mary by going to the naviciate chapel.
What made me aware of his interior agony (which was the very crucible by which
he would be purified during the retreat he made at Notre-Dame-des-Victoires
before making his promises), was when I saw the suffering he was going through.
He told me of this severol times and it brought tears to my eyes when he said that
what he hod undergone was infinitely more painfUl and frightening than anything

he could ever have imagined.

If what I have written falls into the hands of anyone with me in the noviciate, I beg
them to lay no accusation of weakness against our brother. We

Ofe

all 50 weak

but GDd knDws whDt we con take Dnd what we connot and He IDDks after us in his
greDt mercy. Proyer and DcknDwledgement Df Dur own weakness, suppDrted by

courage and patience, will build up our interior life and, with fidelity to grace, will

lead to sanctity. Le Vovasseur knew this and eDrned the fruit of viCtDry over
himself which led tD his Dwn spiritual advance and that of the souls Mary destined
him to direct. "Homo non tentatus, quid scit? Oportet per multos tribulationes
intrare in regnum Dei".

When Le Vavasseur left us to gD to Bourbon just a few days after making his
promises, although the temptotiDn I've spoken about had passed and a stronger
desire tp sacrifice himself for God had replaced hiS dreadful trial, nevertheless he
still hod a trace of the suffering which,had hurt him SD much. However, the letters
he wrote us show that thrDugh the grace of Our Lord and his Blessed Mother,
despite this lingering weakness, he had gained the victory as can be seen from the
fruit of his work."
This temptation was nothing compared to the one he was to experience in
Bourbon, which lasted for two years.

I]
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(although it was not yet completed) at the very altar at which
Mary had already shown us so many favours.
Two days after the Superior had brought us all together again,
the Heart of Mary appointed Le Vavasseur to be the
instrument of her merciful love to the slaves on Bourbon. He
set out, freed from the dreadful temptation which had tortured
him for so long, full of confidence, love and hope in Our Lady,
of whom he spoke so effusively in all his letters. For the sake
of all my dear brothers in the Society. of the Holy Heart of
Mary, I am reproducing here the words of consecration used
by him at the foot of the shrine. He offered himself to her, and
through her to Jesus, as a priest-servant of the poor of Christ:

Paris. ;!'d February, Feast of the 'purification.
My dear father,
Here I am, entirely at your disposal for the sake of Mary. I
have spent the whole of the night at the feet of our good
Mother, as a victim begging her to receive me and offer me to
the adorable Trinity and her Son. I implored her to let me know
if she wants me to do more than I did this morning when I
made the promises which I sent to you on 30th January. [' ..J I
made these promises relying solely on the grace of our Master
and the help of his Mother. I hope she will keep me faithful to
them, to her glory and that of her Son .... It seems that I have
another heart for you. I would like you to read out these
promises to our confreres at La Neuville. Perhaps you would
prefer that I renew them in their presence next Sunday.
Here are the promises I made:

"Desirous of giving my soul and to consecrate myself for ever
to the Most Holy Trinity and to our adorable Master, Our Lord
Jesus Christ, so that all that I have and all that I know be used
solely for their greater glory, and being completely unworthy of
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offering myself and putting myself forward to their infinity
holiness, I have had recourse to the Most Holy and
Immaculate Heart of Mary, who is all love and mercy, who
receives those who turn to her with so much more tenderness
because they are wretched sinners.
I give and consecrate myself without reserve to this divine
Heart, the refuge of sinners and to Jesus Christ our adorable
Master, so that he may use me for his own greater glory,
according to his will and desire.
'
And I recognise that as M Libermann has been chosen and
appointed Superior of this new-born Congregation by those
who wish to be part of it, he is for me, on earth, Mary herself...
It is through him that I will know the will of her holy Heart and
be employed and directed according to her intentions. I want
to respect and love him as I would Mary and to be just as open
to his wishes as I would be to hers.
I would have liked to have consecrated myself to this holy
Heart, through the person of my Superior, by vows of
obedience and poverty, but since it seems that I must wait
some time for this privilege, whilst still keeping this intention to
thus make the vows, and because it is without any reservation
that I want to give myself to the Heart of Mary, I promise at the
feet of my good Mother, in the presence of my adorable
Master and of his sacrament of love, obedience to M.
Libermann whom I recognise as Superior of the Congregation
of the Missionaries of the Most Holy Heart of Mary. I give
myself to him to be used in the building up of this
Congregation, in accordance with the rules drawn up at the
end of 1841. I will take the appointment that he chooses to
give me and I promise that I will never leave him or the
Congregation without his permission.
I also cede to him, for the Congregation of the Missionaries of
the Holy Heart of Mary, everything that lawn or may possess
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in the future, no longer keeping anything for myself. I give all
to the most Holy Heart of Mary".
'
M. Libermann answered this letter from our dear brother with
the letter which follows; I ask all who read it to reflect on it in .
the presence of God. Let us always remember this: it is our
unity in the love of Jesus that will give us strength and assure
the future of our little Congregation. If I have put any obstacles
in the way of building this unity between us, I beg pardon of
God and of my confreres.
La Neuville, 4th February, 1842
Jesus, Mary, Joseph
My very dear brother,
I am most unworthy of the consolation that Our Lord gives me,
because I deserve nothing of the sort and should rather
receive troubles and sorrows. God knows I would never reject
them. All I ask of him is that we may be united by his great
love amongst us. I hope that he will grant me this favour, even
at the cost of the greatest afflictions that he wishes to send
me. Rest assured, I fear nothing, because I am confident that
the Holy Heart of Mary will take pity on us and allow no enemy
to disturb us, particularly at this time when we have. the
greatest need of peace and unity. Our Holy Mother has given
you a tremendous grace; I hope that I too will profit by this for
the good of our poor Society and the saving of many souls. I
have done nothing myself, I have earned nothing. On the
contrary, I offer myself to our Lord and our holy Mother, willing
to suffer every sort of hardship that divine Providence finds
proper to send me for the benefit of this poor, little work. By
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the grace of God, I will be very happy, even in the midst of
great hardships, as long as we retain our unity in the love of
. Jesus and Mary.
I often think of the Order for the Redemption of Captives. They
had several founders, but those saintly men lived in perfect
. unity of mind and heart, in pursuit of the glory of God. We lack
this unity, even though we are such poor men and seem to be
incapable of doing anything for the glory of God. Our divisions
are preventing us from carrying out the task that has been
entrusted to us, even though we are children of Mary as these
men were.
I will tell you something now that I have never shared with
anybody before. I used to be completely crushed by the
thought that the enemy still had some influence over us. But
what consoled me, and even gave me great hope, was that in
spite of everything, the protection of Mary, our dearest Mother,
showed itself in so many ways. This led me to believe that it
was her intention to destroy the power of this enemy. [' .. JMary
is here to help us; she will complete the destruction of this
contemptible enemy and we will overcome his evety ruse and
strategy. Forget the past, my dear brother, and rejoice in the
present. Give yourself entirely to Mary, who is so full of love
for us, and live as her child.
.
Yours in the Holy Heart of Mary,
Ubermann, priest
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More extracts from the memorandum of Fr.
Tisserant: the missionary vocation of
Francis Libermann 1
28 th December 1839
Signed on the 13/h October, 1842, this part of the Memorandum is
concerned with what happened in 1839, when Lihermann finally
decided to join the project for the black people which had been
conceived by his friends. Tisserant and Le Vavasseur. It includes the
leiter that Lihermann wrote to Le Vavasseur on the very day that he
received a "tiny spark " from God about his missionary vocation.

1839
Very little happened during the three months before the
holiday in 1839 as regards the work for the black people, apart
from Libermann writing to one or other members to encourage
us to follow our calling to serve. Jesus and Mary through
working for the poor black people.
In June and July of that year, Libermann was afflicted with
various ailments and other problems which made him think of
leaving the Eudists, but without any thought of working on our
project which he had found so attractive. This was simply
because the Lord had not yet prompted him in that direction.
He felt he should stay with the Community of Jesus and Mary
2 until God moved him to do otherwise.
During the holidays, he went to Paris. With his help, more
research was done on the Work for the Black People and the
plans were gradually becoming clearer. Some more
, N.D. I, pp.659-665
7

This is the name the Eudists gave to their institute
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seminarians decided to join the original three 1 while others felt
attracted without fUlly committing themselves. Up to that point,
only Tisserant and Le Vavasseur had made a definitive
decision. Personally, I had not thought much more about the
blacks of Santo Domingo, leaving it in the hands of God and
Mary. The Archconfraternity continued to pray for this
unfortunate country, supported, to same extent, by the
associates of Notre-Dames-des-Victoires. It was the same for
Bourbon. I hadn't even thought of keeping Libermann up to
date with our proposals for that island whilst he was in
Rennes. But then he came to hear about what had transpired
three months before with the secretary of President Boyer;
and he got quite excited about it and hoped that
circumstances might allow us to go to Haiti first of all.
But Providence did not give us this joy until later, after we had
turned our attention to Bourbon, as you will see in this short
narrative. This was the state of affairs when Libermann
returned to Rennes, towards the end of September 1839,
disappointed but ready to stay with the
in the
seminary which he had not been able to solve, unless God
would indicate that he wanted him to leave.
He had hardly been there for eight days, when he was joined
by one of those destined to be part of our work. This was the
sub-deacon whom we have met before, M. de la Bruniere, a
1

Le Vavasseur, de la Bruniere, and Tisserant. Others who were showing an

interest in the work were Luquet, Bureau, Bonalgues, Pap ilion, Oudin and a few

others.
7

This disorder was due to a failure to observe the Rule, insubordination, a lack of

order and a poor community spirit" (Note of the Ven Father).

5 "I recall that Libermonn, when he spoke to me about the difficulties and
troubles that he experienced at Rennes, added that he hod always believed there
was

something

diabolical

Schwindenhammer).

in
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rich young man, very fervent and able. He had just finished his
theology and as Le Vavasseur was his junior, it was foreseen
that de la Bruniere would be the leader of the project. In any
case, it would have been difficult for Le Vavasseur to be
Superior of those who wanted· to enter this association, as he
did not have enough experience and was unlikely to have
gained their confidence.
De la Bruniere spent about two months with the Eudists at
Rennes. He could see at once Libermann's unhappy state of
mind and the insurmountable difficulties that the devil had put
in his way, as he tried to help this Congregation. 1 But
Libermann had begun to feel strongly that he should give
himself wholly to this work for the black people. The first
occasion when Mary put this idea into his head was on
October 25th , 1839, a day that is celebrated as the Feast of the
Sacred Heart in the Congregation of Jesus Apostles and Mary;
three days later, as he told me himself, it became even clearer
to him that this is what he had to do, so he finally arrived at a
definitive decision. He always regarded this day as one of the
happiest in his life, because of the grace that Mary had given
him to recognise what his role in the Church was to be. It was
the feast of the Apostles Simon and Jude.
I have before me a letter that Libermann wrote to Le
Vavasseur that same day. I invite all our brothers to read it as
a source of edification and advice. The aim of the letter was to
get Le Vavasseur to pray for him and to ask others to do
likewise, so that he could be certain that this idea was really
coming from God. He also wanted to be assured if he should
to go to Rome, an idea which had started to form itself in his
mind.
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28 October, Rennes, SS Simon and Jude, 1839
Dear brother,
M. de la BruniiHe came to see me last night to urge me to offer
Holy Communion to God on behalf of the poor and beloved
black people. We did this and the Lord in his goodness gave
me some enlightenment. I don't want to tell you about it just
yet: I think it is good to wait for the idea to mature a little in the
presence of God, to see if this tiny spark develops into a much
clearer light. Before attempting to share such plans with
others, they need to be clearer so that we can all consider
them in depth before God. Please pray about this and ask the
confreres to do the same, because it is ve!y important.
Encourage eve!ybody in their love for the black people. And
ask M. Tisserant to send me a copy of his memorandum.

I shall give some thought to the Constitutions when I have
time. I would have preferred to postpone reflecting on those
things until after the project had passed through the hands of
the Holy See. But Fathers Galais and Pinault want me to do it
and I do see some advantage in having the Constitutions
sketched out before they are presented to the Holy See,
especially regarding the way they should be formulated. I think
that my plan will meet with some difficulties, but I will still
follow it, leaving the Lord to take care of any obstacles which
arise.
M. de la Bruniere encourages me and is in perfect agreement
with what I have in mind. I want our project to be solid, fervent
and apostolic: in other words, a commitment to all or nothing!
This "all" is a great deal, and weak people will not be ready to
give or do so much. But this is something to be happy about:
we don't want timid people joining a Congregation which is
completely apostolic. We only need fervent and generous
members who will give themselves entirely and are ready to
undertake and suffer all things for the greater glo!y of God.
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I believe that alJ who are calJed to give themselves to God in
this work must be ready to undertake and suffer anything.
They wilJ be left in no doubt when they see that the rule
demands a high state of perfection and a total dedication to
the Lord. Encourage them and telJ them to make themselves
ready before God to undertake anything, to silffer death even death on the cross. It is only at this price that we wilJ be
able to share in the spirit and apostolic glory of Jesus Christ,
the Sovereign Lord and model of apostles.
Please telf Fr Pinault that I am waiting to hear from him. He
never telfs me anything about this great and beautiful work
and leaves me completely in the dark. 1 hope to write to him
within two weeks, telling him what the good Lord has made
known to M. de la Bruniere and myself.
We have already met some disappointment and our hopes
have sometimes been frustrated; but we must not let this
discourage us. We must wait until Our Lord and his Mother
develop what, after alf,' is their work. Telf alf those who wish to
.join us that they must not get too excited when things are
going welf, which is what happened when M. de Brandt
seemed interested in becoming a' member. But neither must
t!)gy give way to sadness and depression when they meet with
tidversity and their hopes do not materialize. They wilJ have to
be always humble and poor before He who is the Head and
Lord of alf. Let them put alf their hope in His goodness and
love.
M. de la Bruniere and I wilf offer Holy Communion for our dear
black p[people on the feast of Alf Saints. Unite your intention
to ours and ask Frs. Pinault and Galais to do the same if you
think it is wise.
Yours in the most holy love of Jesus and Mary."
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Despite the powerful attraction to the work that he had
experienced on the Feast of Simon and Jude, Libermann had
considerable doubts about those who wished to join him. He
had met several young men eager to fly to the help of the
blacks at the first opportunity, but he wasn't sure of their
perseverance. This included the young Sub-deacon, M. de la
Bruniere. He began to have doubts about him towards the end
of the two months he had spent in Rennes. He had little hope
for my own perseverance - and rightly so, because without the
help of Mary, his fears would probably have been fulfilled. He
even doubted if he could count on Le Vavasseur.
Indeed, human humanly speaking, a work riddled with
difficulties of every sort such as ours seemed to be impossible.
The wisest people would have trembled to attempt such a
thing as it demanded so many virtues and such apostolic
commitment. As for we young and inexperienced people,
hardly capable of surviving the regime of a seminary where we .
were totally protected and sheltered, how could we even think
of undertaking such a venture? Knowing us as he did,
Libermann was quite right to have doubts about our suitability.
But, putting his full trust in her who gives strength to the weak
and acts as Mother to the poor, "Maria mater pauperum", he
dared to hope in the mercy of Mary for each one of us. He
decided to carry on and after asking M. Pinault to join us, he
continued to lead and counsel us.
From the moment Libermann decided to leave the Eudists to
join us, he did not hesitate. He left Rennes three says after the
feast of St., Andrew on the feast of Francis Xavier, a man who,
like Andrew, was attached to the cross of Christ. Libermann
had never experienced such heavy sorrows, a veritable dark
night of the soul. Temptations came from every quarter and
evil of every kind seemed to seek him out. His greatest worries
were the doubts he sometimes had about the work for the
black peoples which had been confided to him and the scorn
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of his elders and friends. Several of the early supporters of the
project fell away, he had no money and his sickness, although
slightly improved, was still very much with him. Finally, he was
upset at the thought of the suffering his departure would
inevitably cause Fr. Louis, the superior of the Eudists, ancfthe .
other members of his Congregation.
But despite these doubts and sufferings, he still felt that God
wanted him to leave Rennes. He allowed this difficult trial for
the sanctification and progress of our dear. Father. When
someone has passed through the crucible of the most severe
temptations, he is more understanding of others and is able to
console and direct those in a similar situation. Such was the
test that Our Saviour gave Francis Libermann as an
immediate preparation for the plans that He had for in store for
him. This was the path that Mary traced out for him, a grace
for which he always thanked her, once the storm had
subsided.
Two days before he left the Eudists, he wrote a letter to Fr.
Louis, telling him of this final decision. He also descr.ibed the
dreadful sufferings bearing so weightily upon him, begging him
not to try and make him change his mind, as that would just
break the reed that was already bruised, without influencing
the decision that God had brought him to. He told him that he
would be leaving immediately, fearing that his torment might
lead to another crisis in his health.
Fr. Louis replied to this letter by telling Libermann that his
plans were an illusion from the devil and an effect of self-love.
When he met Libermann, he did his best to stop him leaving
by every argument he could think up. But nothing would now
prevent his departure, no matter how black the future might
seem and how futile the enterprise. This letter and the
remonstrations of the Superior of the Eudists broke his heart;
so fearing that it might make him so ill that his departure would
have to be delayed, he left immediately. His letter to Fr. Louis
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had been written on the feast of 5t Andrew and he left Rennes
on the day that the Church celebrates the Apostle of India,
Francis Xavier.
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The road to Rome: fear of the unknown
To Samson Libermann 1

Libermann had leli Rennes on the )"t December i839,despite the
lively opposition
Fr. Louis de la Moriniere 2 lie decided to go to
Rome with M. de la Bruniete to throw light on their project, the
"Work for the Black People". lie only passed through Paris to see
M. Pinault. lie arrived in Lyon on December 7'h and on the 8th he
made the pilgrimage to Notre-Dame-de-Fourviere, where he found
peace and strength. Four days later, he wrote to his brother Samson,
a medical doctor in Strasbourg, to bring him up to date on his
situation. This important letter reaffirms how determined he was to
obey the will of God. by taking this extraordinary decision which
would lead him into the unknown. in "Notes et Documents". Fr.
Cabon corrects the date of the letter ./Tom 10 th December, given in
th
"LeUres Spirituelles", to 12 December.

Praised be Jesus and Mary!
Lyon,
12 December 1839
Mr dear brother and sister,
You must be surprised to receive a letter from Lyon. This is
indeed strange and I myself would not have expected it a year
ago. Give your mind and your heart to Our Lord and neither
judge nor examine things according to the spirit of the world,
otherwise you will suffer great grief because of me. But if you
see things in God, you will have no trouble findirlg peace and
calm, and you will end by experiencing true interior joy. I
should like to tell you exactly how things stand, but the good
1

N.D. I, p. 672 & l.S. II, pp. 299-303

'The Superior General of the Eudists
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Lord doesn't want it yet; so I must remain silent for a while and
leave you in a state of uncertainty.
I have left Rennes forever. This is most imprudent, if not sheer'
folly, according to those who judge things in worldly ways. I
would have enjoyed a certain security if I had stayed there, but
it would be dreadful for me to look for an, easy time on this
earth and to be honoured and esteemed! Dear friends,
remember one thing: this world passes away and our life spent
in it lasts but an instant When our flesh is rotting in the grave,
it will mean nothing at all to have led a comfortable life on
earth; our eternity will not be any happier for it Those who
seek only happiness on this earth seek their own comfort and
sensual pleasure; but a Christian who is totally committed to
the service of God must consider both comfort and discomfort,
honour and humiliation as things that are indifferent and
inconsequential. Why seek to have an easy life upon earth
unless it be because of self-love? Let us give ourselves to the
love of Jesus, and not to the love of ourselves. What does it
matter if I am overwhelmed with all sorts of setbacks provided
I belong to God and serve him as he wishes? And what could
be better for living this life of love than crosses, privations,
pains, and afflictions of all kind?
I have left Rennes. I no longer have any man or any creature
on earth in whom I can place my trust. I have nothing. I know
neither what will become of me nor how I shall even be able to
live. I shall live a life which, by worldly standards, is
despicable, forgotten, leglected and useless. A great number
of those who loved anJ respected me will surely disapprove of
my conduct Perhaps I will even be looked on as insane or
insufferably proud. I shall be despised and might even suffer
persecution. And who on earth will give me even a little
consolation in return? I am therefore a lost individual, an outcast.
This is the only way in which flesh can reason when it is left to
itself; but do we want to remain men according to the flesh? If
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there were nothing in which to place our hope except In mud
and dung, filth and human rottenness, we would indeed be
miserable!
My dear friends, let us rejoice that we have a Father in
heaven, a loving and loveable Lord Jesus as well as a
wonderful Mother. They will never abandon those who give
themselves completely for their glory and their love. So have
no fear whatsoever on my behalf; I am the happiest man in the
. world, because I no longer possess anything but God, Jesus
and Mary; I am already in heaven, while still living on earth! If
God wants me to lead a hard and painful life, so much the
better; I know he will give me his strength and his love and
that is all I need. My only hope is in Jesus and Mary; it should
be the same with both of you.
But even with all this verbiage and I still haven't come to the
facts! All I can tell you at this time is that you mustn't worry
about me. Consider me as one dead and buried; pray God for
the good of my soul and for the accomplishment of his most
holy will. I can't tell you at present what the good Lord is
asking of me; I shall just say that I will continue the work which
He, in his goodness, is asking me to do and that I will put all
my trust in him.
I believe that the time for explanations has not yet arrived, so
don't be angry with me on that account. It is his will that I
remain silent. In any case, such things ought not to be
disclosed in a letter. I shall give you news later, but it may be
quite some time before I can write. Don't worry if I make you
wait. I hope to be able to see you some time within the next
two years, so rest assured and give yourselves more and
more to God. Live with fervour and love, as true children of
Jesus and Mary, in whose love I am wholly yours.
Francis Libermann, acolyte.
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P.S. All my love to the children. Tell Marie not to be upset
because of this letter. Let her pray often to Our Lady, asking
her especially that I may be able to visit you within the next
eighteen months or two years. Meanwhile, I would be so
happy if she tries very hard to become a better Christian each
day.

,
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Commentary on the Gospel according to
Saint John
The Cardinal Prefect of the Propaganda had told Libermann that
ordination would be a condition for graming approval for the
missionary project he had submitted to the Holy See. While waiting
for a bishop who was willing to do this, he decided to pass the time
by writing a commentary on the Gospel of St. John. He started this in
his attic, which had been previously inhabited hy pigeons, and
worked on it from the beginning oj' September to the middle of
Novemher, 1840. For this Anthology, we have chosen extracts from
his comments on Chapters 3 and 10 oj'St. John's Gospel.

Commentary on the Gospel of Saint John
by Fran<;ois Marie-Paul Libermann

An important note before reading this Commentary
May God alone be praised and glorified in all things, through his
beloved Son and his Most Holy Mother, Mary!
During the time lspent in Rome. 1 lived the lij'e of a recluse and had
nothing to do. It) change this, 1 looked for something which would
he useful to my soul which was in great need of spiritual
advancement. 1 could think of nothing better than meditating on the
Scriptures and pUlling my thoughts on paper.
The thing that has always appealed to me in the Holy Scriptures is
.Tesus speaking to us through the Gospels. So I have chosen my
Ji/vourite that of Saint John, which always gives us our Master '.I'
most profound teaching, capable oj'touching our souls. f try to reach
the ulmost depths of his tee/ching. going straight to the point he is
muking. f am always looking Jar that which is his full thinking at its
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deepest level. [ think that [ will extract most pro/it by tackling it in
this way.
My purpose was to get the most prqfit just now and then to reread
another day for more fruit. Then [ would burn it, or burn it earlier it
[ fell ill. This was to stop it falling into a stranger's hands, as [ felt
too much pride in myselt and wouldn't want to befull ofmyse!t were
[ to die leaving this work behind. However, when [ discussed the
mailer with my confessor, he told me not to even (hink of burning the
document now or when sick. [n Flct he forbade me to do so as my
director, although a future confessor might have a dijJerent opinion.
So I am obliged to preserve these exercise books/()r the time being.
1his [ why I now warn all into whose hands this work may fall to be
very careful or the contents. 1hc writer has only done a little
elementary theology, as taught in French seminaries. Also, he has
done very little further study and hasn't opened a theology text book
for about ten years. He has also forgo({en everything he learnt
during his studies. In addition, he has hardly ever read a
commentary on the Scriptures and then only read patchily and can
hardly remember anything he read. At the time of writing these
reflections, all he did was meditate on the words of Our Saviour in a
small Latin New Testament, not knowing any Greek. In other words,
[ am someone who is not a theologian by any means. That is why,
when you read this commentary, examine it carejully for fear of
falling into serious error. For myself; writing this, I put my
confidence in God and his Holy Mother, and I hope that he won't
allow me tofall inlO mistakes which would harm my soul.
I proclaim before Our Lord, his Holy Mother, the angels and all the
saints, that I reject, detest and disassociate myselffrom everything in
these exercise books which is opposed to the holy doctrine of the
Church. I am firmly resolved to die a thousand times rather than
believe a s'ingle thing which is rejected by this Holy Church, given to .
us by Our Lord. [ wish to cling totally and without the least
restriction to everything taught by the successors of Saint Peter, and
all that they have professed since the beginning of the Church to this

115

present day. Equally, J reject wholeheartedly everything in these
exercise books which goes against the principles of the Doctors of
the Church. J have believed; however, that J should continue to write
in spite of the danger of making errors, because J hope to find good
for my soul. Also, later on, my conFessor might perhaps allow me to
burn the books and, if not, J shall have them examined by a
theologian. J hope in the goodness and mercy of God that no harm
will come to any reader, Rather, may his IJoly Name be glorified by .
this work, on earth and in heaven above, by his angels and saints for
all eternity. Amen.
.

John 3, 5: "Jesus answered: I tell you most
.solemnly, unless a man is born through water and
the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. ..
With infinite kindness, Our Lord took account of Nicodemus'
weakness and ignorance and replied to everything he said and
everything he had in his mind. He began by explaining what
the rebirth he had spoken of meant. So he, repeated the same
sentence, explaining it more fully and adding the instruction:
our soul has to be reborn of water and the Holy Spirit. Water is
the figure and the Holy Spirit is the reality. This spiritual birth is
accomplished like our natural birth and produces similar
effects. In our natural birth we are first in the womb of our
mother as in a prison. We are bound and pinioned there,
unable to make vital movements, although we exist and live;
we are, as it were, non-entities to the world into which we shall
soon enter.
Similarly in the second birth; before being born, our soul is in
the prison of sin; we are bound and pinioned and are unable to
make any vital movement, although we exist and are alive with
a natural life. In the natural state, we relate to the things that
surround us, our intellect conceives ideas of them and our will
embraces them. These three powers. remain. Moreover, we
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are non-entities in the kingdom of God, which is a new world
unknown to us.
The opposite to all this happens when we arrive in the world. It
is the same in our spiritual birth. "He cannot enter": here Our
Lord says more than in verse 3, and yet it is the same thing.
For it is possible to see the kingdom of God without entering
into it. In order to see it, we must have the Holy Spirit, since it
is only in his light that we can see it. Now as soon as we have
the divine Spirit in us, we are in the kingdom of God. But
without this divine Spirit, it is impossible to enter into it; for this
birth takes place through the Holy Spirit.
.
We are dead before baptism; we have no life in our souls. For
all life is in God, who alone has life in himself, as is seen in
chapter one. Before baptism, God is not in our soul in a living
way, that is, he is not in our soul as our soul is in our body. He
is not in it as the principle of our tendencies, views and ideas,
or of our love. Our soul acts independently of God, consults
him in nothing, does not receive influence from him in all its
movements so as to follow him; it follows its own influences.
But after baptism, the Holy Spirit dwells in us in a vital and Iifegiving way. He is there to be the principle of all its movements;
he becomes, as it were, the soul of our soul. It falls to us to let
ourselves be touched and influenced by him and to follow his
holy promptings as far as we can, according to grace and our
dispositions. The more the Holy Spirit becomes the principle of
the movements of our soul, the more he influences our
sentiments and dispositions, the more we follow him, the more
.perfect also will be life in us and so much more holy shall we
be.
If after baptism we move away from that divine influence of the
Holy Spirit through the state of mortal sin, our soul then once
again becomes dead, because its soul, which is the Holy
Spirit, no longer dwells in it and no longer communicates his
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life to it. This is why damnation, is called eternal death,
because our souls which are in this unfortunate state have lost
the Divine Spirit, who should be animating them in such a
marvellous manner, and this will last for ever. What a tragedy!
Our divine Master uses a different term here to give two
instructions which in reality constitute only one. Without water
and the Holy Spirit, one cannot enter the kingdom of God on
earth, that is to say, into the Church, or into God's kingdom in
heaven, that is into glory. The two things constitute only one:
the reign of God in souls is one and the same reign. He who
dies while living under his rule upon earth, that is to say, if God
has reigned in him on earth, will enter into his reign in heaven.
If, on the contrary, he dies in disobedience to his rule on earth,
correspondingly he will not be in God's heavenly reign. In that
case, the soul being dead, not possessing the Holy Spirit, can
no longer acquire him, and being unable to acquire him it will
remain dead and cannot come under the reign of God.
The only difference between these two reigns of God is that
the earthly one is imperfect. When we are born into it, we can
still die; being dead, one still rests within the enclosure of the
kingdom, for although the soul no longer enjoys God's reign in
the depth of its being, it still bears the mark and character of
those who belong to God in his earthly kingdom. God's
kingdom in heaven is perfect and no soul can be admitted to it
which does not come to it with the Holy Spirit and is not truly
under God's reign. If a soul has not been wholly and perfectly
submissive to this divine reign upon earth, if the Holy Spirit
has not been the principle of that soul's affections, desires and
tendencies and if it has observed those of its former nature,
such a soul when it presents itself at the heavenly kingdom
cannot be received there. It needs purification of these
extraneous things. Only divine tendencies inspired by the
Spirit of God may remain; they were formerly in the soul in a
veiled way and now become manifest.
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When our Lord says "Truly, truly I say to yoU', these words
usually indicate special emphasis. He uses these words in
opposition to the ideas of Nicodemus, who previously thought
that practising the law sufficed. After that r Nicodemus also
showed by his reply that he thought there was a way to cure
•
corrupted nature other than by a necessary rebirth.

John 3. 6: "What is born of the flesh is flesh, what
is born of the Spirit is spirit".
That which is born of the flesh, could not be anything but flesh.
The fruit gathered from seed cast in the ground will be like the
seed. It follows that everything that comes from the flesh is
nothing but flesh and if we were to enter again into our
mother's womb to be born again, we would be born once more
as carnal people and all our affections, desires - the whole life
we receive from the flesh - would likewise be flesh. But that
which is born of the Spirit will be spirit, for the same reason.
And because we are talking here about a spiritual and
supernatural life, the birth that produces it must be spiritual
and supernatural, which means a birth which comes from the
Holy Spirit.
In our Lord's statement, we see two kinds of life that are found
in us, two opposed lives causing continual warfare: the life of
the flesh, which comes from the nature which we have
received from our carnal birth, and the life of the Spirit, which
we owe to the Holy Spirit, through the grace of our adorable
Lord Jesus (Cf. Gal 5:17; Rom 7:23).

John 3, 7: "Do not be surprised when I say that you
must be born from above".
Therefore, be not astonished when I tell you that you must be
born again, says Jesus. Since everything in you is evil and
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incapable of bringing you to see and enjoy the kingdom of
God, you need another principle of life, you need another birth,
a spiritual birth.

John 3, 8: "The wind blows wherever it pleases; you
hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes
from or where it is going. That is how it is with all
who are born of the Spirit".
But you fail to understand how this spiritual birth takes place. It
is my Father's Spirit who accomplishes it and the same things
happen in that birth or operation of the divine Spirit as
happens with a breath of wind. The wind blows without
anything attracting it more to one place than another; it blows
by the will that impels it "wherever it pleases". You hear its
voice when it blows but you do not see it; neither do you see
its origin or destination, whence it comes or whither it goes. So
it is with those born of the Holy Spirit. The divine Spirit blows
where he wills. The will of my Father determines his divine
breath. The rebirth of our soul is always pure grace and strictly
speaking, no one can ever merit it. We can touch the heart of
God by practising natural virtues to obtain his great mercy, but
it will always be simply pure mercy, however unfailing God's
response.
We can also say that the divine Spirit breathes where He wills.
You have no element in life in yourself on which you could
draw to accomplish. that rebirth. You even have all the
elements which can expose and impede it. But the divine Spirit
draws this life from himself and breathes where he wants to
establish it, even in the mire and dirt of your evil nature, dead
and destitute of everything.
Secondly, those who receive this new birth do not see the
divine Spirit coming; they recognise him only through the
effects they experience in their souls, which become
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completely changed. They hear the voice of this divine Spirit,
the heavenly voice, which gives a sweet fragrance to the soul
and makes it realise it has a life other than the one it had
before. Blessed are those who hear this divine voice and
follow it! Most holy and adorable Spirit of my Jesus, let me .
hear your loving voice. Refresh me by your delightful breath.
Divine Spirit, I wish to be before you as a light feather, so that
your breath may carry me off where it wishes and that I may
never offer it the least resistance.
Thirdly, 'you do not know whence it comes or whither it goes'.
Our Lord says that those born in this manner do not see Him
who carries out this rebirth in them. They do not know whence
he has come nor where he is going; they do not see him either
in his origin or in his end. We have a divine Person living and
working in our soul; we sense his operation, which is this new
life, but we feel nothing beyond that; we do not feel the person
himself, either in his origin or in the aim he pursues.

John 10, 1: "1 tell you most solemnly, anyone who
does not enter the sheepfold through the gate but
gets in some other way is a thief and a brigand".
In the light of the Pharisee's behaviour, our Lord gave this fine
instruction to the shepherds of his Church, that is to say,
pastors of souls. He addressed the parable to the Pharisees,
who were the shepherds of the Jewish people. He compared
the assembly of faithful souls to a sheepfold. He spoke in a
general way, indicating either the faithful of the Old Testament
or those of the New, so it concerns the priests of the New
Testament as well as the doctors and heads of the people of
the Old Testament.
By the entrance into the sheepfold, Our Lord did not just mean
the initial taking charge, which needs a divine vocation, for he
reproached the Pharisees in this passage for being thieves
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and brigands. Now the Pharisees were not thieves for want of .
; f;.a vocation; they occupied the chair of Moses, as our Lord says
:,:,:)! ii'in another gospel, and that through lawful succession. Our
Lord had in mind every action of a pastor by which he governs
and directs the faithful. This orientation towards the faithful to
govern and guide them is called 'the entrance into the
sheepfold', because in order to govern and direct as a true
pastor, one has to enter spiritually into souls. Hearts must be
open to the shepherd, who, after entering, must govern and
direct them.
There are two entrances to the sheepfold: one is lawful and
according to the nature of a sheepfold, the other is unlawful
and contrary to the order of things. The lawful, natural
entrance is. called a 'door'; every other entrance is unlawful
and unnatural. The shepherd enters by the door, because the
doorkeeper who is in charge opens it for him, The stranger
who comes to steal cannot enter by the door, because the
doorkeeper will not open it for him. So what does he do? He
uses violence or ruse to force another entrance into the
sheepfold. Therefore any other entrance except the door is a
thief's entrance.
Now in order to know and find the lawful door, one must
examine the nature of the sheepfold and of the sheep
contained therein, Only the genuine shepherd can enter, or
someone in his name and with him, for no stranger can enter
as shepherd. So for the present let us examine the sheepfold.
It is a totally spiritual, supernatural sheepfold; the sheep are
souls considered as living in a spiritual and supernatural
condition. Therefore, the way to enter into the sheepfold must
also be spiritual and supernatural. Now in order to enter in a
supernatural way into that spiritual and supernatural
sheepfold, there is and only can be one door, which is our
Lord himself!
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A person dealing with his own salvation, who not in charge of
souls, is a simple sheep who has entered through the divine
door into the way of salvation and into the sheepfold of the
eternal Father, for nothing can enter except through the divine
door which the Father has given us. But he who is not only
concerned with his own salvation but also with the salvation of
his neighbour is a pastor, insomuch as he has sheep under his
care. Every time that he deals with the sheep in pastoral
functions of governing and guiding, he enters into the
sheepfold, and he can only do this lawfully when he does it in
our Lord, who is the o'nly supernatural entrance, the sole
means of performing supernatural works.
Hence a pastor, who wants to enter by the true door, that is
through our Lord, in all his relations with souls in directing and
guiding them, must enter into the supernatural vision of faith
and do his work through faith, animated by grace. He who
does pastoral work according to merely human, natural views
and through actions that are purely human and natural does
not enter by the door but by one of the other entrances, even if
he was legitimately called to the pastorate. These entrances
vary according to the different passions that guide one and the
more or less culpable activity involved. In such cases, each
pastoral action is carried out not to govern and keep the sheep
but for the pastor's own glory and advantage. For every time a
pastor has purely natural views and activities, he is acting for
himself. Now, since he has no right to draw profit from the
sheep entrusted to him, it follows that he is a "thief" and a
"brigand". Our Lord uses these two terms, one of which means
to steal in secret and by trickery, the other by force and
openly, because all bad shepherds use these two ways of
stealing. The Pharisees constantly used both ways, as they
showed in the affair of the poor man born blind. They used
ruse and force to rule and guide and direct, and both were
illegitimate means in their hands, because they used them
illegitimately; they did not enter by the door. They were thieves
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and brigands who desired to enter into souls through ruse and
force, because they were unable to enter by the lawful door.
They wanted to act upon their own, independently of our Lord
who is the only door; they wanted to act upon them for their
own interest and glory.

John 10, 2: "The one who enters through the gate is
the shepherd of the flock ".
In verse 1, we saw in what way our Lord is the door. In order to
understand what follows, these two great truths must be known.
Firstly, there is only one sheepfold, which is the assembly of the
children of God, and one Shepherd, namely our Lord. Secondly,
all those who are charged with guiding the sheep, who act only
in his name and in union with him, under his eye and in his
power, come as if they are one and the same person as this
Great Shepherd, so that their pastoral action is done in him, the
sovereign Shepherd, directing, feeding and governing souls.
That is why their pastoral work is attributed to the great
Shepherd, to whom it belongs; it is attributed to these other
shepherds in the sense that they have his power and act in
virtue of this pastoral power of the great Shepherd.
And so those who do not enter by the door or do not come from
our Lord or act in our Lord, are thieves and brigands, for they
grab for themselves profits realized from sheep, which belong
exclusively to the great Shepherd. They are not shepherds, for
they could only be so through his power and operating through
his action. Those, on the contrary, who enter through the divine
door, which is given to them for that purpose, are true
shepherds as we have said.
When our Lord says 'he is the shepherd of the sheep', he is
saying that he himself is the shepherd and the one who enters
with him is also a true shepherd in and through him. In fact, our
Lord exercises his pastoral function by means of the one who
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enters through him and exercises pastoral activity by means of
him. That is why, in the following verse when speaking of the
shepherd who enters through him, he speaks of his own person
and shows what he is in relation to the sheep which are his
property, and how he deals with them. Everything he says is
said about the real world, not only what the Shepherd does by
himself, but also what he does through those who enter the
sheepfold through him. Therefore, everything he says about
himself happens also to them, with this exception: that all their
activity is outside themselves in its source and goal, and in great
part even as regards the way it takes place; these belong to the
sovereign and unique Shepherd. Otherwise they would not be
entering through him and would be thieves, because the sheep
do not belong to them but to the sovereign Shepherd, whose
property they are.
This existence of the sovereign Shepherd in those who come
and enter through him into the sheepfold is not something new,
nor is the union they enjoy with him new. The truth is taught in a
multitude of places in the New Testament. The Son of God
became incarnate to make us share in his divine nature. St
Peter uses the word "sharers" (2 Ptr 1:4). St Paul says: 'I live,
now not I, but Christ lives in me' (Gal 2.20); here Paul is
speaking not just about himself but of every Christian, thinking
of the outpouring of the Spirit of Jesus to establish his life in us.
St Paul repeats this truth in a multitude of places and our Lord
often speaks of it.
Our divine Master established a definite number of sacraments
as so many channels through which he passes on his own life to
us, in order that in every moment of life Jesus may live in us
according to that circumstance. Moreover, he has established
his adorable Sacrament by which he unites himself to our souls
and becomes one substance with them. Because of this, the
ordinary Christian lives the intimate life of Jesus as Jesus lives it
with the Father. The priest, who is truly a shepherd in Jesus
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Christ, has within himself, not only Jesus' intimate life, but also
the pastoral care of his sheep.
It is a fact, therefore, that everything our Lord will say about
himself must be said of the shepherds who enter through the
true door; otherwise, one might conclude from his discourse that
every shepherd other than him is not a true shepherd but a thief.
This is not so. All those who truly enter through the door, as we
said above, are true shepherds. But it is Jesus who is Shepherd
in them, and it is to him that the sheep belong, and those
shepherds must not act in their own name or draw profit for
themselves.

John 10. 3: "The gatekeeper lets him in. the sheep
hear his voice and he calls his own by name and
leads them out."
The spiritual sheepfold of souls belonging to God is closed
and it is impossible to enter into it supernaturally except
through our Lord, who is the door of souls. But we cannot
open this door by ourselves; his Spirit is the doorkeeper; it is
he who lets souls enter through the door. It is up to those who
represent the divine Shepherd to turn to our Lord and through
our Lord every time they want to deal pastorally with souls;
then the Holy Spirit will open people's hearts to them so that
. they may enter and have excellent dealing with their flock. But
the divine Spirit opens to them only when he sees our Lord in
them, both in their entrance and in their actions; for it is only
the sovereign Shepherd to whom the sheep belong who can
enter and be received there.
This goes to show the great purity shepherds of souls should
have in their pastoral works; they must be shorn of all self-love
and personal interest. 'And the sheep hear his voice'. In
instructing people about divine things for God's glory and the
salvation of souls, there is only one voice that can make itself
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heard, namely, the voice of the Great Shepherd, for no human
voice, however powerful, can bring people to understand
eternal truths in a way that arouses sentiments of faith and
love. But as soon as they hear our Lord's voice, all souls that
are truly sheep, that is, who have God's grace and are well
disposed, become immediately docile and submissive; they
receive and listen to the voice which is touching and drawing
them. It follows that if a shepherd wants to speak to souls and
make them docile to grace, he must be filled with the Spirit of
our Lord and speak in this divine Spirit of his Master. Good
souls will hear that voice they know well, will turn to it and
willingly let themselves be ruled and directed by it.
'He calls his own sheep by name'. The voice of the divine
Shepherd, speaking through the mouth of his priests, calls his
sheep. Our Lord calls them to himself as belonging to him, as
his property; he takes them and wins them over. How great is
the happiness of true sheep to have true shepherds, in whom
dwells their great and only Shepherd! These shepherds speak
their master's language and this divine Master speaks to them,
touching them and calling them to himself.
'By name': only the divine Shepherd can call each sheep by its
name! He gives this grace to true shepherds who can act and
speak in his name and'by his power. The name of an object or
person expresses the nature of the object and the kind of
person they are. We are speaking here of a spiritual object
and of a supernatural state of life. This supernatural state of
life can take different forms, because the ways of God vary so
considerably as do his plans for them, as well as the course of
grace and their own state of mind and heart, that it is
impossible for anyone to know by himself alone the interior
condition of a soul or the course it should follow. It is
impossible for any single person to call each sheep by its
name; this means to discern its pattern of life and activity and
to speak to it and guide it according to its own style of life. Our
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Lord is the source of all those graces; he knows intimately all
that is taking place in each one; he calls them with a
boundless love and goodness, each one by its name,
according to its own inner being.
'And he leads them out': The divine Shepherd thus calls
each sheep by its name, according to its own condition and
inner attraction, according to which his divine voice touches it.
And he leads that sheep out, that is to say, he makes it
produce good works, according to the divine will for each.
In his wonderful goodness, the divine Shepherd
communicates his life and pastoral spirit to those who act in
his name, through his power and through his divine Spirit, so
much so that Jesus, through his priests, accomplishes those
same things that he accomplishes in himself. And thus the
priest, who is filled with this pastoral energy and the Spirit
which is its origin, acts only through him and in him. He knows
- through supernatural power - the condition of souls, calls
them by their name and helps them act according to God's
plans and according to the true attraction of Our Lord within
them. Thus he enables them to advance more in a month than
they would have done in years.
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Editions and studies of the Commentary on the
Gospel of St. John
The Text

Two editions were made of Libermann's Commentary on St. John:
The first was produced at the Mission of Saint Joseph of
Ngazobil (Senegal) in 1872 with the imprimatur of Mgr.
Kobes and a circular from the Superior General. Ignatius
. Schwindcnhammer. recommending it to the members of the
Congregation: "'there were fears that our holy.f{;under had·
destroyed it at one time or another. So one day, having
discovered it amongst his papers at La Neuville, I quickly
took it and with great care put it in a safe place. I knew that
the day would come when our confreres would he delighted
to have it"
The second edition was published at Saint-Michel enl'riziae,
ncar Langonnet in France (N.D. ll. pp.229-230.) Drawn LIp
in French, it is now out of stock.
One of the first jobs of the "Spiritan Centre" in Rome was to
produce, as soon as possible, a critical edition acceptable to the
University at the time the young students needed it for Masters
degrees and Doctorates in religious sciences.
A new edition was produced by Fr Joseph Lecuyer and Fr Amedeo
Martins with help from Fr Roger Le Deaul. Having a scientific
purpose, they worked from the original text of Libermann. Several
slight errors appeared which did not escape the eagle eye of Fr
Bernard Noel, archivist at Chevilly. Being accustomed to the poor
handwriting, he worked straight from the handwritten text of
Libermann. Thus a definitive text which was published for the
general public by Nouvelle Cite Press, Paris appeared in 1988. I'r
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Myles Fay, of the Irish Province, translated this new French Text
into English.

Works on the Commentary
Fr Roger Le Deaut, CSSp, professor of Sacred Scripture at the
Biblical Institute in Rome and member of the Committee for Judaeo. ,
Christian Friendship, wrote a reflection on the importance of
Spiritans getting to know more about Judaism.
Fr Claude Tassin, CSSp, professor of Sacred Scripture at the Institut
Catholique at Paris, shows us how Libermann approached the Bible.
Fr Michael Cahill, CSSp, professor of Sacred Scripture at the Major
Seminary in Liberia, author of a doctoral thesis· in Theological
Science presented to the Institut Catholique de Paris in December
198s', entitlcd: "Research into the rabbinical influences and the
influence of the Ecole Francaise in the Commentary on St John",
makes clear what we can expect realistically from the Commentary.
Fr Felix Gils, CSSp, professor of Sacrcd Scripture in our Indian
Ocean Foundation, has paid particular attention to "The Wedding
Feast at Cana", and shares his discoveries, thus offering both a
method and a key to reading the Commentary.
Fr Felix Porsch, CSSp, Professor of Sacred Scripture at the Centre of
Philosophy-Theology (SVD) of St Augustin (Germany) made a
detailed anal ysis of Chapter X of the Commentary, on the Good .
Shepherd.
Fr. Jamcs Okoye, CSSp, made a commcntary on Libermann's
rcl1cctions on the "Call of the Disciples" in thc first Chapter while he
was Professor of Sacred Scripture at the Catholic Institute of West
Africa (CIWA) in Nigeria.
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Commentary on the Gospel of Saint John:
Libermann's prayers
While he was writing his Commentary on St. John's Gospel, Francis
Libermann composed some prayers which were inspired by the
passages he was reflecting upon. Ihey were written in the pigeonloft where he lived on the roof of the Patriarca family's home in
Rome, throughout the summer and autumn of 1840, as he waited to
.
see if he could be ordained a priest.

01, 11: He came to his own domain and his own people
did not accept him.
Lord Jesus, come to me, your slavc who belongs to you. Let me not
bc attachcd to this world as all I want is to bc unitcd to You. Should I
evcr turn from you, take mc forcibly and lead me to obey your will.
Come Lord Jesus!

01, 14: The Word was made flesh and dwelt amongst us.

a

immeasurable lovc of God, my Jesus. What must I do to love
you as you love me? I am aware of my abject nothingness before
your overwhelming love. a my beloved, your greatness
overshadows all that I could do for you. Do with mc as you plcasc
and come; Lord Jesus, and dwell within your wretched servant.

03, 03: Unless a man is born from above, he cannot see
. the kingdom of God.

a Jesus, what love you have for wretches such as we are. I am
ignorant, full of faults and imperfections like Nicodemus. Come to
me with your boundless kindness and instruct me in your ways.

03, 08: The wind blows wherever it pleases; you hear its
sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where
it is going. That is how it is with all who are born of the
Spirit
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Happy the one who listens carefully to this divine voice and obeys
it. Holy and adorable Spirit of Jesus, let me listen to your sweet
voice and renew me with your breath. Divine Spirit, I want to be
before you like a light feather so that, with no hindrance from me,
you can blow me wherever you wish.

03,15: The Son of Man must be lifted up so that everyone
who believes may have eternal life in him.
Merciful, sweet and good Jesus, I have the joy of being born after
your cmcifixion. In your kindness, you have drawn me to you and
have had unimaginable mercy on such a wretched soul as I am. You
have given me the precious gift of faith; increase it in me, as it is so
weak through my own fault. Through a faith full of love, let me live
for your love alone, sacrificing myself to you who gave yourself
through love for me.

04, 08: A Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus
said to her, 'Give me a drink'.
Jesus, my adorable Lord, I too am miserable and wretched in the
eyes of all creation. I too come to draw,water, but mine is from your
heavenly fountain. Reyeal yourself to me and teach me all that I
must do that is pleasing in your eyes aria)n those of your heavenly
Father.
'
'

04, 15: Sir, give me so'me of tha't water, so that I may never
get thirsty.
Lord Jesus, give me living water to refresh my soul, for without it, I
give way to human passion and seek worldly solace. My human
desires are strong and are always crying out for satisfaction. My
thirst is unceasing and without your divine water of grace I will turn
to worldly sources. My Saviour, give me your living water to satisfy
my needs and save me from turning to this vain world.

04, 18: "I have no husband". Jesus answered her, "you
are right to say, 'I have no husband'; for although you
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have had five, the one you have now is not your husband.'
(The woman thought Jesus was as rigid as the Pharisees.)

Lord Jesus, I have many proofs of the admirable way you show your
kindness, your love, your gentleness and your tender compassion for
sinners, even great ones like myself. Open my heart and look at my
crimes and dreadful wickedness. Prostrate' before you, I
acknowledge my faults. I beg you, forgive me my many sins and
show me your loving mercy.
05, 16: It was because he did things like this (the cure of a
paralytic) on the Sabbath that the Jews began to persecute
Jesus.

a Lord Jesus, how awful are these lapses into self-love. We must be
on our guard not to judge those whose way of striving for perfection
is different to our own, especially when it leads us to bitterness and
unrest and we let our zeal run away with us. a Lord, keep me from
this hypocrisy and let me walk in your humility.
06. 69: We know that you are the Holy One of God.

To whom should we go? You have the words of.eternal life. Our
only desire is to be with you, our sovereign Master. We wish to think
only of you and our joy and happiness are to be found in your words,
which are so full of grace. These words are the words of life, of
eternal life. They give us the life you came to bring and we want no
other: Why should we want to leave you? On the contrary, we want
to attach ourselves to you more and more, for you alone have the
words of eternal life. To whom else could we go?
07, 37: If any man is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.

Let he who thirsts come and drink. Lord Jesus, I hear your call. Here
I am, Lord: I am thirsty, thirsty almost to the point of collapse. I am
cmpty, my soul is dry. Take me and let me drink from your fountain
of salvation. Lower me into your heavenly waters, submerge me,
drown me. Yes, Lord, drown me in these waters so desirable and
desircd; drown my concupiscence, my pride, all my faults and vices
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so that all that comes from me may die, all belonging to myoId self
may vanish, leaving you alone. Give me this grace, dear Jesus, so
that I may live no more but that you will live in me, as you live with
the Father. Amen.

11, 11: Our friend Lazarus is resting, but I am going to
wake him.
Dear Jesus, I love you, but so little and so poorly. I too am your
friend, like Lazarus: like him, I am also dead. My soul is cluttered up
and incapable of doing anything of value. Please come to me as well,
with your tender help. Wake me from my sleep, which is so bad and
dangerous. I am waiting for you, Lord, I am yearning for your
presence.
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Solitary life in Rome

1

To Dom Sallier

Rome, 9 July 1840
My dear Father,
I've waited a long time for an excuse to \!Vrite to you, because
in Rome, it is difficult to send letters abroad.
I've been in Rome now since 6 January. I had had a lot of
trouble at Rennes at that time and I couldn't wait there for your
I
?

N.D. II. pp. 150-155
See index
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letter to arrive. I was fearful that something would crop up that
would cause a delay in my departure. What the goodmen
there wanted was for the best and they thought that I could
contribute something by staying with them, whereas in reality,
there was nothing I could do. So I left with the blessing of Fr.
Pinault and I got your letter in Marseilles. Several good people
in France felt that I was wrong to leave the Eudists, but for me,
their thinking was secundum hominem 1, and in any case, they
were not aware of all the facts. What I do know is that all I did
was in conformity with the holy will of God.
Since I have been in Rome, I've had to cope with plenty of
trouble from people around me, even from some who are very
good and are genuinely seeking the glory of God. For about
six months, I got no support at all for my proposals. In Paris,
Lyons and now in Rome, everyone I spoke to about my plans
disapproved of them. Only Fr. Pinault was on my side, but
even he didn't appear totally convinced. None of this did any
harm to my· soul, as might have been feared. Although
everyone was against me, I continued on because I could give
no credence to their arguments. The majority, especially the
most virtuous and learned, had a very poor opinion of me,
se,eing my plans as the fruit of personal ambition and
harbouring suspicions about my motivation. I looked upon this
as a grace from God, given to protect me against all things
evil. The bad motives ascribed to me were completely without
foundation.
I remained in this state until June 6th, with no consolation to
give me hope. On the contrary, I had much to suffer from my
companion who was with me. Seeing the scorn of others and
my own impotence, and now having no conviction himself of
the value of my work which he had strongly supported earlier,

1

Translaflon: "according to man"
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he continually contradicted me and caused me trouble in many
ways. In the end, he left and went to Paris.
In mid-March, I submitted a memorandum to the Secretary of
the Propaganda, in which I explained our plan and asked for
his reaction. When I returned to hear his opinion, I got an icy
reception; he spoke kindly to me, but always along the same
lines, namely, that I could make no progress until I was
ordained a priest. Only then could I think about the Missions.
He had nothing more to say. This was the worst answer he
could have given me. If he had given me a flat 'no,' I would
have been perfectly happy,' because I would have taken his
answer as coming from God and would have dropped all my
plans. This is what I was looking for - a clear-cut answer. I had
gone to him to know the will of God, because I knew that he
would consult the Cardinal Prefect. I made no other move, but
waited for God to show me his will.
It appears that both the Cardinal and his secretary had doubts
about me. Perhaps someone had given a bad report or maybe
there was some other reason. But they continued to look for
more information and at the beginning of June, the Cardinal
told somebody I know that he had had very good results.
Finally, on 8.th June, I received a very encouraging letter from
the Cardinal Prefect. In Paris, Fr. Pinault spoke about the
project to the Priests of Holy Spirit and to a missionary bishop:
-they all seemed very well disposed towards the idea,
especially the bishop.
Everything is now in the hands of Our Saviour, as it has
always been. The authorities wanted me to make an effort to
be ordained, so I approached the Vicars Apostolic of Paris; but
instead of giving me Dimissorial Letters, I was sent an "Exeat"
for the diocese of Rome, even though I had not asked for it. In
fact, I had already tacitly refused such a document when I first
applied to the Vicariate in Paris. This chain of events led me to
think that the good Lord did not want me to be a priest. So I
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resigned myself to this and let divine Providence do what was
necessary without me.
I resolved never to push this matter further by any roundabout
methods. I did not seek any patronage in Rome, but stayed
quietly in my room, making no efforts to cultivate influential
people. I have seen both the Cardinal and his Secretary on
two occasions; when the need arises or circumstances
demand it, I will see them again. I have behaved in this way
out of fear of wanting too much, of trying to impose my own
desires upon my superiors. All I want is to hear the will of God,
expressed to me through them.
So this, dear Father, is an up to date account of all that has
happened. I really do want you to be part of it and I am very
happy to have found this occasion to speak to you.
Now, I want to ask for your advice on the following matter: Fr.
Pinault and I are of the opinion that we should write a
Provisional Rule from the start, before the departure of any
missionaries. This will not be made definitive for a few years
so we can see how it works out in practice. I feel that if our
missionaries are spread out and become established in two or
three different countries, devoting all their time to their work
without any rule to guide them, it will become impossible for
our society to develop its own common spirit. Different
experiences will come from different approaches and ideas.
Each area will be different, obedience will be more difficult and
leadership will becomesomewhat arbitrary, as each leader will
act as he sees best in his own situation. Added to all this,1
myself will probably have to stay in France to run the noviciate
and the first members will have little time to prepare
themselves before their departure.
On the other hand, the Superior of the Society of the HolySpirit and a director at Saint-Sulpice both think differently,
saying that as I have no experience of the ministry to be
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undertaken, it is impossible for me to draw up a rule at
present. I can understand this, but we are not writing a
complete and fixed rule, but just setting things in motion to
establish a fitting spirit for the whole project. Later on, changes
can be made as experience shows what is best.
I began this rule not knowing that others might think differently
and I am now about half way through. This is how I set about
it. Firstly, the text was divided into sections, chapters and
"numbers. Each rule has its own number. They have a fairly
extensive commentary attached, which will help to explain the
overall spirit and show how these rules should be put into
practice. It is considerably longer than I thought it would be
jiYhen I started, but I am not too worried about this because the
length is due to the commentary and this will not be part of the
final rule.
Please let me know what you think of all this. Pray for us and
recommend us to all your community, because I want to be
closely linked to your angelic order! I would like to spend some
time among you if that is possible. If I can come, can you tell
me how long I can stay and what would be the approximate
cost? If it is the will of God, I would spend a month to six
weeks doing a retreat in your monastery.
Yours, in the love of God.

F Libermann. Acolyte.
My address is: c/o M. Patriarche, Vicolo del Pi naco. no 31.
P.S. I forgot to tell you that I haven't yet written to the nun that
you spoke about. I was thinking of going to see her to get
'-"advice on all my troubles, but God hasn't yet cleared the
obstacles in my way. If you still think it is a good idea, I will
write to her and ask her opinion, particularly on whether she
thinks that God wants me to be ordained a priest.

F. Libermann
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On the evening of his Ordination
To Samson Libermann l

Francis Libermann has just been ordained priest. He had thought
that this would never take place because his epilepsy was. a
canonical impediment to ordination. In this let/er. he wants to share
the great joy of the event with his brother Samson, his wife and all
his{amily.
"Misericordias Domini in aeternum cantabo"
Amiens, 18th September, 1841
My dear brother and sister,

I want to tell you about the great mercy and goodness of our
Lord Jesus Christ towards an unworthy servant, who does not
even deserve to pronounce his holy Name. This morning, I
was ordained a priest. God alone knows what he has granted
rne on this wonderful day, for it is not possible ·for rnan or
angel to conceive it. You must all pray that it may be for his
greater glory, for the salvation and sanctification of souls and
the building up of the Church that I have been raised to the
priesthood. Ask the Lord that he may sacrifice me for his glory:
for it is to this that I must consecrate myself from now on ..
I shall say my first Mass next Tuesday at seven, soplease join
your intentions to rnine at that time; I shall offer you all to the
Blessed Trinity as part of this wonderful sacrifice. At seven on
Saturday, I will celebrate Mass at Our Lady of Victories in
Paris, at the altar of the Archconfraternity. Unite your
intentions with mine; I will remember you all. Let us also think
of our non-Christian relatives and all lukewarm Christians. On
Sunday, the Mass will be for you alone. It 'will be sometime
between 7 and 8 o'clock and I shall celebrate it- in a chapel
that is dedicated to the Blessed Virgin. Will Marie please pass
I
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on this news to Mr and Mrs Hale and ask them which will be a
suitable day for me to say Mass for their intentions. I'll write to
them in a week or two.
The bishop of Amiens received me with great love and
kindness. I had dinner with him yesterday and he will give us
all possible assistance.
I have visited our house which is very beautiful. It will be large
enough for fourteen or fifteen people. A Brother is already
installed there to keep watch over the furniture. We will also
have a small chapel. Some good nuns have given us a
. beautiful statue of the Blessed Virgin; it is made of wood and
is gilded and painted in natural colours. We also have some
candelabra. The nuns are making vestments for us and have
got us some furniture, some of which was free and some we
paid for. The good Lord is very kind to us and has provided
things beyond our expectations. I must put all my confidence
in his goodness.
I forgot to tell you that we shall have a piece of land that will
serve as a vegetable garden and access to some woods
. where we will be able to stroll. The air is very healthy.
This will have to suffice for the time being because I have to
finish now. May the love of Our Lord and his Holy Mother be
with you all.
Yours in their love,

Francis Libermann, priest

My address is La Neuville, near Amiens. It is about twenty
minutes from Amiens and is a very small, isolated village.
Pauline, Caroline and Marie will have to be patient for a bit
longer. I can't write to them now, but I will do so later, or
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rather, I will wait for them to write to me, as we have agreed
amongst ourselves. Adding a few words to a letter written to
their papa would not mean very much - it would merely show
that I have remembered them and I hope that I don't have to
prove such a thing, especially if my proof consists of just a
little word! However, I won't be satisfied with one small word
from them! I want a proper letter because I want to help them
as much as I can as they are all very dear to me, as they well
know.
So never be satisfied with just a little compliment or
remembrance. I want letters! Don't let them think they will·
disturb or annoy me, but let them write to their hearts' content.
This was the oral arrangement with Marie and Caroline - they
made a promise to write. I didn't have the chance to speak
about it to Pauline, so, I do so now and urge her to promise
the same thing! Francis and Elisa are too young (and so is
Henri) to write a letter all by themselves. I hope they can write
something in the letters of their papa. I'll not forget them and
always love them! I promised Elisa to pray for her and to offer
the Holy Sacrifice once for her intention, that she might obtain
the grace of overcoming her faults and may learn to love the
good Lord greatly. As for Leo, if he is very good. I will bring
him something nice when I return. But he must be obedient to
his papa, his mama, and must also listen to his little
godmother and Caroline.
May the peace of the Lord be with you all.
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The hidden cost of missionary work
To Samson Libermann

l

Libermann had always had an excellent relationship with his brother
Samson, a medical doctor and the mayor of Ilkirch. Here he opens
his heart to him about the enormous amount of work and worry
involved in his missionary responsibilities. Samson had evidently
been expressing his admiration for the great project his brother had
undertaken. but Francis talks of the hidden price that has to be paid.

151 January, 1845
'.....You are quite right, my dear brother, in what you have to
say about the missions. We now intend to send some of our
men to Haiti. In this way, they will become accustomed to a
hot climate and in a few years, we will be able to send them to
help in the mission of poor Guinea. We have to labour for the
salvation of those vast regions with their millions of neglected
souls, in spite of all the efforts of the devil to impede us. We
must be prudent and then God will help us. Let us both pray
for this intention....
You say that the great reward in heaven will go to these sorts
of bold projects. You are happy to see that I am involved in
such plans, but you must also look at the other side of the
coin. Have you any idea of the heartaches, worries and
anguish that have resulted from my taking on so vast and
difficult a task? There are enormous difficulties with the
mission of Guinea, a mission that is very dear to my heart. I
am at my wit's end when I realise that it is a poor person like
myself who must stir up all those peoples, tear them away
from the devil and g'ive them to God; I am astonished to find
that I am still alive amidst so much pain and anguish. God, in
I

N.D. VII, pp. 3-6
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his wisdom, is making use of a very poor lever to lift such an
enormous load.
I tell you frankly that if I had known what lay ahead, I would
have been terrified and would never have dared to undertake
so great a work, one that is way beyond my powers. But I am
now in chains and must go on. I will continue to move ahead
until this corruptible body. falls apart and then God will find
another instrument that is stronger and more suitable for
carrying out his designs. As for myself, I trust that he will have
pity on me and be merciful, but don't imagine that it will be
because of the great things that I have undertaken. They are
indeed great things, great enterprises, but this is not what will
earn a reward, for God does not calculate the value of a
beautiful project, but judges according to the dispositions of
the heart. I can assure you that I infinitely prefer my sorrows
and pains to the pulling off of the most brilliant successes. In
any case, I will do whatever our Lord desires, and sacrifice
everything to attain success. But it is not this success that will
bring reward; on the contrary, the satisfaction resulting from it
is always tainted by self-love.
Thank the Lord for your own situation. You are blessed
because you are able to feed on the grace of God in the secret
of your heart, without being exposed to the gaze of others.
The cross and all sorts of sufferings sanctify souls, but great
projects often have the opposite effect. .
Those who are involved in great enterprises for the glory of
God are like the employees of large banks. They have charge
of the accounts and the money. They write down huge
numbers and make calculations for great sums, but they leave
their offices with empty pockets. Much better off is the ordinary
man who is at ease with his own modest possessions; the
money he counts is his own.
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Rejoice because you belong to God and are working for your
own sanctification and that of the people you are aSked to
serve. God is with you. Abandon yourself to his mercy in all
humility, confidence and love. This is my wish for the New
Year. .
Yours in the love of Jesus and Mary, and best wishes to all the
children.

Fr. Ubermunn, Priest.
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Dealing with obstacles and nervous
disorders'
To Miss Barbie?

lhis letter as we have it is in the handwriting of Fr. Lannurien. the
secretary of Libermann and has no signature attached. But on the
reverse side, Libermann himself has written "Miss Barbier". This
lady was greatly attracted to the religious life but she had come up
against many obstacles. JIer parents opposed the idea. as did her .
brother. She also had serious nervous problems. Libermann speaks
of his own experience or these kinds (}r difficulties and indicates how
he had dealt with them: by acceptance and uniting them to. the
sufferings a/Jesus.

Long live Jesus and his Cross!
2nd July, Feast of the Visitation,1845
Dear Miss Barbier,
I have received your letter of June 25 th . The good Master is
fulfilling and will always fulfil his reassuring words: "Blessed
are those who mourn,for they shall be comforted."
I am very happy to see all the good He is doing to your soul
through his cross. He has planted it solemnly in the depths of
your heart and it would seem that it has taken root there. So
when your beloved parents no longer afflict you, the cross will
continue to be your lot, at leastfor a very long time, for it has
taken root in you. The cross is a beautiful tree, a good tree,
planted in your soul and it is now producing beautiful flowers;
at a later date it will yield some wonderful fruit. "A good tree
can only produce good fruit' as our Lord said. What kind of
good fruit? Those which he bore on Calvary; Jesus himself will
be formed in your soul by means of the cross.
1
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This is how he will do it. For a long time now, Jesus has
wanted to live in your soul" through the sanctity of his ways
and the truth of his virtues. He has been trying to attract you
by the sweetness of his grace, the beauty of his light and the
balm of his peace. You have followed him as a sheep follows
its shepherd and he feeds you with milk and honey. You have
seen him, known him and followed him and he has brought joy
to your heart. Whatever is not Jesus has become unattractive
for you. You have wanted to follow him forever, to withdraw
into solitude with him, to choose him for your spouse so that
you may rest always upon his heart and live close to him.
You want to be the spouse of Jesus, but this could take some
time. It is a great king whom you want to marry. He chose you
and attracted you to himself and he placed his love in your
soul. It was he who took the initiative. But Jesus asks a dowry,
not of silver or gold as some might imagine; the gift he wants
is the complete sacrifice of yourself. He bears the cost, he
takes charge of executing his designs; he plants his cross in
your soul and immolates you to his love. Abandon yourself into
his hands. You wanted to belong to Jesus, to be his spouse
and be intimately united with him, but your soul still has many
imperfections, attachments and unworthy desires. To belong
to Jesus, you have to be worthy of him. And how can you
make yourself worthy? Only by those sufferings in which your
soul has to conquer itself constantly, renounce and humble
itself and submit and generously immolate itself. The grace
and love of Jesus, which are in the depths of your heart, will
make you constant and faithful in the fulfilment of all those
things and encourage you to do them even better. The greater
your pains, the more deeply your cross is planted in you, the
more grace and love will increase and, as a consequence,
your soul will progress proportionately in true holiness.
The parish priest wants you to continue to go to Mass. He may
be right in this. I don't know your illness well enough to give
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you positive advice on that subject. I can only say that, in
general, it is best to forget nervous troubles, to ignore and
despise them. I was subject to that kind of trouble in my youth
in a manner that Was quite violent. What caused me most
harm was the fear, the anxiety and the precautions I took. Try
to shake these things off and distract yourself in such
moments. Don't allow yourself to be dominated by that
nervous anxiety of the heart, but act energetically against
those feelings. In God's presence, make yourself indifferent as
to whether such trials come to you or not and then act as if
you had never experienced anything of the kind. This is what I
did as soon as I began to give myself to the good Lord. I
followed this practice in a spirit of faith, with the desire of
pleasing God, without thinking that this might help me to
recover my health.
But in fact, it has had much to do with
,
bringing about my recovery.
If you go to church, you will be able to receive Holy
Communion frequently. You could pay some poor woman to
help you walk -·a poor woman would be happy to get a few
pence a week for one or two hours' service like that - and, as
for yourself, the good that will come from it is well worth the
price.
Since your conversations with your cousin, Miss Lambre, do
you so much good, there is no reason why you shouldn't try to
see her. If you have a poor woman to take you to church,
you'll find it easier to visit your cousin. You could even visit her
occasionally instead of going to church, telling her beforehand
that your are coming. It might be a good idea to go by coach to
Amiens; distractions and changes are beneficial to nervous
disorders. It is important for you to make good use of the
summer time, because in the autumn, it will be more difficult
for you to go out. This is the advice generally given to people
who suffer from nervous disorders, but I don't know your type
of sickness sufficiently well to give you more definitive advice.
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I don't see any point in speaking again to your parents about
your attraction to the religious life. It would serve no good
purpose, for you will merely give them more grief and expose
yourself to new and perhaps stronger opposition. You need
rest and consolation; the contradictions and painful behaviour
of those with whom you are living will do you harm. Once
again, distract yourself as much as possible and don't remain
shut up so much. Visit nearby friends, Sister Vasseur for
example, or others that you might know.
Since you want to write to me frequently, do it by post and I
will reply in the same way. To avoid frightening your parents,
don't write too often.
May the peace of our Lord, Jesus Christ be with you and your
good family.
Your humble servant in Jesus and Mary,
Superior

Fr. Libermann, priest.
the Missionaries ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
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Social Problems and the Justice of God
ToM. Gamon 1

1his is another letter to Fr. Gamon, a Sulpician friend of Libermann.
It was at this time that the February Revolution took place, with the
expulsion of the King, Louis-Philippe, the definitive abolition of the
royalty and the installation of the Republic. On 4th March, Citizen
Victor Schoelcher was named "Under Secretary of State, with
special responsibility for the Colonies and measures to abolish
slavery." On 5th March, universal suffrage was introduced.. To all
Fr. Gamon's queries about the February Revolution, the Church, the
clergy and social thanges, Libermann replies that we have to move
with the times.
Amiens,
th
20 March, 1848
My very dear confrere,

I understand that M. Aurine's 2 delay in coming was the result
of events subsequent to his last letter. He could perhaps have
come without difficulty and all would have been well. However,
since he has it put off, it would be better now if he waits until
May. Here are my reason,s:

1. The very
state of affairs caused by the
Revolution means that it is probably wiser to wait,
maybe for a month to six weeks, to see how things turn
out.
2. The financial situation. Although we have not been
affected so far,. we :are in rather a tight spot, as the
funds we have been expecting have not yet come
through. We might have to join both houses together in
1 N.D. X, pp. 145-151
, A candidate for the missionary life in the Congregation of the Holy Heart of
Mary; he left at the end of his noviciate.
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Gard. Happily our provIsions are sufficient; we have
enough wheat, dry and fresh vegetables, otherwise we
would have been in real trouble. Also we have enough
cider and wine until the next harvest. If we do have to
unite the two communities, I would like to see how
things work out before getting M. Aurine to come. On
the other hand, if he has enough money to manage for
the moment, or if he could be ordained at Holy Trinity
and thereby get Mass Intentions, he could come with no
bother. Otherwise, I may write to you before Mayor
even earlier, saying that he can come.
I told you at the beginning of this letter that we have been very
tranquil here. Our workers confined themselves to breaking a
few windows of public buildings and street lights, but they did
no damage to religious houses. It was an accident that stones
were thrown through the windows of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools. Some misguided men did that while
everyone else was shouting "No, no, not the Brothers!" So the
disturbances here have been minimal. The clergy can move
around freely, greeted by all. I've been out and seen this for
myself.
You ask me what I think about our revolution. I think it is an act
of divine justice enacted against the fallen dynasty which
looked only to its own interests rather than those of the people
confided to its care. This establishment rode rough-shod over
the interests of God and the Church which were to look after
the good of the people. M. Guizot, even though he was a
Protestant, shared the same idea. Even wha.t was done in the
interests of religion always had the ulterior motive of looking
after the establishment itself.
It was the same for all the Sovereigns of Europe. All of them,
in their pride, made themselves higher than God and treated
the Church as a slave. They increased the sufferings of their
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peoples and did not hesitate to demoralise them in the
interests of their own power and their march towards
absolutism. I believe the echoes of the revolution in France will
hit them as well and bring down a good number of them. The
dictator of Russia will not be spared.
Perhaps you find my language rather strong. I can assure you
that I'm speaking very calmly and after reflection, looking at
the situation through the eyes of faith and using the same sort
of language as Jesus did. Nobody should wish for evil and
disturbance; but if God chooses to correct the evil done to the
Church in matters of faith, and the spiritual and material harm
done to the people, .1 would bless Him for it. But that is not how
I see it: I see divine justice at work in overthrowing the pride of
men and we can but rejoice when that happens.
This same act of divine justice strikes our leading politicians as
well. Through their plots and terrible behaviour, they sacrificed
God and the human race to their own interests, and brushed
aside the faith and the way of life of the very people they were
meant to be governing. Justice and humanity would be
ignored by practically every government if their own interests
are threatened, even if it is for something of minor importance.
Is it not right that the hand of God be raised against all these
criminals, who only give justice to those they fear? They are
strong with the weak and weak with the strong; they pitilessly
sacrifice the one and pander to the other. Think about all the
wrong done in recent times against the Church, justice and
truth, in France, England, Austria, Russia, Bavaria, and even
in Prussia. It is hardly surprising that the vengeance of God is
now making itself felt. I worship divine justice. Let us implore
our Saviour to show his mercy to his Church and his people.
I've been keeping in touch with the state <,:>f affairs in the world
for the last couple of years and my heart has been crushed by
the dreadful injustice and bad faith of all these men and the
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wickedness they have imposed. In spite of the uncertain
future, I still feel very grateful towards God that he has at last
shown his hand. He has turned upon these men in their
bloated pride and reduced them to nothingness.
Another category of men who have been blown away by this
tempest is that middle-class aristocracy which make up the
legal system; they have done great harm to the Church,
refusing her any semblance of justice and sweeping aside the
interests of the poor. These men have sacrificed their souls
and their country for their wretched egoism and completely
personal profit. The anger of God, or rather his justice, has
swept aside, in its turn, these puffed up monsters. All of them,
great and small, have been thrown down in France and the
same fate will probably catch up with them in the rest of
Europe.
At last, this great and incomprehensible justice of God has
squashed the major crime that this entire and perverse world
has committed, doing its best to replace the worShip of God
with the worship of gold. Money was their God and their .
religion was industry, carried to the wildest extremes. France
and the whole of Europe were lost and utterly corrupted by
their love and esteem for gold. Any other feeling was quickly
blotted out from their hearts. God has now destroyed their idol
and many have been ruined in the process. It is the hand of
the Lord that haS struck them! Their temple has been
destroyed; God breathed upon it and it crumbled.
But what is going to replace it? Who can tell. What I do know
for sure is that if the Republic is as faithful as the other
governments were unfaithful, then it will prosper. If it is
unfaithful it will fall, just as happened in 1789. Unless evil men
take over the Republic, it will be a success, but if the opposite
should take place, then it too would fail. From the divine point
of view, it will not survive because it will have sinned more
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seriously than its predecessors, falling into even greater
abuse, so that God could not bless it. Looking at it from a
human perspective, it will be doomed to failure, because there
can be nothing stable in such things. Perhaps there will be a
period of suffering, maybe even great hardship, but this will
not last too long. If the Republic follows the right path, it seems
to me that justice and truth will thrive more than before and our
faith will prosper.
But who will prevent the people from being misled by evil men
with their own agenda? Only God. But will he? I cannot
answer that. If during the upheaval he has just set in motion
he has mixed his mercy with his justice, he will preserve his
people from the threatened evil; but if it is an act of total justice
that he intends, we must bow our heads and humbly submit to
his will. (... )
You ask me if the clergy should take partin the elections. I
believe they should; they owe it to God, to the Church and to
France, and tomorrow morning, I am going to have myself put
on the voting lists along with all those of us who are eligible. If
every priest in France does the same and encourages others
to do likewise to ensure a good choice for the Legislature of
the Republic, then we will have a solid Constitution and a
sound Executive. What blessings will ensue! How many souls
will be saved as a direct result of this choice! I know that
elections are not an ecclesiastical affair, but we must realise that
things have changed. The problem with the clergy in recent
years is that they have remained stuck in the ideas of the past.
The world has changed and our human enemies are busy
repositioning their artillery in new places to suittoday, while we
cling on to what has gone before! We must catch up with them,
whilst always holding on to the spirit of the Gospel. We must
attack this artillery in its new positions and not go looking for in
places where it is no longer to be found.
.
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Wanting to cling onto the old days and sticking to the customs
and· spirit of bygone times will make all our efforts worthless
and the enemy will reinforce itself in the new order. So let us
welcome the new ways with openness and simplicity, bringing
to them the spirit of the Gospel. In this way, we will sanctify the
world and the world will join itself to us:
Yours in Jesus and Mary,

Fr. Libermann. Priest.
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The last words of Francis Libermann
on his Deathbed

"Se fervent, always fervent,
and above 01/, charity, charity, charity above .
01/.

Charity in Jesus Christ,
charity through Jesus Christ,
charity in the name of Jesus Christ.
Fervour, charity, union in Jesus Christ.
I am seeing you 01/ for the last time.
I am happy to see you. .
Sacrifice yourselves for Jesus,
for Jesus alone.
God is 01/; man is nothing.
A spirit of sacrifice,
zeal for the glory of God,
the salvation of souls".
(Taken from the deposition of Fr. P Delaplace for the
process of Beatification)
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A sketch by Libern:ann's friend, Mgr. Segur
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Ihe Abbey o.(Notre Dame du (lard, bought in 1846, was the house of
studies and the novitiate up to the acquisition of Chevilly

iS8

Photo ol.La Neuville, the cradle of the Congregation of the Holy Heart
of Mary. It served as the novitiate and house of studies betweenlS41
.
and j847
,....
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. Chapter II

Libermann, a spiritual guide
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Simple advice for the spiritual life
".,
,0

•• 1
a semmanan

A few months after moving to the Eudist nOVltlate in Rehnes,
Franrois Libermann still kept close contact with the seminarians of
Saint-Sulpice, especially those who were members of the "Bandes de
piete".2 We do not know exactly who the recipient of this letter wa.i,
hut it is evident that he was new to the spiritual life. Lihermann
answers his request for advice with a few simple suggestions on how
to proceed, all of which are rooted in the Gospel.
September 9th , 1837
My dear brother,
May the peace of Our Lord and the gentleness of his sacred
heart fill yours to overflowing. This is all you have to do in this
world, my dear friend: let yourself be filled by the Spirit of our
good Master with all the tenderness, gentleness and peace
which he still conveys to his mother, Mary.
Se submissive and pliable in the hands of the Spirit of life,'
whom the Lord has sent into your soul to be everything for
you. He must become the beginning and the source of all your
feelings, your desires and the movements of your soul. He
must be the motivator of your intelligence and the guide of
your soul through the inclinations which he imprints on it. He
must be the only one that guides you life, for if you mix your
own violent activity into these things, you will only spoil them.
Pay great attention to these words of Our Lord, "Ego sum via I am the way". Keep your eyes peacefully focused on Jesus ,
.y
1

L.S.I, pp. 366-369 (3rd edition), completed byN.D. I, pp. 417-418.
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"The bands of piety" were meetings of seminarians to strengthen their interior

life. Frant;ois 'Libermann was their leader.
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living in your soul, and only approach the Father through Him
- a path which is always close to you and not difficult to find.
This path is in the depths of your soul; you only have to remain
there and you will go directly to the Father. Jesus has left you
his Holy Spirit to guide you along this road; only the Spirit
knows this road and can help you to walk along it.
Our Master also said: "Ego sum Veritas - I am the truth", a
wonderful name that is above all human expression. Jesus is
the truth, and so when, by his grace, we stick to this road
which is himself, we are in possession of truth itself and,
consequently, once we are moving along that way, we have
already arrived. And what more do we need? Keep peacefully
to this wonderful road which is within you. And being within the
very depth of your self, hold on to this way; it is, and always
will, be truth itself that is within you.
This way will be the light of your mind and the love of your
heart. So stay close and united to the Lord who is so loveable,
who lives in you and is the whole truth and he will be your life.
Being the light of your mind and the love of your heart, when
you give yourself totally into his hands, he will grasp your soul
and possess it in such a way that he will become life itself
within you. It is only then, my dear brother, that you will begin
to really live, because Jesus is the realdife.
.
This is what Jesus meant when he said: "Ego sum via, veritas
et vita", so try to live by this truth. Be cooperative and simple in
his hands so as not to wander off on youJ,own path, for you
will find nothing there but lies and .death. Do not worry if you·
still have traces of your scruples; laugh at them and continue
your journey as if they never existed. Try to ,remain balanced
in your enthusiasms and only act .alongthe 'lines of which I
spoke to you at length lastyear,- and always in a spirit of
peace and interior calm.
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I am rather worried about M. Dupeloux 1 ; I have written to him
and I will write again shortly.
My best wishes in the love of Jesus and Mary.
Fran<;ois Libermann

!

Dupcloux - a novice at Rennes who came from the seminary of lssy.
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A real spirit of prayer
To M. Grilumi

When this letter was written, Franr;ois had already been in Rennes
for a few months as director of novices for the Eudists. But he kept
close ties with the two seminaries of Saint-Sulpice and Issy where he.
had spent the previous ten years. Writing to M. Grillard,2 he shares
his convictions about a real spirit of prayer: for scholars like
Grillard. it is essential to control the continuous activity of the mind
and to strengthen one's presence with the Lord by a simple glance of
faith towards him, that is not born of intellectual curiosity but of an
openness of heart.

My dear brother,

Rennes, January 23 rd , 1838

May the Child Jesus be the sole master of your soul and all its
feelings, emotions and thoughts and may he make it live by
his divine life. I am so happy to hear that you are putting an
increased effort into your spiritual life and working on a
habitual state of recollection. It is a great step forward, to live
continuously in the presence of God; a person who has
reached this stage will soon be master of his soul and all its
movements and will then be able to surrender them all into the
hands of our great Master, so as to live henceforth by his life
and in his life. When we are lacking this recollection and this
spirit of continuous prayer, we will always (or nearly always)
act by ourselves and, most of the time, for ourselves. Then
even good acts, even acts that are done for God, are
imperfect and of little merit; we are still following our own
agenda and, therefore, acting in strong opposition to the
promptings of the Holy Spirit.

I

2

L.S. I, pp. 404-408
See the Index
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So God is giving you a great gift, when he implants in your
soul a desire and a determination for continuous prayer. But
be careful that it does not develop into something to be
achieved by a purely intellectual exercise.
For this state of prayer to be genuine, it must be attained
through love, or by a lifting of the spirit, or by the soul resting
in God with our faculties focused on him, or by a simple
conviction of the presence of God, before whom we do
everything to please him alone. But we must not try to pray
through the efforts of our mind, clinging on to a few thoughts
which are connected to God. This would not be something
bad, but it would be very mediocre and bear little fruit. Neither
must it be some sort of intellectual game, bringing satisfaction
or entertainment by thoughts that seem beautiful and striking,
chewing them over again and again, either to deepen them or
simply to be engrossed by them.
Try to reduce the role of your intellect; above all, simplify its
involvement in your prayer and recollection as much as you
can. The best thing would be if it would keep quiet altogether;
but if it does intrude into your prayer, do not let it take on a
leading role. On the contrary, it should be ignored because it
will only spoil everything and be a great obstacle to your
recollection.
All the faults that you have told me. about flow from this
weakness, which seems to be rather deep-rooted in your
case. Your intellect meddles in everything, examines
everything, continuously turns things over and allows nothing
to pass without interfering in it. It always wants to be busy and
is incapable of quietening down so as to allow God into your
soul. All your efforts must be aimed at calming its action or,
tying it up and letting it sleep peacefully in the presence of the
Lord; this will allow the Spirit of God to act as he wishes
without your intellect getting in the way and imposing itself,
which would spoil everything that God is trying to do in you.
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This defect of character is the source of your overriding desire
to know things and it will continue to grow and be a great
obstacle to your spiritual progress if you do not control it. You
will never be a truly recollected person nor will you receive
God's enlightenment if you carryon like this. It is no fault of
yours that it is there, but you must bring it under control and
not allow yourself to be dominated by this passion for study
and knowledge. Do not neglect your necessary studies, but
retain your recollection. My dear friend, never give in to this
obsession for collecting beautiful texts and thoughts so that
you can make use of them when a suitable occasion presents
itself. Do not stuff your mind with created knowledge; this
would make it difficult to concentrate on the enlightenment that
comes from grace, which is far superior to any ordinary
learning.
When you have to study something which appeals to your
intellect, be careful not to be overwhelmed by it; remember it,
but with a clear head. You have done well to draw up a
timetable for studying Hebrew, but do not allow it to eat into
other periods of the day. And if this thought comes to you, take
up the Gospels and look at those passages where Jesus
speaks lOVingly to you and it will make you feel ashamed,
because you will find that you now have no taste for such
passages and that your poor spirit is stagnating with' its earthly
preoccupations. You will realise that you now prefer your
natural curiosity to the words of eternal life. God alone, my
dear friend, God alone! We have no need of anything else; our
beloved Jesus is more than capable of bringing light to our
minds and joy to our souls.
Understand this well: an abundance of the goods of this earth
is extremely harmful and prevents the possession of heavenly
goods, the only real goods that exist.· The rest are worth
nothing. Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom
of heaven. Blessed are those whose mind is poor, whose mind
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does not wallow in things, or stuff itself with created
knowledge. Blessed is the spirit who does not fix its tastes, its
joy and amusements on these riches, which are, in fact, real
poverty! Your spirit must be poor, empty and naked before
God, and then it will possess God and the superabundance of
his light and graces.
My greetings in the hearts of Jesus and Mary,
Franf();S Libermann
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Advice on guiding vocations
To Fr. Ferree

This is without doubt the most important letter that Libermann wrote
from Lyons. It is addressed to a Sulpician, M. Ferret, a priest and
Director of the Senior Seminary at Nantes. He talks about the art of
spiritual direction.
Fr. Ferret2 had made a remark, in the presence ofM. Le Vavasseur,
about M. de la Brunihe joining the "Work for the Black People",
and Le Vavasseur passed it on to Libermann. Ferret had said, "What
a catastrophe you will bring about if you snatch this young man from
France and take him with you to evangelise the Negroes".
In addition to the advice he gives regarding spiritual direction,
particularly the discernment of vocations, this is the first time that
Libermann wrote down his own theological and spiritual vision
about the Mission to the "Negroes ,,3

December 15th , 1839
In the name of Jesus and Mary!

Dear Father,
No doubt you have heard that I have left Rennes
you now that it is permanent. I will not go into all
this affair at the moment because I have other
you that you will find more interesting and which
concern the glory of Our Lord.

and I can tell
the details of
things to tell
more directly

On my journey, I met an excellent young priest, totally devoted
to the salvation of souls. He has a certain amount of
experience tram ten years in the ministry and living community
I L.S. II, pp. 307-318, and N.D.!, p. 673
, See the. Index

Paul Coulon has analysed this letter in the revue "Memoire Spiritaine",
22
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life. He is a past confrere of the seminary and a close friend.
He told me about a project that the Lord has put into his mind
to which he would like to devote himself completely: it is to set
up a Society of good and fervent priests who will dedicate
themselves to build up and sustain the commitment of priests
who are working in the active ministry. (... )
Perhaps you find the idea amusing, but this man is taking it
very seriously. He has reflected on· your own project of
organising meetings and get-togethers for these priests, but
he has gone much further into it, suggesting details regarding
• spiritual exercises and the conduct of their own private lives. I
will not go into the details of all he has in mind because I
would not be able to explain them as well as he will himself. I
believe you could be a great help to him in executing this plan
.and he is of the same opinion, so I hope you will get in touch
with him. May I suggest that if you find elements of which you
disapprove in his explanation, that you look at them carefully
before God and not come down too hard on him; I feel that the
good Lord is behind this work and has given this priest a
greater understanding of what is needed than he has to
others.
But in this' context, I feel I must speak to you about something
which will not be easy for me, because I am just a poor man
and it is not really my role to tell you how you should set about
serving God and directing, souls. You have more' experience
. and have received more graces in these matters than I have.
But I would be lacking in my duty to God if I did not use this
opportunity to express my own thoughts on such matters. I
know in advance that I will probably say some unwelcome
things, because, unfortunately, my temperament sometimes
get the better of me when I talk about things of which I
disapprove. I ask your pardon for the love of God, because I
have a' great respect and love for you, as is only right for a
priest of. the Lord who is working totally for his greater glory,
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while I am doing nothing. So I will speak simply, without
paying too much attention to the nicety of my language since
you know what is in my heart. If I should say something hard,
it is not against you as such but against the things I am talking
about. So, after this long preamble, I will get down to business.
Regarding your principles for the direction of vocations, I truly
believe, before Jesus Christ, that your way of proceeding is .
harmful and opposed to the way he wants to treat people. It
seems that you regard yourself as the arbiter of vocations, but
in no way should such a thing depend on the opinion of the
director; his role is simply to obey the will of God as it reveals
itself in a soul. I have noticed that you direct vocations with a
great deal of reasoning, comparing and examining a host of
elements; this seems to me to be a dangerous path to follow,
for it is certain that the things of God should never be
submitted to an examination by our human intellect. The more
we employ reason to get to the truth, the more we are in
danger of making a mistake. This does not mean that we
should despise rationality completely; we must hold it in some
esteem and even resort to it when things are far from clear.
But we must never see it as an infallible instrument. I think I
can say with certainty, that it is not the way a good director
should proceed, for we have no reason to believe that the
ordinary direction of souls towards perfection should be guided
by different principles to those used in the discernment of a
vocation.
It is beyond dispute that in the direction of souls, we must be
constantly examining the attraction of the grace of God within
them, and that a director who neglects this will contribute little
towards their sanctification. It is not just a question of
recognising the presence of this grace: it also involves
discerning its progress, its development, its influence on all the
actions of the person involved. Having once recognised that
God is at work in a soul, the only role of the director is to guide
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the person to follow that grace and remain faithful to it. He
does thi$ by encouraging the person as he is and helping him
to get rid of all those faults and other obstacles which are
preventing the development of the grace received.
But a director must guard against wanting to control the soul:
God will do the steering, while the director's task is to ensure
that the person concerned does not obstruct this forward
progress. He must never attempt to impose his own tastes or
attractions on the one being directed, nor influence him by his
own way of doing and seeing things. If he were to do this, he
would end up by turning souls away from being led by God
and would often act in opposition to where the grace of God is
leading. I am speaking here of souls who are moving straight
along the path of perfection, not those who are cowardly and
lukewarm.
For my part, I can see no possible reason why this method
has to be changed when dealing with souls who are searching
for their vocation. What other method should a director use to
understand what God is doing within a person, if not God's
own enlightenment which will come directly to that person in
prayer or from his constant union with Our Lord? These words
of St. Paul are very relevant here: Just as in human affairs,
only the human spirit can judge, so in divine matters, only the
Spirit of God can discern. If we are closely united to the Holy
Spirit, he will help us to penetrate the hidden depths of the
Divinity when it is important for the salvation of souls.
So let us see where 'tie are as regards our human reason. Qui
de terra est, de terra loquitur. If we·are earthly men, our
thoughts will be earthly and our reasoning will not be
according to God's way of seeing things. We will be in danger
of making decisions contrary to what God wants, because
man will always be from earth and mUd. So the more human
reason gets involved in divine things, the more it will mix in the
things of the earth. So if a director only seeks enlightenment
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from God when directing souls, why should other means be
employed when it comes to vocations, that is to say, when it is
a question of the state of life that somebody should follow? If
vocation is something of the highest importance, should we
not employ means that are known to be safe and sure? Surely
we are not wary of God because we think these things are too
important for him! It would be ridiculous to put God to one side
and replace Him with our own ideas, reasoning and
prejudices!
I believe that the Holy Spirit always breaths the same way in
the same person. All his impulses and the way in which he
leads an individual more or less' resemble each other;
therefore the signs of a vocation will follow the same lines as
any other. What I mean is that a vocation will show itself in a
soul in the same way as any other attraction, so we have to
use the same means to identify and know it. And if the
attraction of a particular vocation is constant, why should such
an attraction be opposed by somebody like me - so full of his
own ideas, tastes and prejudices?
I agree that one must be prudent when dealing with the
imagination of young people, but one still has to use the same
means as in any other case where it concerns a strong
attraction. They should be advised not to pay too much
attention to it, to concentrate rather on their own sanctification
and to remain calm, confiding everything into the hands of
God. But there must be absolutely no ban on speaking about
their vocation, nor any attempt to make light of what they say
or to use harsh words when speaking to them. They can be
warned to keep an eye on their imagination, but they must
never be told that their ideas are simply imaginary. If you
follow this advice, those who do not have a real vocation will
slowly forget about their project, because an imaginary
.attraction, which is not fed and encouraged by something else,
will not last. On the other hand, a genuine, vocation does not
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go away. When it leads to evident forgetfulness of self, a
greater proximity to God and spiritual progress, the director
should give the person some hope from the start and seek
opportunities to talk with him from time to time, as long as care
is taken not to encourage his imagination. In short, we must
leave God free to act in souls and never hinder the action of
his grace but help it to develop, as in all other cases.
But when a director has his own strong ideas and fixed
principles according to which he always acts, he will often end
up by blocking the action of the Holy Spirit. It is not for us to
impose laws or limits on Our Lord. I agree that this is not what
is intended by the director: on the contrary, he feels that he is
genuinely searching for the will of God. But if he looks
carefully, he will realise that he is in fact in opposition,
because he will see that he gets upset when a soul whom he
trusted abandons these principles or goes against them. His
displeasure is a result of these principles being founded on
human feelings and fixed ideas which can so easily develop
into prejudice.

Moreover, one cannot find principles for the guidance of souls
that come from the exterior. Suppose I am convinced that my
only concern is the good of the secular clergy. That is
excellent; but if I am not careful, I will let myself be taken over
by certain human attachments or feelings, as I mentioned
earlier. I will oppose everything else; I will have no interest in
anything else because of them. This way of proceeding is bad
and displeasing to God, so he will not bless my efforts as he
would have done otherwise. Because wherever there is
intervention, inflexibility or tenacity, we are looking at
something human, something bad.
The result would be that I would not make a proper
examination of the nature of the attraction to a particular
vocation that God has put in a person's soul. If it does not fit in
with my plans, I will be hoping to find that it is false. The end

I
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result is that I resist the voice of God, that I hinder the spiritual
progress of a soul and,.sometimes, thatl'.block the salvation of
many people whom God wished to save.by the ministry of the
one he has chosen. It woLildbe exactly;the same if I try to
intervene in the vocation of a priest who wants to leave the·
diocese where I am working; I would be blocking somebody
who is capable of doing great good for others.
'
[Please forgive me dear Father, a poor miserable person, for
talking to you like this. I am a worthless individual and useless
in the Church; I do nof know how to live properly himself and
yet I presume to write to you in this way. I feel very ashamed,
but I know how good and humble you are and how devoted
you are in serving the Lord, so I will continue.]
See how much we tend to ruin the service of God, when we
base out direction on simple principles which are often of little
value. Our mind is so finite, so miserable, that it is constantly
deceiving itself.
What you said to M. Le Vavasseur regarding M. de la Bruniere
has affected me very deeply. He told me that you said, What a
catastrophe you will bring about if you snatch this young man
from France and take him with you to evangelise the Negroes.
So anybody who is fervent, generous, of good character must
stay in France, and these poor abandoned souls, for whose
sake God inspires people with such generous feelings, must
be left to rush towards hell in their millions! Must we only send
them cast-offs and imbeciles, those who are incapable of
doing much good? For me, this is not God's vision; he is much
more open and generous than that. He came to save"
everybody, to sacrifice himself for all, the highest and the
Therefore, his priestly spirit is a spirit of reconciliation
and 'salvation for the whole human race. And those who share
in the priesthood of their Master must also be concerned for
people worldwide and rejoice when God sends men to save
the most abandoned, rather than send only those who
are not .
I.
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much use. It is to think in a purely human way if we base our
decisions on the intellectual capacity of the priest. When Our
Lord sent the great St. Paul to the despised Gentiles, did
anybody dare to insist that this incomparable Apostle should
stay in Judea for the good of the chosen people? For there
were surely many good reasons to believe that he could
accomplish much more amongst his own people than amongst
the Gentiles.
I could write much more on this subject, but I fear that I have
already said too much. Think over these things in the
presence of Our Lord, and pray to him that this poor man who
writes to you is doing something good for once, unless of
course it is not his will and that these ideas are the fruit of my
sins and my bad conduct, past and present.
I have said what I have because this young man will need your
assistance and you are in a position to help him find others of
the same mind. I am sure he will talk to you about it. Since he
talked so strongly to me of those who are an obstacle to God's
plans for others because they do not conform to their personal
ideas, I thought it best to let you know my thoughts on the
subject.
Dear Father, I humbly ask you to forgive my effrontery in
speaking this way. Please show me, or continue to show me,
the love that you have for me and in which I remain your poor
and humble servant.
Franfois Libermann
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Correct spiritual guidance
To Fr. PouparC

The following letter is addressed to M. Poupart2, spiritual director at
the seminary of Saint-Sulpice. It was written during Libermann's last
year at Rennes, but the identity of the seminarian of whom he speaks
is not known.
The letter is particularly interesting for those who are involved in
spiritual guidance. so it is reproduced here in it entirety. It describes
in detail the method of spiritual direction employed by Libermann.

In the name of Jesus and Mary!
.'

1839

My dear Father in the Lord,
May Jesus, our all, be the absolute master and the unique life
of our souls, so that he will live and reign there alone before
his Father, amidst the suffering, the despondency, the
destruction and the annihilation of our entire, miserable nature,
which is nothing but sin and abomination in his sight. 3
Some time ago, I received a letter from Mr. X4 and this is the
reason why I am writing to you. I want to use this opportunity
to hear what you think of these ideas which follow. In his letter,
Mr. X asked my advice on his prayer life. There is no point in
repeating the whole of my reply to him; you will no doubt see
him yourself so you can ask him about it. I just want to explain
,
I

L.S. II, pp. 386-390

2

See index
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The deep pessimism of these opening words can be better understood if 'we
realise that Libermann was going through a period of severe physical, moral and
spiritual trials.

J

4 This

was a seminarian who was being guided by Fc. Pouparl. .
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here why I told him what I did. I hope and pray, by the mercy
of God, that if he follows my advice he will come close to God
and make much progress.
It seemed to me that it would be right for him to continue using
mediation 1 , rather than a simpler and purer style of prayer,
remaining united to God in a spirit of faith, interiorly detached
from the senses. I believe that this latter type of prayer should
never be used by beginners because they are so used to
acting through their own imagination. This means that at the
stage where they are presently, there are many obstacles that
prevent them going directly to· God without using their
imagination and senses, unless, of course,God is pulling them
strongly in that direction. Even if that is the case, they will
continue to do sousing their senses to a certain extent; they
will form an intellectual image of God to which they will unite
themselves. Without doubt, this is a step beyond meditation,
but unless God pushes them strongly, they will not free
themselves completely from the senses.
I believe that in the early stages, God allows for our weakness
by communicating with our souls through the senses. In other
words, he contacts us through our imagination and other
internal senses and draws us towards him by means of
meditation. But once he has purified our senses and detached
us from sensations and gratification, once he has filled our
soul with fervour, a desire for sanctification and self-denial in
all things, he will then withdraw gradually into the depths of our
souls, separating himself from our senses and acting purely,
I Several times in this letter, Libcrmann talks of "considerations", He is referring
to a type of prayer called "meditation", where the mind and the imagination arc at
work, a method which varies according to different schools of spirituality. For
example. there is a meditat.ion method ,0r the school or Saint-Sui pice to help
beginners. Meditation should lcact to contemplation, a form of prayer which is
simpler and less discursive.
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working through the faith which he gives to the intimate and
completely spiritual faculties of our soul. This faith is always
accompanied by love, but there is no longer any involvement
of the senses; it operates only in the most intimate and purely
spiritual part of our souls.
This moment, when God separates himself from the senses, is
the most critical and,in my opinion, the most decisive. The
person becomes convinced that he is lost, no longer having
the feeling of being united to God. He believes that he has
been unfaithful and that God has abandoned him. So there is
a great danger of discouragement, uncertainty, scruples and'
many . other kinds of suffering. If the person has truly
renounced himself, he will overcome all these feelings and
move towards the real contemplative life; if the opposite is
true, he will gradually withdraw and, in some cases, become
worse than he was at the beginning.
In all this, I feel the most important thing for the director is to
let God work in his own way, to follow his action and
encourage the person to be faithful to the path along which He
is leading them. When. I see somebody who is more
advanced, somebody who appears to be called to the
perfection of the interior life (and there are more such people
than one would imagine), I start to give him an idea of the real
nature of Christian perfection. I do this when it seems that God
wants to raise him to greater heights; seeing the beauty of
these things, he will be amazed· by them and experience an
overwhelming desire to reach that state.
Then I try to show him the different aspects of perfection, in so
. far as I can with the help of God. I wait for some time before
getting down to his particular situation and giving him direction
suitable to his current state. Once I have gained this entry and
the Lord lets me know the interior life of this person, I come to
appreciate the difficulties he is facing and adapt my direction
accordingly. At this stage, I try to help him avoid too much
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activity and haste, so that he will be at peace and remain
quietly in God's presence and more easily follow all his
promptings. This state of peace will always lead him on to
contemplation and renouncement.
I insist a great deal on interior and external self-denial, building
the state of peace on this foundation, so that the person will
devote himself continually to this process of purification. I feel
this is particularly important for beginners, so for a long time, I
never speak of prayer. I do not know if I am right in this, but I
have always felt that since they are striving to live an interior
life that is self-denying, God will perfect their prayer, and living
in a state of peace and internal gentleness and practising self- .
control and sincerity, they will come to know and follow God
and the ideas with which he inspires them.
When they speak to me, I get to know their spiritual
preferences and the way that they pray. I try to correct
anything that is defective, but in general, I do not interfere.
And gradually, I think they are led to a prayer of pure faith and
union with God by simple contemplation.
I am overjoyed when, as often happens, they tell me things
that are happening within them which indicate a state of pure
contemplation, even though I have never said anything that
would have led them in that direction. I tell them to carry on as
they are doing, putting no pressure on them but allowing them
to follow what is happening in their soul. Later, when things
have advanced to a point where they can no longer do meditation
and even have distaste for it, I tell them to continue with this simple
view of God and encourage them to remain in his presence by faith.
So dear Father, having examined them before God, be so kind as to
give me your reaction to what I have described above,. There were
many other things I wanted to say to you, but they have slipped my
mind for the moment.
I am your servant in the love of Jesus and Mary,

.. ,

Fram;ois Libermann
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Spiritual help that respects the gifts
given to each individual
To M. Luquer

By the end or July 1840, Libermann had fiIJJshed writing the
Provisional Rule. Here he replies to a letter from a M. Luquel, a
student at Saint Sulpice who cannot decide whether to join the
"Work for the Black People". He feels more attracted to the
missions in China where his friend, M. de la Bruniere, is going to
work. He also has some relational problems with other seminarians,
particularly M. Le Vavasseur whom he assists in running the "Bands
of Piety "U'ounded by Libermann).
In this letter, Libermann uses all his experience as a spiritual
director and leader or men to explain that each person is different in
his nature and his way of acting. He quotes the first letter to the
Corinthians (Chapter 12) to show how these differences are an
image or the Blessed Trinity.· Below, we reproduce most or this letter.

August 4th , 1840 (Feast of 5t. Dominic)
My dear brother,
I was very reiieved to receive your letter because I feared that
you were facing a big temptation, but I now see that Our Lord
has protected you from it. My fears were based on the reasons
that I talked about in my last letter. In such circumstances, it
think it would be better to refer to M. Pinault rather than write
to me. But if you want to write, it is still preferable to talk first
with M. Pinault, because it is best not to remain too long upset
by this sort of problem without seeking some advice.

I
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With things as they stand, I see no difficulty in your paying a
visit to M. de la Bruniere; he should know the state of affairs at
the seminary.
When I saw M. Le Vavasseur during the holidays, I found him
rather too timid. I felt that he wanted to manage people to an
excessive degree. I am surprised that you were worried about
this; it seems to me that the way you are following is now
sufficiently clear, and since M. Pinault gave the same advice,
you have nothing to fear.
The way you are relating to others is good, but do not judge
them, do not condemn them and do not try too hard to bring
them round to your way of thinking. In our relations with God,
we must avoid wanting to convert others to our way of thinking
and acting. Rigidity in this area can have unfortunate
consequences. God has his plans for each person: he
distributes his graces in different ways, and however hard we
try, we will never succeed in changing others. If we did
succeed, it would be to their detriment. I think you know what I
mean by "rigidity", because sometimes you have shown signs
of this tendency in yourself. This caution must not prevent us
from acting; but such action must be typified by peace,
gentleness, and moderation, even when we meet with
resistance or come up against opposition.
Everything must be supernatural in you and flow from the Holy
Spirit, but remember that whatever comes from Him is calm,
gentle, modest and humble. The work of God can be summed
up as something both strong and gentle and the same
approach must typify our apostolic work. When I say that you
must beware of yourself and allow others to act according to
their own visions and' attractions, I am talking of those who
lives on supernatural
belong to God and who
principles. Paul talks along these lines in his letter to the
Corinthians. He says that all those who do good in a spiritual
and supernatural manner do it through the grace of the Holy
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Spirit: "Nemo potest dicere "Dominus Jesus" nisi in Spiritu
Sancto".1 So we must not criticise people because they do not
act otherwise.

"Divisiones vera gratiarum sUnf': Graces are shared out
differently, but the Spirit who gives them is the same. So we
must always respect the variety of spiritual preferences and
attractions that people have. They will not harm our unity,
which is nothing less than the love of God in our souls and the
sign of the presence of the Holy Spirit. He is the source of all
these different attractions.
Saint Paul continues: "Et divisiones ministrationum sunt ,,2 He
talks of the sharing of graces and spiritual gifts, which have to
be distributed to different people. We are asked to be the
servants of these people, to help Our Lord in the distribution of
the graces that he wishes to share with them. Now this gift of
administering graces and favours is done in many different
ways, but Our Lord is the same in each one of us and it is He
who distributes his graces through the hands of his servants.
So we must avoid criticising the way that others act in
distributing these supernatural gifts.
This passage from St. Paul is full of sound advice that can
bring peace and encouragement for those who are working
together for the glory of God. We should examine ourselves to
see if our conduct is concealing some fault that is causing
difficulty. If this is not the case, we must carry on in peace,
love and humility and while retaining some measure of
wariness as regards our miserable nature, it must not be
allowed to disturb our calmness and freedom of action.

I "No one can say "Jesus is Lord" except under the influence of the Holy Spirit"
(I Cor 12.3).

7 ..

There are varieties afservice. hut the same Lord", (I Cor 12. 4-5)
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I cannot comment on the grace that the good Lord has given
you because I do not have enough information about it. I hope
that it will bring you peace of soul and that it will strengthen
you against temptations and interior suffering. Wait quietly
before the Lord and do not worry. If God does preserve you
from these temptations and sufferings, it will teach you to live
in fear and humility. Work hard at making yourself more
gentle, supple and flexible; it will be a good protection against
all temptation. But do it in peace and without any anxiety.
Please ask M. Pinault ifhe has received the three notebooks'
that I sent him. They run to 140 pages. Let me know in the
next letter that comes from Paris. I will send him the last two
notebooks which are now complete when I get a chance.
Tell him that if M. Douai can come to Rome during the
holidays, he can probably stay in the Charterhouse. The Prior
seems to me to be a man of God. He has reformed several
houses of his order here in Italy. He asked me for news about
this business because I had already spoken to him about it.
He told me that he would like to meet this gentleman because
he could do nothing otherwise.
If there are any remaining mass intentions in Paris, it would be
good to send them to this good Prior. He told me yesterday
that he does not have any and that they are not very well off.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, acolyte

I

This most probably refers to his commentary on the rule.
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The longest text of Libermann on devotion
to the Virgin Mary
ToM. Dupont

While he was in the seminary at Strasbourg, preparing for his
ordination, Fran(:ois Libermann sent a long letter to a co-disciple at
Saint-Sulpice, Marie Eugene Dupont,2 which is largely a
commentary on the prayer, "0 Jesu vivens in Maria,,3 Libermann
explains the role o.(Mary in leading us to become like Jesus through
the grace of the Holy Spirit. lhis passage tells us more than any
other about Libermann's devotion to Mary.
As this letter is very long. we give two extracts in this text.

Strasbourg, April 1st, 1841
My dear brother,
You have asked me again about the background to the prayer,
"0 Jesu, vivens in Maria". All I know is that it was written by Fr.
De Condren, but I know nothing of its history. I have always
felt that he composed it to honour the sacred mystery of the
Incarnation and its effects on Mary, so that we might benefit
from the same wonderful effects ourselves. We have to
remember that when God gives us his gifts, he never takes
them away again. As St. Paul says, his gifts are unconditional.
If we do lose them, it is through our own fault, our own
I

N.D. 11, PI'. 456-467
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3 "0 Jest/ vivens in Maria. veni el vive infamulis tuis. ill spiritu sanetttatis [uac, in
viarwn Iuarum.in communione
plenitudine virtutis luae. in per/ectioflc
mystcriorum lliorum: dorninare omni adversitae potestari. in Spiriru lito, ad
gloriam Parris. Amen"
"0 Jest/s. come alld live ill YOllr servants as you live ill Mary. with the peryectio/1
of your Wll)'.'! and the fullness oj" your virtues and ill communion with YOllr
mysteries: overcome everything which is opposed to this. in your Spirit. to the
Rlory of the Father. Amen.
2

.H
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weaknesses and imperfections and our lack of cooperation.
But our Mother was never exposed to the risk of losing what
she had received; on the contrary, her purity and holiness
were growing all the time. Being always more and more
possessed by love, her faithfulness was beyond doubt. All the
graces and gifts she received bore fruit in her that poor people
like us can barely imagine. So the gifts she received from God
remained with her always, growing and developing wherever
possible. Although Our Lord did not continue to live in Mary
physically, her amazing union with the divinity, which
happened at the Incarnation, remained throughout her life and
will continue to do so for all eternity. All the gifts and graces
which came from this union will always be ornaments of the
soul of Mary, along with all the divine perfections which were
given to her by the three Persons in their respective relations
with her.
This great mystery, which contains all the graces, the gifts and
the mysteries of God made man, was received by Mary at the
wonderful moment of the Incarnation, the principle and seed of
all graces, gifts and mysteries, which grew within her when the
time came, and to a degree of perfection that was peculiar to
herself. In the same way, we ask Our Lord to come and live in
us to establish that same life in ourselves, - if not to the same
degree of perfection, then at least in the same manner as
expressed in this prayer. In this way, we will also receive these
same graces, these same gifts that are contained in all these
mysteries. We can think of the moment when we receive Holy
Communion, when Jesus makes us sharers (as far as is
possible) in the mystery of the Incarnation, and ask him to live
his life in us as he did in Mary, in the manner expressed in the
Prayer, 0 Jesu vivens.in Maria.
This prayer comes from a soul who is contemplating Jesus
living in Mary. The soul, in its own small way, sees Jesus liVing
in Mary; it sees him operating in a way that is both living and
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life-giving. This poor soul is prostrate, overwhelmed with
respect; it remains in a state of silence and nothingness. It
admires the great things it is seeing a little - and even those
things that it is incapable of seeing. It rejoices, praises,
blesses and glorifies Jesus...
The soul, even though it overwhelmed by these things, begins
to desire them for itself; and these same desires, far from
being something bad or imperfect, are the necessary, or at
least the natural result of all graces and all gifts. So being
raised up, strongly but gently, the soul opens before Jesus to
attract him into itself so that He will live the same life there as
he does in Mary.

a

Jesus, living in Mary... ! This sigh from the soul is
accompanied bya glance that is full of love. The person feels
a violent need; it is love that causes this need and makes it so
ardent, but it cannot satisfy this need, It feels too weak and
powerless, so it approaches this furnace of love, which is both
attracting and consuming it, and tries to get it to enter itself.
This is why the soul turns to Jesus with this sigh so full of love,
weakness and trust Jesu, vivens in Maria...

a

Dominare omni adversae potestati.

The person is convinced that the one he loves is living within
him, but he is also painfully aware that this life is not the same
as it was in Mary; so by this prayer, he begs for this perfect
life. He feels that there are many powers within him which are
opposed to this life; they have been a barrier in the past and
they could do the same harm in the future. He feels powerless
to resist, so he asks Our Lord to overcome both himself and
the forces which are working against his happiness. He knows
that they will never be completely elimiFlated as1long as he is
on this earth, but he begs Jesus to subjugate and master them
and keep them under control. These enemies are the devils,
the flesh and its concupiscence, our appetites, our faults, our
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nature and our natural and human life. As long as this person
is under their influence, he will never have this perfect life of
Jesus within him. If Jesus overcomes them, they will still be
able to attach him in the flesh, but they will no longer have any
power over his soul, because Jesus alone will be living there.
They will be cast out of his soul, which will remain closed to
them; henceforth, he will live only in Jesus and by the life of
Jesus.
"In Spiritu tuo, ad gloriam Patris." This will all be brought about
by the Holy Spirit, who is always fighting against the flesh
which he abhors. Jesus, living in our soul, deploys his spirit
and his· overwhelming power against these mortal enemies.
So the soul, which is animated and strengthened by the life of
Jesus and his Spirit, is able to oppose and repel all these
hostile forces. But it is not the soul which overcomes them, but
the divine Spirit of Jesus, ad gloriam Patris. This is the only
reason why Jesus lives in Mary and in our souls. The soul
does not want to have all these graces for its own delectation
but for the greater glory of the Father, and this is a pure and
holy desire that is inspired by the vision of Jesus living in
Mary. Amen.

Franfois Liberman
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Discerning the action of the Holy Spirit
To M. Douai, a seminarian l

Father Libermann. who had just opened the novitiate at La Neuville,
was very gifted as a spiritual director, a fact that he recognised
himself In this leiter to M. Douai, 2 he shares his experience of the
working of the Holy Spirit. He describes how this action can be
clearly distinguished/rom that of other "spirits".
La Neuville, December 31 81 ,1841
My dear Brother,
You are a lucky man to have shared a small part of the cross
of Jesus. Persevere and grow stronger in his love. This is a
precious moment for you, a time of graces and blessings. It
seems that Jesus has chosen this occasion to establish his
reign and his love within you. Once he has corrected all that is
defective and has taken over your soul completely, he will be
able to do with you what he wants. But if he had done
everything as you wanted, who can tell how much trust you
would then have put in him.
Be aware of your limitations and the in-built opposition of your
nature to the plans of God - even at those times when you
really want to be faithful. His Spirit is always at work in your
soul, gently but firmly, while your own spirit has its particular
miserly agenda. But the Spirit of God, while acting firmly, fills
you soul with gentleness and peace; he gives you the life of
Jesus, a life of love which is calm but powerful.
When the Holy Spirit is at work in us, our hearts are burning
and united to God without any worries or self-love. We feel
humbled, not just before G09 but before all creation. My dear
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friend, we are so blessed when we feel the power of the Holy
Spirit and the influence of the love of God. Everything turns
into love within us: our actions, the least and the greatest
movement of our soul; our love for God himself, before whom
we are in a permanent state of adoration and nothingness; our
love for all others, without a trace of bitterness or being
judgemental. Our mind is calm, with no desire to act against
those who contradict, persecute of torment us in any way.
Whether these people are good or bad, whether they agree
with us or not, whether they are right or wrong, nobody will be
able to prise us away from our peace and confidence in God.
My dear friend, I am telling you all these things so that you will
be able to distinguish between what is coming from God and
what is a product of your own human activity. If you have
learnt to profit from these difficult occasions, you will find that
you will be able make this distinction. This is the very reason
why Jesus has allowed you to suffer briefly on the cross.
Take great care not to inflate your own importance or to have
an exalted opinion of yourself. Neither should you wish for
great things to happen to you or through you. The cross is
made to humble us into our nothingness, to place us under the
feet of Jesus and of all those who, in his goodness, he allows
to crush us, even if it is a Caiphas or a Pilate. If you want
Jesus and his love to be the Master of your soul, be ready to
kiss the feet of all those who want to trample you into the
ground. Put yourself totally into the hands of Jesus, and ask
him to live alone in you. Invite him to destroy your own human
life and prevent you from ever returning to your former
complacency.
Here is another way of telling whether an inspiration comes
from the Lord or from your own activity. When Jesus is
working through his Spirit, he comes to us through our will to
set things in motion; our intellect is well aware of His action but
it is not imprinted there. The Spirit of God always acts in the
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same way: his work is strong but gentle and does not agitate,
but always leads towards union with Our Lord. In short, there
. is no disorder in the way He works.
But when it flows from our own activity, or when our own
activity gets mixed up with it, our intellect is the starting point
of the action. The will also plays a part; sometimes, one even
sees that the source of our action is in the will and even in the
grace that touches us. But at the same time, one is aware that
the immediate cause of the action is not the will but the
intelligence.
This rule applies to every aspect of our spiritual life. All our
perfect feelings, all the divine inspirations that Jesus sends us,
in proportion to the holiness of our lives, must first of all reside
in the will and only then, in the intellect.
May Jesus, our loving Master, bring all these things about
through his cross, and mayor dear Mother, Mary lead you
along that path of perfect love, in which I am your devoted
servant.
F. Libermann, priest.
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Apostolic life, character and prayer
To Fr. Marcellin Collin]

Marcellin Collin 2 was a member from the very beginning, since he
was present at the inaugural Mass of the Congregation of the Holy
Heart of Mary on September 25''', 1841 at Notre Dames des
Victories. He was a missionary in Reunion, working with Fr. Le
Vavasseur. Libermann gives him advice on how to master his
difficult character; he also describes a simple form of prayer for
people who are busily engaged in the apostolic life.

January 29 th , 1845
Dear Confrere,
I received your letter of May 1st some time ago and I was
greatly moved by it.
Here is a piece of general advice for you: always live at peace
with your enemies. Let me explain what I mean. You have a
difficult character and it brings you much suffering. But do not
feel that you have to get rid of it at all costs; it is God's will that
you should learn to live with it, even if you do look on it as an
enemy. So accept the will of God with patience and
gentleness, and refuse to give in to feelings of sadness and
disappointment. When your temperament starts to get the
better of you, humble yourself, recover your peace of mind
and forget all about it. These feelings of uncompromising
severity are not as wicked as you imagine. They come from
the temperament you were born with, so it is not really your
fault. It starts to push you in a certain direction before your
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own will is in any way involved. Once you get worked up like
this, you need time to recover your balance and all attempts to
recover it by force will be useless. So at such times, remain
humbly submissive to the will of God, for it is God who allows
you to undergo this trial. If you do this, peacefully, trusting in
the goodness of Jesus, you can be absolutely certain that he
will be pleased with you.
I was very flattered when you compared me to the Lord in your
letter! But it is quite true that when you came to me each week
(in the novitiate) to tell me about the faults you had committed
throUgh your weakness, I felt great sympathy for you and was
not in the least shocked by what you had to say; I could see
that your recognition of these frailties had encouraged you to
give yourself all the more generously into the hands of God.
And his reply is to love you even more than before, if such a
thing were possible.
Our Lord knows very well how weak you are, but rest assured
that he does not love you any the less because of it. So avoid
getting upset; you are not making him sad ...or at least, far less
frequently, because most of the time, your will has no part in it.
If it does play a part, it is usually because it is taken by
surprise.
So what can you do? You have been born with a difficult
character, so live in peace and humbly submit to the will of
God. You say you want to belong to God. Well, you already
belong to him and you will become increasingly attached as
time goes by. Be brave and sacrifice yourself for his greater
glory.
Do not complain about your lot. The imperfection of your
nature is compensated by many other blessings and graces of
which you are largely unaware. The defects of your
temperament will help to keep you poor and humble at the feet
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of Jesus, so in a way, they are a bit like the fertilizer we put on
plants to produce more growth!
You are wrong to think that your remorse is a punishment from
God. He does not act that way - he loves you far too much for
that. The very harshness of your self-reproach shows that it is
coming from your own nature, so simply ignore these guiltfeelings. You can hold me responsible for any harm that
results from following this advice. Do not mistake the voice of
the wolf for that of the lamb: rest assured that those feelings of
guilt do not come from the Holy Spirit.
Those interior voices of remorse are coming from your own
faulty temperament. They do not help you to be courageous
and you will hardly ever be able to follow what they suggest.
Such thoughts do not lead to God. They make you too
concerned with yourself and excite your imagination, whereas
the voice of God is always gentle and peaceful. It gives you
the courage to do what he wants of you and directs your whole
being towards him.
You are wrong when you say that your present state is a
punishment froflil.God. Just be happy that you belong to him
and you are sacrificing yourself for his sake. But remain
always at peace. I have told you so often that Our Lord himself
must be the director of your soul; this is true not just for
yourself but for everybody who is involved in the apostolate.
Nevertheless, consult Fr. Le Vavasseur (his superior)
regarding your interior life. Do not do this to seek consolation,
but sacrifice yourself to the Lord. Consult him so as to avoid
acting presumptuously and to preserve your simplicity.
To return to what I was saying a moment ago, do not talk
about "breaking your character" or "crushing the rigidity of your
character". We cannot break iron; we soften it in a fire so that
it becomes
The line of conduct I traced for you above
is the only one to follow; it will soften your severity to the
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extent that the good Lord desires it. Do not be in too much of a
hurry to get rid of this fault; if you concentrate too much on
that, it would do more harm than good. You would runthe risk
of losing your interior peace, humility and trustful submission
to the will of God.
Be patient with your chains. When you are alone with Our
Lord, let there be no feelings of remorse. Turn your mind away
from your faults and give yourself totally to him with
confidence and peace. Those reproaches spring from your
own particular character, sometimes even from self-love.
Throw them away and speak trustfully to Our Lord, instead of
speaking harshly and anxiously to yourself. If you were called
to give an account of yourself at this very moment, your
condition would be far better than you imagine. Your
imperfections are not voluntary and they are being constantly
purified by grace.
Regarding purity of intention, I have only a few words to say.
Things like self-love, self-interest and complacency are
enemies that are best overcome by despising them. The more
you worry about them, the more trouble they will be. They will
only die when you die, so put up with them in peace and
humility and treat them with scorn and indifference. They will
gradually diminish and finally disappear - almost entirely, but
not completely.
Prayer is of the greatest importance and yet it· is something
simple, so adopt a method as uncomplicated as possible.
There is no need for too much meditation; you do not have to
follow the method of Saint Sulpice in every detail. Your prayer
should be a simple, calm and trusting repose in the presence
of the Lord - that is all. Do not bother with too many
meditations, hoping to produce holy feelings. Nothing you do
during prayer should be forced; remain with Jesus like a poor
child with its father. No need to put your feelings into words,
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nor to express your needs to him, but rest with him in your
poverty and weakness, ready to do whatever he wants.
When you are with the Lord, look upon yourself as somebody
who belongs totally to him, leaving him to do with you
whatever he wishes. This should be done without effort and
without many words, either internal of external. Try to make
this an habitual attitude of your soul, remaining constantly in
his presence during personal prayer, isolated from everything
else. Cast a glance towards him from time to time and when
distractions come, try to dismiss them gently and without any
anxiety. During the course of the day, you can do likewise.
In seeking contact with Jesus, allow him to direct you. It is not
for you to tell him what to do! Do not formulate plans for him to
follow nor imagine that things should happen this way or that.
Just be happy to be with him and at his disposal and abandon
yourself to his guidance, like a blind man who needs leading.
Do not even try to talk to him too much, or expect to hear him
speak to you; be at his disposal, placing all your trust in him
alone.
Continue to act towards your superior as you have been
doing, and do not be afraid. I will not listen to everything he
has to say in his quest to cease being the superior. I know him
as well as you do. Perhaps it is because of the difficulties
between you and him that he wants to be discharged of his
.duties. He did not say so himself, but it might be the case. Do
. all you can to encourage him by seeing that peace reigns in
the community.
Father Blanpin is a very simple and very good child of God; it
is your character that is the source of the trouble. But do not
worry about it because it will not last. Reduce your relations
with him as far as possible, but do not give the impression that
you are trying to avoid him. Be kind to him, for a good and
fervent person suffers greatly from this kind of opposition. This
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is a time of temptation for him, but it will pass. I will let Fr. Le
Vavasseur know about your observations.
I did not mean to take so long to reply to your letter. I received
it about five weeks ago, but for the last month, I have been
suffering from a headache and distaste for any kind of food. It
was caused first of all by the coal I was burning in my
bedroom and then by the cold which affected my head. I have
now completely recovered, but while I was ill I neglected
everything because I was incapable of doing any serious work.
Please write to me frequently.
Yours in the love of the Holy Heart of Mary,
F. Libermann,
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary

".<
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Giving oneself up to the Spirit
To Father Blanpin l

Fr. Blanpin 2 was working on the island of Bourbon, along with Fr.
Collin. lIe had troubles relating to his confrere, so he informed
Libermann about the problem. Libermann takes some of the drama
out of these problems and, writing from his tiny cell at La Neuville
back in France, he dreams of being with his missionaries in the front
line.
The first part of this text has been omitted. It deals largely with
family problems, particularly Blanpin' s mother and the question of
her will. Below is the .final section of this letter, which contains
Libermann's metaphor of a boat to describe the respective roles at
the Holy Spirit, the soul, the heart and the human spirit.
April, 1845

My dear Son and Confrere,
". Try not to complain too much when you can give so little
time to personal prayer and study, It is a blessing for a
missionary to be absorbed by work for the salvation of souls.
You should be congratulated rather than pitied, I only wish I
was in the same position, I too do not have a moment during
the whole day to devote to my soul or to do a little study, but in
my case, I am eaten up by letters - and these never directly
. concern the salvation of souls.
Your life is given over totally to such work - mine is swallowed
up by administration! I am like a secretary who works for a
great banker. He keeps the accounts in order, deals with
millions in his calculations, works out brilliant investment
I
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schemes - but it is ultimately of no benefit to himself. Others
collect the profits from the transactions that fill his day. When
he leaves the office in the evening, his own pockets are
empty. This is what my life is like; I calculate, speculate and
make gains for others, but I finish up empty handed. At
Judgment Day, I shall be pleading for the Lord's mercy.
So there is no need to worry if you are unable to pray properly
or if you have your share of troubles. Just make sure that you
are faithful to God in the exercises prescribed by the Rule.
You suffer in the service of the Lord; I suffer from headaches!
You are in pain because of your apostolic work; I am in pain
because I am a sinner. But we must both suffer with patience
and with love.
Do not worry if you have trouble relating to Fr. Collin. You will
get over it gradually. The arrival of new confreres should help
the situation a little.
A word of advice on how to live and work: A ship has sails and
a rudder. The wind blows into the sails and pushes the boat
forward' in the general direction in which it should be going.
But this is not accurate enough and eventually the boat could
end up way off course. Your soul is the boat, your heart the
sail. The Holy Spirit is the wind and he blows on your will and
your soul in the direction that God wants you to go. Your spirit
is the rudder and its role is to make sure that you do not
deviate from the direct path determined by the goodness of
God. Your spirit must gently and calmly watch over what you
say and do, totally submissive lathe.will of God.
There is no need to be surprised by what is going on within
. you. You are not\tet fully formed, but you will eventually
become calmer.
.
.
.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, Priest ofthe Holy Heart of Mary.
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A false idea of maturity
. To M. Blanpin1

This letter of Libermann to Blanpin2 is a lesson in psychology and
wisdom. Two years earlier, this confrere had jumped from spiritual
infancy to adulthood, without passing through any kind of spiritual
adolescence! In the process, the childhood vinues had vanished and
were replaced by a false idea of the meaning offreedom, which he
was convinced he had discovered. In fact, it was nothing more than
an independent se(f-sufficiency which resulted in harshness of
judgment and intolerance. causing no small disruption to the
community life of the missionaries in Reunion. Libermann suggests a
more gospel-like approach.
Notre Dame du Gard, June 18th , 1848

My very dear Confrere,
I wrote you a brief letter from the Seminary of the Holy Spirit
but, unfortunately, I was not able to reply to your earlier one.
This reply is a little late, but I felt that Mary, our good Mother,
would let you know within your heart what I wanted to say to
you, until such time as I could write to you.
You still have the same feelings: you no longer want to be like
. a child, because you are now a man. As I already told you,
these ideas are basically sound, but you must watch out for
your faults, which could lead you to apply such principles
incorrectly. I think you are wrong to be ashamed of your past
conduct; it had the merit of being based on simplicity, humility
and pu,ity of intention. I belkwe that your soul was ,pleasing to
God and that he wanted you to be the way you were. I also
believe that time has now passed anJo that your approach to
things will inevitably change. What was good five years ago is
not necessarily relevant today.
I
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I told you that this is the normal way that God acts in our
souls. To begin with, he is happy to leave us somewhat timid
and reserved. This produces a type of docility which is .
. necessary to prepare us for the work he has in mind. After a
certain time, we gradually emerge from childhood and become
men. But as this transformation is gradual and unhurried, a
certain balance is retained between the extremes; the
dynamism of the man is joined to the gentleness, simplicity
and moderation of the child. In short, the good things of
childhood are transformed into manly qualities.
In this way, we become real servants of God. We are strong
and we judge things by our intellect, aided by grace, yet this
same intellect remains calm, strong yet moderate. Our
judgments are not inflexible; we do not cling to our own ideas,
our thoughts are not prejudiced and our imagination does not
lose control of itself. We are men - masters of ourselves, our
thoughts and our imagination. We are still full of life and we
retain our childish capacity to be impressed; but our feelings
do not uncontrollably assault our imagination and we are no
longer dominated by our impressions. All this is because we
have arrived at manhood by degrees, while conserving our
humility, control over our passions and our openness to the
grace of God. We now have some wariness about ourselves
and a flexibility of soul in the presence of God.
The human spirit is now set free -. free of itself and free of
feelings coming from within, which can so easily become
tyrannical for our intellect and prevent real light being thrown
on the objects of its vision. This fJeedom of spirit preserves the
beautiful simplicity which is one of the greatest attributes of
healthy souls. It supposes the presence of gentleness,
calmness and moderation of judgment. The soul still maintains
its dynamism of action and its fruitful imagination, but it is
permeated by the love of Jesus and Mary.
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I am not reproaching you for lacking some of these qualities of
the mature man. But you are not paying enough attention to
the supernatural side of your being, nor to the self-denial that
the Lord is asking of you. You must concentrate on those
virtues which transform everything that is defective in a grown
man. You are too caught up in the flood of your own ideas.
This is because the change that took place in you was far too
sudden: one moment, you were a child and then suddenly you
became a man, without passing through any sort of
adolescence, which is of the greatest importance in our human
development. As a result of this rapid transformation, your
spirit was catapulted much too violently into a new state, so it
is not surprising that you tend to exaggerate things. It would
be difficult for you to do otherwise. One of the sure signs of
this exaggeration can be seen in the shame you felt about
your past conduct. So you tried to go in the opposite direction;
I am convinced that you jumped much too far and ended up
beyond the boundaries prescribed by the Christian spirit.
When you were a child, you relied totally on the judgment of
others before acting: when you became a man, you began to
rely far too much on your own understanding and judgment.
Christian humility cautions us to be a little suspicious of our
own intellect, but not in the sense that we should always be
hesitant, deferring to the ideas of others; this would make us
children all over again. It means rather that while using the
masculine vigour of our intellect to judge things correctly, we
nevertheless retain our earlier calm and suppleness, so as to
ward off excessive rigidity in our ideas and to be open to the
ideas of others.
(Unfortunately, the paper I am using for this letter is too thin. I do not
have the time to begin again, so I will jump straight to a new page,
otherwise my writing will be illegible).

As a result of this sudden transformation of your character,
you are showing signs of an exaggerated tendency towards
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independence. Speaking as a friend, I want to point out that
this attitude is placing you in the gravest possible danger; such
an approach undermines a basic principle of the Christian
religion. We are dealing here with two opposing principles. On
the one hand, Christianity bases itself on the submission of
intelligence to faith and the submission of the will to love. But
on the other side, corrupt human nature pushes us in the
direction of the complete independence of our intellect and
will. The result is the "non serviani' (I will not serve) of the
devil: our pride leads us to place the centre of our existence in
ourselves and not in God. We replace the proper functioning
of our intellect and will with a principle of total independence
from everything that is not ourselves. This is the instinct that
pride plants in our soul, an evil instinct that can have terrifying
consequences.
With the faith principle that I explained above, our intelligence
and will lose nothing of their natural liberty: in total freedom,
our intellect and will subject themselves to the influence and
wishes of God and even, to a certain extent, to human
enlightenment. Since this submission come from a completely
free decision on our part, we now have perfect freedom and so
become perfect men and women.
But if we follow the other route, our so-called "independence"
deprives us of our true liberty and leaves us at the mercy pf
our passions, our faults, and our unbridled imagination. We
are then the slaves of a host of different influences, with no
means of escape. We are not only slaves to our passions, but
to all those things which drive them. In his weakness,
"independent" man becomes the play-thing of all creation as
well as all his own passions.
Freedom is given to us by our Creator, but independence, in
the sense in which I have been using it, is contrary to our
nature and destroys all those principles on which our Christian
faith is based. The violent tendency towards total
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independence of the intellect has led to Protestantism and
modern philosophy. It is responsible for the terrible egoism of
the last century which leads straight to barbarity, savagery,
and the destruction of human society. If everybody on earth
insisted on this total independence of the intellect and will
(even to the limited degree that you do), society could no
longer survive, and in less than fifty years, we would all have
descended into a state of total anarchy. Look at what has
been happening in France. Everybody wants freedom and that
is an excellent thing; but there are a handful of people who are
crying out for "independence" and are turning the whole
country upside-down. If ever they get into a position of
authority, the streets of France will be flowing with blood ..
The principle of religion cannot co-exist with the principle of
independence as you understand it. Christianity would be
totally destroyed. I think your problem is that you have not
really understood the difference between freedom and
independence. Freedom is calm; independence is turbulent
and cannot tolerate any limitation. Christianity came into the
world precisely to bring us freedom and, armed with its
dogmas and moral teachings it fights to the death anything
that opposes it.
In order to destroy this concept of independence, or rather, the
attraction with which our fallen nature has infected us, people
of faith, guided by the Spirit of God, have established religious
community life in the Church. These institutions, some stricter
than others, were all approved by the Church, so to criticise
them would be to criticise the Church itself, and that basic
principle of Christianity which they are simply applying in a
more focused way. The firm application of this principle
against the type of independence you seem to be supporting
in your 'letter, is totally justified; the members of religious
communities have all freely and willingly accepted this
principle out of their love of God.
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I am well aware, as you are, that in this century the rigorous
application of the religious principle against this spirit of
independence will create considerable difficulties. Religious
Orders which follow this line will come up against
insurmountable opposition. If contemporary thinking finds
these principles so shocking and provoking, I believe it comes
partly from those who have surrendered to this idea of the
independence of intellect and will, partly from the confusion
which results from not distinguishing sufficiently between the
concepts of freedom and independence, and, finally, from the
passions that are unleashed by this unqualified love of liberty,
which are often directed towards religious orders.
Here are some practical conclusions from all this:
1) I believe that you have exaggerated the principle of human
freedom - either because of your sudden jump from childhood
to manhood that I observed above, or from a certain explosion
of your imagination when you first came across these ideas
that were completely new to you. This has led you to confuse
liberty with the idea of independence, of which I have just
explained the nature, source and effects.
2) Another result of this sudden jump is that it awakens your
self-love, which never really dies. As a result, you become
more inclined to judge and condemn people, rather than have
feelings of peacefulness and gentleness towards them. This
attitude is far from being Christian. The basic Christian feeling
is one of love, leading to peace, gentleness and conciliation. If
you think about this, you will have a better understanding of
what is going on in your soul. At present, your soul is suffering
greatly.
3) These confused ideas have set you on a path which is
dangerous for your soul. Even though you have certain
reservations about this spirit of "independence", you have
taken a direction that is devoid of love. You have given a free
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rein to that pride which is rooted in the heart of everybody, but
which can easily end up as intellectual and moral egoism.
If you are honest with yourself, you will see that you are being
very hard on those who do not agree with you. In certain
circumstances, this hardness can develop into hatred and
intolerance. If you adopt the Christian spirit and the holy
Gospels as your starting point, you while find that these
phenomena vanish from your soul. Put another way, if you rely
on your heart rather
your brain to guide your actions, you
will be on much safer ground.
4) To round things off, here are a few points of practical
advice:
a) Beware of any feelings that make you over-excited.
Never judge or act when guided by such feelings, feelings that are bitler, hard and irritated, and thoughts
that betray the presence of self-love.
b) Strengthen the faith, humility and love which is within
you. What would be the point of achieving this
independence of which you speak at the cost of losing
humility and love? You would only be acquiring
something that is natural and human. Even supposing it
is a perfection of sorts, it will never be more than a
human perfection and in the process, you would lose
that supernatural faith which is lasting and solid.
Without any doubt, when your soul is so preoccupied
with this thought of independence, it loses sight of its
own supernatural perfection and the practice of those
virtues which go with it. So get rid of these thoughts.
You need have no fear that you will fall back into a spirit
of subjection and a disproportionate reliance on intellect
and will that could harm your ministry. Concentrate on
acquiring the virtues that are essential for a Christian
and a priest.
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c) Make sure that your heart and mind are free. Judge
persons and events with calmness, gentleness and
love. Do not allow any passionate feelings to rule over
you. Submit yourself to the will of God whatever it might
be and however difficult you find it. Always act
according to Christian and priestly virtues - humility,
self-denial etc. Be deferential towards others; if others
feel that they should be deferential to you, this would
indicate that you are the weakest and they are the ones
who are truly free. If you are deferential, it is you who is
strongest and genuinely free.
d) As regards what you say about the Jesuits, I do not
think that you can blame their constitutions or the
rigorous obedience that they practise, since it has all
been approved by the Holy See. If it is true that our
century no longer approves of this organization and that
their type of obedience does not appeal to the
contemporary mind, this is no reason why they should'
be criticised, because it would take a pontifical
intervention to change their constitutions; they cannot
do it by themselves. Regarding the other points you
make, it is not for us to point the finger at them as a
group, even if we object to the behaviour of an
individuaL Certainly, the majority of them act with the
purest of motives. So forget the Jesuits and allow them
to act as they see fit, while we do what we feel is right.
We must not be intolerant; it is for each one of us to
answer before God for the way we act.
e) M. L Vavasseur. He has not mentioned very much
about you, but what he has said is to your credit and
expressed in very affectionate terms. In no way does he
appear to want exercise his influence over you in the
way you describe. So do not judge him with such
severity, showing your repugnance and opposition to
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him. Let your relationship be one of gentleness and
charity and live in harmony with him. This is important
for the peace of your soul, the good of the Black people
and the edification of everybody.
Goodbye, my very good friend. You can see hbw much I love
and trust you from the frankness with which I have written
I

F. libermann,
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
1

I.
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The last conferences of Libermann given at
the novitiate of Notre-Dame du Gard
March -April, 1851 1

Ihis text consists of extracts from the final spiritual talks of
Libermann to the novices at Notre-Dame du Gard, shortly before his
death. They were recorded by one of the novices. According to a
note added by Fr. Delaplace 2, although we cannot guarantee that
this was exactly what Libermann said, it is typical of his approach
and his way of expressing it.

The grace of sanctity cannot act without our cooperation. It is
placed within us when we are still young and only develops
when we are capable of cooperating with it. There are two
states of the soul that emerge: contemplative union and
practical action and it is these which assist the development of
sanctifying grace.
Contemplative union is a thirst for Our Lord, that need that we
experience to set out in search of the light and strength, the
seeds of which are already planted in our souls and which
grow as a result of that direct relationship which is created
between Our Lord and ourselves. This thirst, or raising of the
soul to God, is what we refer to as "prayer". Prayer is essential
to the life of the soul, just as the air we breathe and the light of
the'sun are essential to the life of the body.

This contemplative union can be compared to a child who
always wants to be close to his mother, the only person that
he really trusts and loves. There are different types of prayer
N.D. XIII. pp. 686-711
.
N.B.: Fr. Delaplace was assistant novice master in the novitiate; he also heard.
these conferences given and subsequently completed and printed them. (Fr.
Barillec).
'
I

2
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and each of us has our own, the details of which suit our
situation. To get to know the particular path we should follow,
we look at the times when our prayer has gone well and
remember our disposition on that occasion; this will show us
the path that God wants us to take.
But contemplative union is not as necessary as. practical
action. A more perfect contemplative union, linked to a
practical action that is less so, produces a less perfect result
than a practical action linked to a contemplative union which is
inferior. Obviously, a contemplative union must dominate in
contemplative religious Orders, while practical action will be
more characteristic with missionaries. This missionary
practical action will reveal a readiness to sacrifice oneself for
the glory of God and the salvation of souls, without frequently
experiencing regular moments of consolation in prayer. But
finally, each person has his own special path to follow in
prayer, because the graces we receive are tailored to the
passing or permanent dispositions of our unique soul.
Contemplative union

Before arriving at contemplation, which is real prayer, we
normally pass through a stage of "meditation" (which is not
prayer in the strict sense but rather a preparation for prayer).
This is followed by what is referred to as "prayer of affection",
where one experiences strong feelings which absorb the soul.
Finally, "prayer of contemplation" consists of a constant and
habitual union of our soul with God. We are always in the
presence of God and more or less conscious of that presence.
There are three degrees in contemplative prayer:
.• The first degree: absorption of the soul, which is
detached from its surroundings and is aware of God
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•

•

alone - gently and without any effort, like a small child
at its mother's breast.
The second degree: we are not absorbed in God but we
continually and instinctively return to him while we are
doing other things, in such a way that we cannot help
thinking frequently about him, just as a friend turns his
mind repeatedly to the one he loves.
The third degree: we do not return instinctively to God;
a deliberate act is necessary for that, but such an act is
pleasant and easy.

This third degree is particularly suited to apostolic life. We are
occupied and not distracted. In this state, it happens that we
do not experience explicit feelings before God; we are with
him in a passive way, not suffering but also without
experiencing joy. In such a state, it is difficult to do an hour's
meditation. We prefer to glance at some thought and act
externally; then this exterior action helps to encourage prayer,
just as a walk or some other form of exercise helps the
digestion.
Although contemplative union is not as perfect as practical
action, we still have to work at it, because without it, we cannot
really enter into practical action, and practical action is not
good if it is not joined to contemplative union.
Practical union

Practical action (or practical union) involves stripping oneself
of "natural impressions" in order to open up one's soul to the
impressions of God. As long as the soul is a slave to natural
impressions, it is like some opaque material, which prevents
the entry of the supernatural light of truth. But as soon as we
dominate these natural impressions and are prepared to
accept and act on what God inspires us to do, then our soul
receives this life. It becomes spiritual and transparent, like the
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divine truth which can then enter the soul naturally and
unopposed. We then possess an abundance of the truth, we
breathe the truth and feed ourselves from it. We can see the
things of God clearly and without effort, because our soul is
now in its element - the divine light.
We have to do two things in this practical union:
a) The first step is to suppress the natural. impressions
which are of three types:
•
•
•

The current impressions of the senses;
The moral impressions which relate to the past
or the future;
The purely intellectual impressions, like pride or
self-love.

b) The second step is to open oneself to receive
impressions from God, which infuse into us the two-fold
element of supematurallife - faith and love.
We have to work on the contemplative uniOn and the practical
union at the same time, so that they will perfect each other
and produce the complete life.
We can have distractions in our prayer without ceasing to be
united to God. Sometimes, we can get completely confused. It
is not just that we do not know what we are doing: we can
have doubts as to whether we are doing anything atal!. We
can find ourselves in a state of total passivity, where we are
convinced that nothing is working, or that we are spoiling the
work of God. But this can mean that the action of God is at its
most efficacious, because it is out of our control and is acting
almost completely on its own. We can see this when come to
an end of such prayer and feel that we have been enlightened
and strengthened to do good.

211

It is of critical importance that we never allow feelings of selflove to enter into our prayer. We must be totally convinced,
and learn from our experience, that on our own, we can
achieve absolutely nothing in prayer; it is solely because of the
mercy of God descending upon us that we can enter into
communication with him.
There is a text in scripture which proves that practical union
consists in repressing nature and allowing ourselves to be
dominated instead by grace: "Abnega temetipsum,
toile
crucem tuam et sequere me"l. "He must renounce himself' that is to say, he must take no notice of himself, banish all
natural feelings and seek to please God alone. "Take up his
cross' - Far from taking things easy, he must open the wings
of faith and fly towards suffering and the cross. He must take
these crosses upon himself, assured that God will help him
and draw him up to where He himself is suspended. "And
follow me" - In doing this, he is following and imitating Our
Lord. To keep going and not lose the way, he must keep the'
Lord in his sight. Jesus is always on the path ahead of him,
carrying his own immense cross. He will often turn round to
help his follower carrying his cross - and even carry it Himself,
filling his disciple's heart with great joy amidst his sufferings.
The whole of our being must be united to God, and this can
only be done by practical union.
"Mundus me non cognovit".2 Why does Our Lord refer to men
as "the world"? It is because men concentrate s.o much on the
joys of natural things that they become completely absorbed
by them. These joys are identified with the world, so to speak.
But our spirit cannot attend to two things at the same time, to
I " ... he must renounce self, take up his cross and follow me". (Luke 9:23: Mark
8:34: Matt 16:24).
2 "Father, although the world does not know you, I know you" (John 17:25)
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the natural and the supernatural: "Nemo potest duobus
dominis survire".1 St. Paul put it like this: "Homo carnalis non
intelligit quae Dei sunt, sed homo spiritualis dijudicat omnia,;.2
The word "dijudicat" indicates that he has an insight into
supernatural things and not just a passing enlightenment, as
occurs in prayer.
This "Practical Action" will be better understood by using some
comparisons. Let us look at how the world acts and how it has
acted upon us.
1) How the world acts. The world knows its business very
well. Jesus told us that the children of this world are
wiser than the children of God, in other words, they
know their business better than we know ours. A
diplomat has all the skills he needs and he is constantly
using them. It is his life - he has need of them. A
workman knows his business and an artist is quick to
comprehend the subject of his art. So our task is to
acquire the necessary expertise in the science of
salvation so that it becomes second nature to us.
2) How the world has dominated us. If we had not been
born in sin, or if the grace of baptism, in curing our
souls, had not left us still tied up in bandages, we would
have overcome this world and everything would be in
order within us. But we were born in sin and, even after
receiving the seed of salvation, we are still very
incomplete. We have been overpowered and tyrannised
.by sin and we allowed it to get a hold on us.

We must be unremitting in our study of sanctity, but do not be
afraid by the word "unremitting". It is not a burden but rather a
I

2

"Nobody eao serve two masters·· (Matt 6:24; Luke 16: 13)

"The carnal man does not understand the things of God, but the spiritual man can

discern everything··. (I Cor 3.14-15)

1
1

SPIRrr-
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relaxation. As Jesus put it, "Jugum meum suave est et onus
meum leve".! So do not be frightened by the thought of the
sacrifices that have to be made. If they seem to be impossible
for our weak nature, the grace we receive will give us all the
strength needed. In the depths of our soul we will find joy,
even if on the surface we are suffering aridity, anguish and
spiritual desolation.
Sanctity is hard for those who give themselves half-heartedly.
But those who are big-hearted will find great joy, a joy that
nature cannot even begin to understand: "Gustate et videte
quoniam sua vis est Dominus,,2 Nothing can stop us on our
journey because it is grace which is carrying us onwards. The
soul is like a ship, tossed about in the deep sea yet pushed
onward by the wind. Or like a traveller who has to climb a high
mountain: if he moves slowly, he will be overcome by fatigue,
but if he gives himself generously to the task, he will arrived at
the summit before he realises it. 3 This is how it should be in
the spiritual life; always be ready to sacrifice yourself. Half
efforts are very tiring, but generous sacrifices bring peace and
joy.
Our poor nature is still very much present and will continue to
cause us trouble, but in the end, we will be victorious. The
obstacles we have to face are our faint-heartedness, unbridled
imagination and self-love:
1) Faint-heartedness. At times, we will be upset by the
continuous sacrifices that are asked of us. The trials
1 "My yoke is easy to wear and my burden is light" (Matt 11:30)
, 'Taste and see that the Lord is good" (Psalm 34.8)
During his pilgrimage to Loreto. our Venerable Father found that he was very
tired at the foot of a mountain which lay on his path. But he screwed up his
courage and soon arrived at the top with a minimum of suffering. (from an account
written by himself).
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seem to be always coming at us, but we have all the
grace we need! We have not yet resisted to the
shedding of blood and death on the cross. With the
grace of God, we can do so much more. Some
mortification or a simple movement of the soul will
eventually wake us up again and we will set sail once
more, even stronger than before. Think of how Our Lord
or one of the saints reacted when faced with similar
problems, and take courage. Quite often, after prayer,
Our Lord will present us with an opportunity to put it into
practice, as if he were saying, My child, I am going to
test your faithfulness, but have no fear; I am here to
help you!
Another remedy against faint-hearted ness is to have a
talk with your director. Whenever you feel deficient in a
particular virtue - charity, for example - have recourse
to your director, even several times if necessary.

2) Unbridled imagination. This can give rise to two
undesirable effects: anxieties and illusions. Imagination
builds castles in the air and, as a consequence, the
soul feels increasingly empty because of the
unrelenting action of the intellect. The soul tries to
acquire a virtue by assault, by its own human efforts.
We feel we are acting rightly, but when it fails, the
struggle gets worse and worse and we are exhausted,
sinking deeper into the mire. Deep down, we are never
convinced that we are incapable of doing anything in
the spiritual order by ourselves.
When that happens, we must give up struggling and
place our hope entirely in the mercy of God, trusting
that he will help us. Our Father, who is so infinitely
good, wants to send his gifts into the souls of his blind
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children, but they frequently pay no attention and drift
away. Often, God in his goodness sees the harm that
they are inflicting on themselves and sends them his
enlightenment. Then everything will go well.
The deception here consists in being convinced that we
are on the right path and well advanced in virtue, while
all the time it is only an illusion of the imagination.
3) Self-love also lives in the imagination. We become full
of ourselves because we are present neither to
ourselves nor to God. The solution is to liVe face to face
with ourselves and with God and, in that way, we will
avoid the illusions of self-love. Despise self-love where
the will plays no part.

ltiY J4A
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Advice on prayer to his nephew
Letter to Franc:ois-Xavier Libermann1

Ihis letter was written by Franfois Libermann less than a year
before his death. It shows him, once again, as a spiritual master and
an expert on prayer. It is a long letter of 8 pages and our extract
below is from the section dealing with prayer2 Ihe letter is
addressed to Franfois-Xavier Libermalll/ his 21 year old nephew.
son ()!'his brother Samson. !Ie was a Spiritan student at Card and
had written 10 his uncle about the problems he was having with his
prayer. In reply, Libermann talks of the history of his own prayer life
when he was a student and bases his advice on this experience. He
has words of waming about the advice given in some manuals of
prayer.

Paris, May 4th , 1851

My Dear Child,
... Let us now talk about Fr. Courbon 4 I will tell you my
experience of him. During my seminary days, I passed through
very many phases of prayer. At first, I was in the "affective"
stage but I moved through various other phases until I arrived
at what Fr. Courbon calls "the presence of God through pure
faith". At that time, when I found myself in a quandary, a little
like your own, my director gave me Courbon's manual to set
me on the right tracks. But I found almost nothing described
there which had any resemblance to my actual state or to the
stages I had already passed through. The stages that had a
slight resemblance to my own story were not in the same
order as I had experienced them. Courbon ascribed certain
I N.D. XlII. pp.132-133
. . Libermann treats of the same subject in his letter to 1'1". Collin, N.D. VII. pp. 3139
:I Sec Index
'I Fr. Courbon was a priest of Saint-Suipice in Paris and had produced a book on
prayer and its various stages for the guidance of his seminarians.
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effects to one stage and others to the next, whereas I had
experienced them simultaneously. The result was that I
became completely muddled, so my director told me to
discontinue following Courbon. Later on, when my prayer had
reached some stability, , read him again, at least in part, and
decided that all thesa detailed theories were inexact and
would do more harm than good.
It is true that the grace of God adapts itself to our particular
nature, and there are also other elements which are common
to everybody. But when we get down to details, we can get
very lost if we try to have rules which fit everybody, because
no ten people are alike; the nuances of prayer are extremely
diversified. So I suggest that you look on the rules of Courbon
as a dead end and continue to follow your own path in all
simplicity, placing your trust in God and his great goodness.
Stay humbly in God's presence when you pray, with the desire
to unite yourself to him and his great mercy and be ready to
sacrifice yourself totally for his glory. From time to time, try to
re-live this frame of mind (as long as you are able to do so);
but it does not have to be strictly formulated. Accept your
r10thingness in peace, but do not waste time trying to work out
if your vocation is to arrive at this or that state of prayer. This
would be both useless and harmful and is certainly not what
God wants you to do. These states of which they talk do not
really mean anything much and are far from being proven. If
you follow what I am telling you with humility and generosity, I
will take responsibility for whatever happens...
F. Libermann, Sup.

r
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The "Asia" preparelf;to take new missioruuies to Africa
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Chapter III

Libermann, the builder of the
missionary spirit
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A grol/P ojSpiritan missionaries welcome the Bishop oj COl/bango, Mgr,
Kel7ing (+30 November, 1937)
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Community life is absolutely essential
for such a long and difficult work
To Frederick Le Vavasseur

Frederick Le Y,avasseur. who was from Reunion. was a seminarian
in Saint Sulpice. Ile was very upset by the sad condition of the Black
People in his native island. who were either slaves or recently
emancipated. Many people were discussing the total abolition of
slavery which would soon take place and some felt there should be a
period of moral preparation for it. Le Vavasseur had managed to
interest some of his seminarian friends in the problem. Fr. Gallais!
asked Frederick to compose a memorandum on that subject. 2 On the
advice of the Sulpician Fr. Pinault, Le Va vasseur consulted
Libermann at the end of February 1839 about his planforfounding
an association. which would be a "branch of the Eudists" and would
bear the name. "The Missionaries of the Holy.Cross".
Libermann replied on 81h March 183sf in order to encourage him
and also perhaps to help him develop a more precise FJCUS on the
project. Ile wrote. "I completely agree with Fr. Pinault's 4 advice
regarding the necessity of living within a religious congregation if
the project is ever to be realised." We reproduce this important
letter in its entirety, which Fr. 1i'sserant put into his Memorandum of
1842.
Jean-Baptiste Lucien Gallais (1802 - 1854) was a priest of the diocese of Rennes.
He taught dogmatic theology and law at Saint Sui pice. He was superior of the

1

seminary at Issy in 1854, dying on 1i

h

January of that year.

'N.D.II, pp.63-67: Memorandum from Le Vavasseur to Fr. Gallais.
3

N.D. I, pp.638-641

, Alexis Martin Pinault (1793-1870) of the diocese of Paris. He studied in Saint
Sulpice in 1824, was ordained priest in 1827; was at "Ia Solitude" (during the
spiritual year which every Sulpician spent at Issy) in 1829. Became a professor at

Issy and died on 12" March 1870.
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Rennes,8 March 1839
Praised be Jesus and Mary!
My very dear Confrere,
Viriliter age et confortetur cor tuum. 1 I hope that our Lord will
bring to its fulfilment the project he has prompted you to
undertake for his greater glory. Pursue that object with
confidence and out of love for our Lord. He has merciful
designs for the salvation of those poor souls who have been
neglected up until now. I advise you therefore to undertake
this great work and apply your most earnest endeavours to it.
Do not trust in yourself nor in your own devices and schemes.
Do not try to persuade anyone, but let the Master of the house
act in His own way. It is his privilege to choose the labourers
whom He wishes to send there. Your great task for the present
consists in humbling yourself very much in his sight,
otherwise, you could bea great obstacle to what he plans for
those poor souls that are so dear to him.

However, you should have great confidence and love for our
Lord, and act energetically. Do not be discouraged by the
difficulties you are bound to meet or the criticisms and false
judgements that will be made about you, your conduct and
anything that you do. People will consider you to be weakminded, imprudent and proud. They will say all kinds of things
about you, not only in your own country of Reunion but even
here in Paris; Respectable people will disapprove of you,
accuse you, and brand your plan as the foolish dream of a hotheaded young man. They will say that you are trying to do the
impossible. This is what you can expect, even from those who
are very wise and who have the best of intentions.
When such people see difficulties, which to worldly-minded
men seem insurmountable, they declare that the thing is
1

Translation: "Act manfully and may yaur heart be strengthened."
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impossible. But, my dear friend, all this ought not to
discourage you nor should it make you think of putting off the
matter even for a second. When even the most devout and
wisest of men oppose your plan, persevere in it in the sight of
God. These people do not feel any interior prompting from our
Lord for such a worthwhile enterprise, and imagine that the
difficulties involved will render the work impossible to
accomplish. This is why you ought always to remain united
with our Lord in a spirit of great humility and love. Let him act
in you instead of you acting yourself. Follow his inspirations
and the desires he gives you with all gentleness, peace, love
and the deepest humility of heart.
Be patient, gentle, humble and calm in God's presence,
especially when you find yourself beset with problems, and
have the same attitude towards all who cause you those
difficulties and troubles.
I have spoken to the Superior of the Eudists about your
projed . He was very happy to hear about it and will be glad
to meet you. He said he would be very pleased if the
Congregation of Jesus and Mary undertook this great work
which is so agreeable to God. Such an arrangement would be
.to your advantage and even to the project. It would seem to
me that such a work should be undertaken by a religious
congregation. If the task were to be done by isolated
individuals, the spirit of independence would soon show itself
and the work would have no stability, lacking any principle of
unity. And there are many other reasons besides. In addition,
it is essential for you to make yourself ready for such an
important ministry by spending a few years in personal
preparation, free from any other occupation.

1

The apostolic project of Fr. Le Vavasseur for helping the Black Peoples
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For all these reasons, I agree with Father Pinault, that those
who undertake such a work should live as members of a
religious congregation. If' the good Lord directs your steps
towards our Congregation (the Eudists), I would be very happy
and it would be a great benefit to this poor Order which is
presently almost useless in France. It would at least allow it to
do something for the glory of God further afield. In addition, we
have good rules and constitutions, and nothing will need to be
changed for the realisation of your project as they lend
themselves perfectly to it. Our spirit is apostolic, and
everything in our rules and constitutions is meant to form
missionaries after the mind of our Lord. That is what they are
all about.
I advise you not to worry for the moment about the details of
the rules and constitutions that you will adopt. It is enough for .
the present that you have a general idea of the project. If at a
later date you decide to join us, then we shall work out the
details as God inspires us. If He leads you elsewhere, then
you can make similar arrangements yourself. But it would not
be advisable for you to concern yourself about the rninutiae of
the work at the moment, since the time for that has not yet
arrived. For the rnornent, sirnply aim at preparing yourself for
such a great ministry. Do all that with interior calm, peace and
humility of soul, and by leading a life of love and holiness. Try
to make yourself more and more pleasing to our Lord and
more able to serve as a faithful instrument in his hands.
I do not understand why Father Gallais thinks we should not
be discussing these things, but for that reason, I will not go
into the matter any further for the present. I realise that we
ought not to be hasty When dealing with a work of. God and
that we must allow him to act rather than taking the initiative
ourselves. Nevertheless, there is nothing wrong in discussing'
these things unless a reason for not doing so conies to our
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notice. In certain circumstances, it would even be very
necessary to talk about the matter. But as I have said, Father
Gallais probably has reasons best known to himself, reasons
which as yet I cannot fathom. If you put Father Pinault in touch
with Father Gallais, the two of them together could no doubt
agree on what should be done. If I was not afraid of spoiling
things, I would have written about the affair to our very dear
friend, Father de la Bruniere. Nevertheless, I still think we
should leave the initiative with our good Lord. But I will discuss
the matter with Father Pinault and Father Gallais.
Do not worry about choosing a patron saint for your work, or
about the name you should give it. Simply leave everything in
the hands of Jesus and Mary. I too would feel inclined to
include the cross, because that will be you lot.
Goodbye, dear friend. May Jesus be your refuge, hope and
love.
Yours in the love of Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, acolyte.
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To the Community at Cape Palmas 1
When Libermann wrote this letter to the community at Cape Palmas.
towards the middle of January 1844. bereavement had already
struck them. Father de Regnie/ was dead, as was Denis Pindar, the
layman whom Bishop Barron had brought with him from the United
States of America. Father Roussel3 would die on the n rd of that
same January. Libermann knew nothing of these events. and was
writing this letter filled with encouragement to a young missionary
community, supposedly in good fettle.
Libermann seems in this letter to be worried about the problem of
"Brothers",. those young boys who were to be future religious
brothers, although Libermann refers to them as "novices". 1t was
Father Bessieux, the leader of the group in Cape Palmas, who had
recruited these young men from the foundling hospital of Bordeaux1.
This fact bothered Libermann no end. He was able to imagine,
without any difficulty, the problems which would arise with these
youngsters who had not received any religious formation, and who
were expecied to fit into community life with young priests. Because
of that, it is easy to understand Libermann' s recommendation that
"they should respect the priests as they would Jesus Christ himself. "
1 This letter was not dated. It was written about the middle of January 1844. It
speaks of the arrival of Mr. Warlop (13 December 1843), of brother Pierre Mersy
(14 December) and of Mr. Brunet.

, Marie-Joseph leopold de Regnier (1807-1843) was born in the diocese of Sees.
He made his consecration in 1842. He left for Guinea on 13'h September, 1843
and died at Cape Palmas on 30'h December 1843.
, louis Roussel (1815-1844) was born in the diocese of Amiens. He was ordained
priest in 1838, and made his consecration in 1842. He left for Guinea on 13

th

September, 1843 and died at Cape Palmas on 23 January, 1844.

4 Cf. Memoire spiritaine no.7, pp. 28-44. "De I'hospice de Bordeaux a /a cote
d'Ajrique, te premier jrere missionnaire de Libermonn, Gregoire 5ey (1824-1857)
by Fr. Gerard Morel.
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Libermann expected his missionaries to have good relations with the
colonial authorities. The reasons he gives might astonish, and even
scandalise us today. He expected his missionaries to appreciate' the
fact that the colonial authorities were going to favour the Catholic
faith rather than the Protestants. Let us never forget that in the
nineteenth century, ecumenism was not on the agenda as it is today.
Libemzann in this respect was a man of his time.

To the Community at Cape Palmas 1
La Neuville, mid-January, 1844
May the Peace of our Lord be with you.

My very dear Brothers,
Be brave and dedicate yourselves to the glory of God and the
salvation of so many poor souls. You have and will have much
to suffer. Remember however that it is for God that you are
suffering and that he well knows how to compensate you a
hundred fold, even in this life, for all the sacrifices you are
making out of love for him. Each pain offered for the salvation
of souls will perhaps save many people. Possibly, that is
where the promised hundred fold is to be found. Remember
that our Lord suffered continuously, and indescribably, for the
salvation of the world. You are disciples of the same Jesus
Christ, and must not seek to be treated better than he was.
Have no fear of the difficulties you are going to meet. They
must never discourage you. You have not gone out in your
own name; it is not you who are doing the work, but the One
who sent you. You are not alone, and he will always be with
you if you remain faithful. So do not be faint-hearted or allow
your faith to weaken. An apostle of Jesus Christ cannot be
downcast when faced with obstacles. Bear them manfully with
peace and patience, and always persevere with any of your
1

N.D. VI, pp.3-8
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projects which are definitely useful for the glory of God and for
the salyation of souls. Stop a while in front of obstacles and
difficulties which, for the moment, seem to be insoluble, and
wait for God's moment with confidence. Be faithful, and that
moment will surely arrive.
My very dear Brothers, love one another. What will you ever
achieve without peace and unity in your community?
Therefore show that the spirit of Jesus Christ is really among
you by your perfect union and mutual affection. Bear with each
other's faults of character and imperfections. Be for your
confreres a source of consolation in the love of Jesus Christ.
All your sufferings will seem as nothing, if the love of Jesus
unites you. Do not judge or oppose one another. Why should
you cause pain to the Heart of Jesus, who wishes to be the
bond of unity among you? Allow your confreres to act as
seems right and proper to them in the sight of God. For your
part, act according to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in your
souls. Be considerate and show affection to all. Console one
another, as you would Jesus Christ himself, who is your
Master. Be joyful together in the midst of your works, pains
and afflictions, for you are the servants, and the apostles of
Jesus Christ. If only you knew how I envy you! I would love to
be among you to work and perhaps suffer something for the
glory of God. However, I have not been judged worthy of such
a great favour of sacrificing all for him, who was himself
sacrificed out of love for me. My very dear brothers, since you
have been chosen, from among so many others, to receive
. this great gift, you must live a life worthy of such a wonderful
grace. Live by love and charity.
Draw up community rules and be faithful to them. Even if you
cannot remain a long time at Garroway 1 , make sure you
1

Garroway was a little seaport on the border between Liberia and the Ivory

Coast.
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observe them. In doing so, you will feel great peace and calm
of soul. Practise obedience with humility and affection, like
children of God who follow every wish of their Father. If it costs
you somewhat, feel happy to be able to offer that little sacrifice
to your God. Be faithful in little things, and you will be the
same in great things. Eternal Wisdom has said this. If you are
not faithful in little things, you will of course be unfaithful in
what is greater.
Although you are most ready to do anything, undertake
anything, and make any sacrifice for the glory of our Lord, take
care not to expose yourselves too readily to the dangers which
are present all around you. Remember that if you make too
great a sacrifice of your bodies, you will do harm to a large
number of people. But avoid excessive timidity as well and
have trust in God. When something has been decided in your
community meetings, each one must be ready to place himself
in the hands of his superior, no matter the dangers involved. It
will be up to Jesus, who thus exposes you, to look after you, if
he wishes to avail of your services for even greater things. Do
not fear - he will watch over you and protect you. Trust in Mary
and you will find great happiness and a powerful protection.
When you are in a community meeting, do not be. too
tenacious of your own opinions, nor stand up for them too
passionately. Follow what the rule of life says about the matter
and the outcome will always be beneficial and produce the
fruits of salvation for many.
The lay brothers should learn to appreciate the holiness and
the greatness of their vocation. May they always feel that they
are unworthy of it Let them live humbly so as not to lose such
a tremendous grace through self-love.
The great virtues which every Brother should practise are
humility, obedience, docility, modesty and the hidden life. If
they are unfaithful, if they do not practice these virtues, they
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will make themselves unhappy and be the cause of great
problems for their superiors. In addition, they would bring
disorder into the community and be an obstacle for the
ministry of the priests and so cause great harm to the people.
They would even put their own salvation in jeopardy. May they
never forget the great sacrifice they have made for God's
sake, and may they act in a dignified manner, worthy of the
great favour that they have received. They must help the priest
missionaries by carrying out all the work they are given to do
as perfectly as possible and with contentment of heart. They
must always be ready for manual labour as well as
accompanying the ordained missionaries in their duties.
Humility and obedience will make them acceptable to God,
whatever their work.
The brothers should respect the priests as if they were Jesus
Christ himself. The next missionaries who come out will bring
the Rule for the dear Brothers. While waiting for these to
arrive, they should learn whatever will be helpful to acquire the
religious spirit. They are still novices and cannot be admitted
into our Society without having undergone sufficient probation.
This is all the more reason why they should make every effort
to practice the virtues I have just mentioned, which are, of
course, the very virtues which novices should have. Let them
place their trust in God, who will grant them the grace of
acquiring those holy virtues.
I hope you received the letters which I sent on the subject
relations with the Civil Authorities. I assure you, their intentions
are proper and correct. I very much recommend you to
maintain peace and profound harmony with those in charge of
the French trading posts. Great good will come of it if you do.
Whenever possible;..you should maintain friendly relations with
them. If they practise any injustice or overstep their authority,
do not be aggressive in your protestations, rather treat them in
as friendly a way as possible. If that does not work, give in on
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matters of less importance for the sake of good relations, so
that you will be in a better position if more important things
arise. If you irritate them over what is unimportant, they will
obstruct you in more important affairs. Go along with them as
far as your conscience allows, and insofar as there is no
danger of scandal. They deserve it because they are part of
the plan of God. In fact I can state it as a principle: the more
we go along with the plans of the Authorities, the more weare
carrying out the work of God.
It has already been agreed that the Government will oppose
the work of Protestant ministers everywhere, and will promote
the Catholic faith. It would be unjust of us not to be grateful for
that, and very imprudent not to reply in kind to the good will
thus revealed. It is true, of course, that the Authorities are
working for political ends and for the good of the country when
they adopt such policies, but that is not important. Their
intentions are upright and what is correct is being done. In
addition, the political interests in this case are so intimately
bound up with the interests of God,that it is impossible to
separate them.
We have a lot of novices. There are fourteen at meals, and we
expect soon to be up to seventeen. I am almost certain that
others will arrive at EasteL But there are only a few who will
be ready to come out to you this year. We have four priests
among the novices, only two of whom can be sent to the
missions this yeaL Perhaps if it is really necessary, I could
send you a third' who could be ordained priest after his arrival.
God in his goodness will decide all that. Of the four priests at
present, two will remain here with me. One of them, Father
Schwindenhammer, is slowly making up his mind, and will be
an excellent acquisition for our poor little work. He is a very
capable person, The other is the nephew of the Bishop of
Amiens. The Bishop has been speaking to me about him for a
long time, and has agreed that we should make every effort to
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accommodate him and keep him, if it is agreed on both sides.
He has not yet arrived, but will be here within a few months.
The others include four theologians who will only finish next
year. We also have two philosophers and a delightful Brother,
full of modesty, piety and goodwill.
Then there is a young doctor, who came with the intention of
becoming a Brother. However, I do not think he has the right
attitude. He is very well educated, but he is too familiar with
the priests. He will only cause trouble for our Brothers, so I
would much prefer to admit him as an associate member. This
means we will be making an exception in his case. He will
obey the superiors as a Brother, but he will live like a paying
guest in the house with the priests. I do not want to lose such
a valuable subject for our missions. He has been a doctor for
many years, but he is more of a surgeon than a doctor. He can
turn his hand to anything, so I believe he will be a great help.
He also has an excellent character. I am giving you all these
explanation so that you will understand why I arn making an
exception in admitting him into our religious congregation.
One of our philosophers has come from a regiment of army
engineers, He was a sergeant and so he will be a great help to
us. The two others are Mr. Seclo, with whom I am very
pleased, and the brother of Father Schwindenhammer.
However, we have enormous expenses and we also need to
build. At the very least, we must build a wing where the chalet
is in the garden a19 the chapel will take up almost the whole
of the ground floor. It is going to cost a lot but I am sure Our
Lord will not abandon us. He will not leave us financially
embarrassed otherwise we will not be able to make ends meet'
this year. The expenses have been greater than ever because
we have had to reconstruct the garden.
Francis Libermann

233

If we only undertake what is easy,
what would become of the Church?
To Eugene Dupont

This letter is the first of a long series which Libermann wrote to
Eugene Dupont.' He was a tonsured cleric in the seminary of Issy
and was thinking about joining the "Work for the Black Peoples".
2
Following the advice of Fr. Pinault, who was not convinced that he
had a vocation, Eugene wrote to Libermann seeking counsel. He felt
disillusioned because of the difficulties he was encountering in the
seminary, and wondered if it would not be better to leave and join
the Eudists at Rennes. We give Libermann's reply in full. 3 because it
once again helps us to appreciate his qualities as a spiritual director
and his personal mystical strategy: we have to learn how to wait for
God's moment. This typifies his attitude during his long stay in
Rome. We give the letter in its entirety.

My very dear brother,

Rome 1i

h

August 1840

May the peace and love of our Lord Jesus Christ and his most
holy Mother fill your soul and be the wellspring of all your
actions. I received both your letters last night; they came via
London but I am not sure why. I admire the way our Lord is
dealing with you. He knows how to use his divine providence

1

Mary' Eugene Dupont was born in 1821 in the diocese of Rauen. He was a

seminarian in Saint Sulpice in 1839, and was ordained in 1844. We do not know

when he died. There are extant 23 letters which Libermann wrote to him
between 1840 and 1848.
, Alexis Martin Pinault (1793-1870) was born in the diocese of Paris. He was a
student at Saint Sulpice in 1824, and was ordained in 1827. He spent 1829 in "Ia
h
Solitude", became a professor at Issy, and died on l i March 1870.
, ND.II pp.168-172
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to conquer and rule over you in small things - as well as in
those.to which are the most attached!
You were very anxious for those two letters of yours to reach
me and no doubt have been eagerly waiting for a reply. There
is, of course, nothing wrong with such ardour and desires, but
our Lord thought it better to restrain them. He wants himself
alone to be the answer to all your requests. I am sure he has
easily found a solution to your difficulties while you have been
waiting for the reply of a wretched man like myself.
So give yourself up to our Master and find in him both life and
death. Our Lord is not offering you either life or death, as he
did to the Israelites in olden days. He wants you to choose
both death and life - the life which he enjoys in the bosom of
his eternal Father in heaven. Such a life is one of love, peace,
calmness and rest in God, but it depends completely on our
Lord, Jesus, being able to possess your soul in its entirety.
You realise, of course, that all this is not accomplished in a
day. It demands complete death to yourself, and the most
perfect submission of your nature, with all its passions and
sentiments, to the dominion of grace. So do not be unduly
troubled if you still find in yourself those stirrings of the senses
which we call "the passions".
Allow our Lord to act freely within you. You cannot
immediately possess the perfect interior life of our Lord in your
soul. He has begun by taking over your feelings and passions;
that is why all the work of the grace of our Lord in you have
affected your inner senses and imagination.
Note well, my dear friend, that whenever the influence of grace
made you act in such a lively matter, it was not so much the
activity of your feelings and imagination, but more an
impression or impulse that was given to them. That activity did
not come from your nature: it sprang from a prompting of Our
/"

-,
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Lord, which was both its foundation and guide. As long as your
human action is inspired by such an impression of grace, and
insofar as it is the impulse of grace alone that causes you to
act, the activity of the senses is good' even excellent. It only
becomes bad when you move ahead further than grace
prompts you to go - when you mix in something of your own.
By acting in this way upon your senses, Jesus purifies them
and detaches them from the things of earth. He seizes them,
takes hold of them, and gradually penetrates into the depths of
the soul. In this way, he introduces calmness and peace which
endows it with true and perfect love. Or rather, he himself
becomes the source and foundation of your peace and perfect
love. So place yourself, with gentleness and perfect surrender,
into the hands of your Guide. Follow the impressions he gives
you, and strive to maintain peace and tranquillity in all your
faculties. These dispositions come from your nature and from
the life of Jesus at work in us. I am telling you these things so
that you will not get the idea that your former state was
completely bad, or that whenever the imagination played a
role, our Lord was not present. Do not think like that. Thank
our Lord for all the goodness he has shown you, with no merit
on your part whatsoever.
Now I must answer your main question. You can see, from
what I have just said that I am not going to treat all the insights
which our Lord has given you as simply coming from your
imagination. I can detect something really good going on.
However I believe that we have to take a bit more time before
deciding what God is actually calling you to do. We must wait
for next year's retreat, when you will once more spend a
period close to God. You can then examine the matter with the
help of Father Pinault, if you have not already done so and if
he has not come to a final decision before then. I would prefer
to see you go over the whole matter during the retreat, so that
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you will be ready to accept whatever may be decided then.
Because, my very dear friend, I can foresee many
considerable temptations from Satan for people in your
situation regarding their vocation and many may fall by the
wayside. I went through similar temptations before leaving
Rennes 1. That is why I want to see you firm and stable and
then, hopefully, the Devil will have no chance to make you go
back on your decision.
The difficulties you mention are great, and may become
increasingly so later. However, I cannot see how any man who
has even a small grain of faith can make any serious
objections. If we should undertake only what is easy, what
would have become of the Church? Saint Peter and Saint
John would have kept on fishing the Lake of Galilee, and Saint
Paul would never Dave left Jerusalem.
I can understand a man who hesitates when faced with
obstacles if he considers himself important and relies only on
his own strength. But when our trust rests solely in our Lord,
what is there to fear? We will only stop when we are blocked
by a wall. Then we wait with patience and confidence for a
breach to appear, and then resume our onward march as if
nothing had happened. That is how Saint Paul and the other
apostles acted.
So you can see that I am willing to let you join us, with all the
tenderness of a father. My only condition is that the question
be firmly settled with our Lord. It is he and his most holy
Mother who must receive you, not I, for I am nothing. I hope
they have already received you in their holy love for you. So I
He is talking about the difficulties he met when he was leading the "bands of
piety", small spiritual groups in which he was involved at Issy. These groups had

1

many critics in the seminary.
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look on you now and always as my dear brother in that same
love.
As regards your prayer life, I cannot say a lot. Your interior life
is not yet stable. The state of your soul is bound to have
changed somewhat since the last time you wrote. A thing
always worth saying in this respect, and which ought to be
enough for you at present, is that you should take our Lord for
your Master in the great science of prayer, and obediently
follow his guidance. You know the famous saying of Saint
Anthony: "If we are really praying well, we should not be
conscious that we are praying at all." During your prayer you
should pay no attention to what is taking place in you. Follow
the inclinations our Lord gives you, for that is what is best for
you.
Concerning mortifications, do exactly what Father Pinault
advises. Mortification, all the same, is a good thing, but what is .
to be done about it? The good Lord has placed you in a
certain situation, and that is that. For your consolation, let me
inform you that external mortifications do not form part of the
apostolic spirit.
Love for God, zeal for the salvation of souls, the love of
crosses and humiliations, are all of the essence of apostolic
zeal, but not mortifications. So, when Saint Paul wanted to
prove that he was just as l'J1uch an apostle as the rest of them,
he gave a fearful account of all that he had suffered for the
love of God, and drew from it an irrefutable argument against.
his adversaries. But when he said, "Castigo corpus meum, et
in servitutem redigo"l, he gave as his reason the fear of losing
his own soul while saving others.

I
1

"I treat my body severely and keep it in subjection" (l CO<.9.1-27)

238

Consider yourself fortunate if it pleases our Lord to preserve in
you this spirit of mortification (which, however, I doubt he will
do), for such a spirit will nourish in you a love of crosses and
humiliations, which contain treasures for the apostolic spirit
and numerous other benefits. In any case, it is an excellent
thing that our Lord gives you these desires for mortification.
Follow them in all simplicity and try to practice them every time
you receive such promptings.
Dear brother in Jesus and Mary, I leave you now in the arms
".."..
of our beloved Father and Mother.
Yoursin their holy love,
F. Libermann, acolyte
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To the Community at Cape Palmas

1

When Libermann wrote this letter to the community at Cape Palmas,
towards the middle of January 1844, bereavement had already
struck them. Father de Regniel was dead, as was Denis Pindar, the
layman whom Bishop Barron had brought with him from the United
States of America. Father Roussel3 would die on the 23rd of that
same January. Libermann knew nothing of these events,. and was
writing this letter filled with encouragement to a young missionary
community, supposedly in good fettle.
Libermann seems in this letter to be worried about the problem of
"Brothers", those young boys who were to be future religious
brothers, although Libermann refers to them as "novices". It was
Father Bessieux, the leader of the group in Cape Palmas, who had
recruited these young men from the foundling hospital of Bordeaux4.
This fact bothered Libermann no end. He was able to imagine,
without any difficulty, the problems which would arise with these
youngsters who had not received any religious formation, and who'
were expected to fit into community life with young priests. Because

1 This letter was not dated. It was written about the middle of January 1844. It
speaks of the arrival of Me. Warlop (13 December 1843), of Brother Pierre Mersy .
(14 December) and of Me. Brunet.

Marie-Joseph Leopold de Regnier (1807-1843) was born in the diocese of Sees,
He made his consecration in 1842. He left for Guinea on 13'h September, 1843
and died at Cape Palmas on 30'h December 1843.

1

I

3 Louis Roussel (181S-1844) was born in the diocese of Amiens. He was ordained
priest in 1838, and made his consecratipn in 1842. He left for Guinea on 13'h
September, 1843 and died at Cape Palmas on 23 January, 1844.

a

Cf. Memoire spiritoine no.7, pp. 28-44. HOe I'hospice de Bordeaux 10 <die'
d'Afrique, Ie premier frere missionnoire de Libermonn, Gregoire Sey (lB24-1B57)
by Fr. Gerard Morel.
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of that, it is easy to understand Libermann's recommendation that
"they should respect the priests as they would Jesus Christ himself"
Libermann expected his missionaries to have good relations with the
colonial authorities. Ihe reasons he gives might astonish, and even
scandalise us today. He expected his missionaries to appreciate the
fact that the colonial authorities were going to favour the Catholic
faith rather than the Protestants. Let us never forget that in the
nineteenth century, ecumenism was not on the agenda as it is today.
Libermann in this respect was a man of his time.

To the Community at Cape Palmas 1
La Neuville, mid-January, 1844
May the Peace of our Lord be with you.

My very dear Brothers,
Be brave and dedicate yourselves to the glory of God and the
salvation of so many poor souls. You have and will have much
to suffer. Remember however that it is for God that you are
suffering and that he well knows how to compensate you a
hundred fold, even in this life, for all the sacrifices you are
making out of love for him. Each pain offered for the salvation
of souls will perhaps save many people. Possibly, that is
where the promised hundred fold is to be found. Remember
that our Lord suffered continuously, and indescribably, for the
salvation of the world. You are disciples.of the same Jesus
Christ, and must not seek to be treated better than he was.
Have no fear of the difficulties you are going to meet. They
must never discourage you. You have not gone out in your
own name; it is not you who are doing the work, but the One
who sent you. You are not alone, and he will always be with
you if you remain faithful. So do not be faint-hearted or allow
1

N.D. VI, pp.3-8
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your faith to weaken. An apostle of Jesus Christ cannot be
downcast when faced with obstacles. Bear them manfully with
peace and patience, and always persevere with any of your
projects which are definitely useful for the glory of God and for
the salvation of souls. Stop a while in front of obstacles and
difficulties which, for the moment, seem to be insoluble, and
wait for God's moment with confidence. Be faithful, and that
moment will surely arrive.
My very dear Brothers, love one another. What will you ever
achieve without peace and unity in your community?
Therefore show that the spirit of Jesus Christ is really among
you by your perfect union and mutual affection. Bear with each
other's faults of character and imperfections. Be for your
confreres a source of consolation in the love of Jesus Christ.
All your sufferings will seem as nothing, if the love of Jesus
unites you. Do not judge or oppose one another. Why should
you cause pain to the Heart of Jesus, who wishes to be the
bond of unity among you? Allow your confreres to act as
seems right and proper to them in the sight of God. For your
part, act according to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in your
souls. Be considerate and show affection to all. Console one
another, as you would Jesus Christ himself, who is your
Master. Be joyful together in the midst of your works, pains
and afflictions, for you are the servants, and the apostles of
Jesus Christ. If only you knew how I envy you! I would love to
be among you to work and perhaps suffer something for the
glory of God. However, I have not been judged worthy of such
a great favour of sacrificing all for him, who was himself
sacrificed out of love for me. My very dear brothers, since you
have been chosen, from among so many others, to receive
this great gift, you must live a life worthy of such a wonderful
grace. Live by love and charity.
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Draw up community rules and be faithful to them. Even if you
cannot remain a long time at Garroway1, make sure you
observe them. In doing so, you will feel great peace and calm
of soul. Practise obedience with humility and affection, like
children of God who follow every wish of their Father. If it costs
you somewhat, feel happy to be able to offer that little sacrifice
to your God. Be faithful in little things, and you will be the
same in great things. Eternal Wisdom has said this. If you are
not faithful in little things, you will of course be unfaithful in
what is greater.
Although you are most ready to do anything, undertake
anything, and make any sacrifice for the glory of our Lord, take
care not to expose yourselves too readily to the dangers which
are present all around you. Remember that if you make too
great a sacrifice of your bodies, you will do harm to a large
number of people. But avoid excessive timidity as well and
have trust in God. When something has been decided in your
community meetings, each one must be ready to place himself
in the hands of his superior, no matter the dangers involved. It
will be up to Jesus, who thus exposes you, to look after you, if
he wishes to avail of your services for even greater things. Do
not fear - he will watch over you and protect you. Trust in Mary
and you will find great happiness and a powerful protection.
When you are in a community meeting, do not be too
tenacious of your own opinions, nor stand up for them too
passionately. Follow what the rule of life says about the matter
and the outcome will always be beneficial and produce the
fruits of salvation for many.
The lay brothers should learn to appreciate the holiness and
the greatness of their .vocation. May they always feel that they
1 Garroway was a little seaport'on the border between present-day Liberia and
the Ivory Coast.
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are unworthy of it. Let them live humbly so as not to lose such
a tremendous grace through self-love.
The great virtues which every Brother should practise are
humility, obedience, docility, modesty and the hidden life. If
they are unfaithful, if they do not practice these virtues, they
will make themselves unhappy and be the cause of great
problems for their superiors. In addition, they would bring
disorder into the community and be an obstacle for the
ministry of the priests and so cause great harm to the people.
They would even put their own salvation in jeopardy. May they
never forget the great sacrifice they have made for God's
sake, and may they act in a dignified manner, worthy of the
great favour that they have received. They must help the priest
missionaries by carrying out all the work they are given to do
as perfectly as possible and with contentment of heart. They
must always be ready for manual labour as well as
accompanying the ordained missionaries in their duties.
Humility and obedience will make them acceptable to God,
whatever their work.
The brothers should respect the priests as if they were Jesus
Christ himself. The next missionaries who come out will bring
the Rule for the dear Brothers. While waiting for these to
arrive, they should learn whatever will be helpful to acquire the
religious spirit. They are still novices and cannot be admitted
into our Society without having undergone sufficient probation.
This is all the more reason Why they should make every effort
to practice the virtues I have just mentioned, which are, of
course, the very virtues which novices should have. Let them
place their trust in God, who will grant them the grace of
acquiring those holy virtues.
I hope you received the letters which I sent on the subject
relations with the Civil Authorities. I assure you, their intentions
are proper and correct. I very much recommend you to
maintain peace and profound harmony with those in charge of
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the French trading posts. Great good will come of it if you do.
Whenever possible, you should maintain friendly relations with
them. If they practise any injustice or overstep their authority,
do not be aggressive in your protestations, rather treat them in
as friendly a way as possible. If that does not work, give in on
matters of less importance for the sake of good relations, so
that you will be in a better position if more important things
arise. If you irritate them over what is unimportant, they will
obstruct you in more important affairs. Go along with them as
far as your conscience allows, and insofar as there is no
danger of scandal. They deserve it because they are part of
the plan of God. In fact I can state it as a principle: the more
we go along with the plans of the Authorities, the more we are
carrying out the work of God.
It has already been agreed that the Government will oppose
the work of Protestant ministers everywhere, and will promote
the Catholic faith. It would be unjust of us not to be grateful for
that, and very imprudent not to reply in kind to the good will
thus revealed. It is true, of course, that the Authorities are
working for political ends and for the good of the country when
they adopt such policies, but that is not important. Their
intentions are upright and what is correct is being done. In
addition, the political interests in this case are so intimately
bound up with the interests of God, that it is impossible to
separate them.
We have a lot of novices. There are fourteen at meals, and we
expect soon to be up to seventeen. I am almost certain that
others will arrive at Easter. But there are only a few who will
be ready to come out to you this year. We have four priests
among the novices, only two of whom can be sent to. the
missions this year. Perhaps if it is really necessary, I could
send you a third who could be ordained priest after his arrival.
God in his goodness will decide all that. Of the four priests at
present, two will remain here with me. One of them, Father
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Schwindenhammer, is slowly making up his mind, and will be
an excellent acquisition for our poor little work. He is a very
capable person. The other is the nephew of the Bishop of
. Amiens. The Bishop has been speaking to me about him for a
long time, and has agreed that we should make every effort to
accommodate him and keep him, if it is agreed on both sides.
He has not yet arrived, but will be here within a few months.
The others include four theologians who will only finish next
year. We also have two philosophers and a delightful Brother,
full of modesty, piety and goodwill.
Then there is a young doctor, who came with the intention of
becoming a Brother. However, I do not think he has the right
attitude. He is very well educated, but he is too familiar with
the priests. He will only cause trouble for our Brothers, so I
would much prefer to admit him as an associate member. This
means we will be making an exception in his case. He will
obey the superiors as a Brother, but he will live like a paying
guest in the house with the priests. I do not want to lose such
a valuable subject for our missions. He has been a doctor for
many years, but he is more of a surgeon than a doctor. He can
turn his hand to anything, so I believe he will be a great help.
He also has an excellent character. I am giving you all these
explanation so that you will understand why I am making an
exception in admitting him into our religious congregation.
One of our philosophers has come from a regiment of army
engineers, He was a sergeant and so he will be a great help to
us. The two others are Mr. Seclo, with whom I am very
pleased, and the brother of Father Schwindenhammer.
However, we have enormous expenses and we also need to
build. At the very least, we must build a wing where the chalet
is in the garden and the chapel will take up almost the whole
of the ground floor. It is going to cost a lot but I am sure Our
Lord will not abandon us. He will not leave us financially
embarrassed otherwise we will not be able to make ends meet
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this year. The expenses have been greater than ever because
we have had to reconstruct the garden.

Francis Libermann
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Reaction to the "Guinea Disaster"

To Father Le Vavasseur, Missionary ofthe Holy Heart of Mary,
Saint Denis, Reunion l
Around the middle of 1844, Father Libermann received the news of
the disaster which had overtaken the first group of Missionaries of
the Holy Heart of Mary to go to the Gulf of Guinea. He was deeply
moved by the deaths of his courageous confreres. He actually
believed that they had all died. Here he informs his co-founder,
Frederick Le Vavasseur,2 of the tragedy, and gives his views on this
terrible event. There was question of a new mission to Madagascar.
but he is adamant that he will only send missionaries there if the
conditions p rove to be favourable.

Paris, 16th October 1844

My very dear confrere,

I have received your memoranda, and also one from Father
Blanpin concerning his mission of Colimavon at M. de Villele's
place. I cannot give you an answer at this moment in time. I
will do it in the next few days, and perhaps you will receive
1

N.D. VI pp.374-377

, Frederick Le Vavasseur (1811-1882), barn in Reunion. Came to France in 1829.
Failed his examinations at the Paris Polytechnic. Returned to Reunion in 1835.
th

Became a seminarian at lssy in 1836, and was ordained priest on 18

November

1841. Entered the Novitiate at La Neuville on 28" September 1841. Made his
consecration to the apostolate on 2

nd

February 1842, and left on 16

th

February.

He was a missionary in Reunion from June 1842 until September 1849. He
returned to France in 1850. BeCame a General Councillor on 13

th

June 1850. He

was then novice-master, and superior of several houses of formation. He became
assistant prOVincial in France in 1856, and First Assistant to the Superior General

on lSI September 1869. He was then provincial in France, and vicar-general in

March 1881. He was elected Superior General in August 1881, and died in Paris
on 16" January 1882.
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both this letter and that reply at the same time. I will do my
utmost to write to you a second time this very week. Your work
gives me great consolation, and much encouragement.
We have much need of consolation at present, for we have
just heard of a great tragedy in Guinea. The blows which Our
Lord has rained on us are so great, that I can only see in them
an extraordinary act of his divine Providence. We had every
reason to hope for great things in such a vast and abandoned
mission. With the news I was
all sides, I believed
. getting from
.
that we would be able to save that country with little or no
losses. God has decided otherwise. He has put us to the test
in the greatest possible way. May his holy Name be blessed!
On 6th August, I received a letter from Bishop Barron 1
informing me of further losses, namely, of the deaths of Father
Audeberf and of Father Bouchet3 . The Bishop has written that
he will find a safer place for those who remain. But I think it is
likely that they are also dead by now. I am absolutely
convinced that I have followed the will of God in this affair. I
would not have been doing what God wanted if I had not
accepted this mission.

1

Edward Barron was born in Ireland in 1801. He was ordained priest in 1829.

Went to the diocese of Philadelphia in the United States of America. He
volunteered for the mission of Liberia, and was made Prefect Apostolic and then
Vkar Apostolic of the Two Guineas in 1842. He resigned in 1844 and returned to

the United States where he died on 12'" September 1854.

, Mary Louis Emile Audebert, born 3" March 1813 at Noyon, in the diocese of
st

Beauvais .. He entered La Neuville on 1 May 1842, and made his consecration to

fGUinea
'
t or
on 13," Septem b er 1843, an d
the apastalate on 21 " November. Le f
died at Grand Bassam on 6'" July 1844.
3

Francis Bouchet, born at Cruseilles, in the diocese of Annecy. Entered the

novitiate on 28

th

January 1842 and was ordained on 21

st

November. Left for

Guinea on 13'" September 1843, and died at sea on 28'" May 1844.
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I was not able to obtain detailed information on the area in
advance, because nobody had any until now. But I am still
convinced that we have done the right thing and my soul is full
of confidence and perfectly at peace before God.
Nevertheless, my heart has been pierced with seven sorrows
like that of our Mother Mary. We must help to save that vast,
abandoned country. I also believe that God intended to give
our seven missionaries to Guinea, not as apostles, but as
intercessors before his throne of mercy. I detect something
extraordinary here.
Our dear confreres were fully aware of the impossibility of
surviving in such an unhealthy climate. But they never for a
moment thought of leaving the place, because they had been
put there by obedience, and also because they saw that the·
local people were very well disposed. Bishop Barron, who
should have made them come out, let them remain and
intended to stay with them himself. As soon as I heard about
the terrible climate, I told them to leave immediately for the
healthier environment of Goree. I sent two different copies of
my letter, but none of them arrived. These confreres were sent
out to be sacrificed for the salvation of that land.
My determination to save those huge areas is stronger than
ever; I have decided, by the grace of God, never to abandon
those poor people, at least as long as that seems to be His
will. But I do not think that Providence will ever indicate that I
should not continue to be involved with that country. However,
do not worry: I shall not send any more of our missionaries to
that particular place. I hope the decisions I will now make will
mean that there will be no more victims. I trust that the good
God is s2.tisfied with the sacrifice we have already made.
Father Tisserant is in France but he has to go to Rome. (I will
speak of these matters. in my next letter to you). I am sending
Father Schwindenhammer with him, to deal will the affairs of
Guinea. That is why I am still in Paris. But I repeat, we will not
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send any more confreres to Guinea, unless, later on, we put
them on Goree where the climate is much healthier. I will
explore every possible avenue, and will not take unnecessary
risks. As far as possible, we must take one step at a time and
always consider the safety of the men.
A word about Madagascar; Father Dalmond wants to place
our missionaries at Nossi Be. I want you to take care of that
mission so please look very carefully at his suggestion. If he
offers you a bad situation, have nothing to do with it. He will
have to give us a place where we will not have to run the risk
of another Guinea. Take every precaution. As soon as you
receive this letter, find out about the health situation on the
different coasts of Madagascar and on the adjacent islands.
Ask Father Dalmond every question you can think of, and do
not go into anything blindly. Make him realise that if any more
disasters hit us there, it will cause us greatharm. Tell him also
that if our missionaries are to continue in that place, they will
have to receive reinforcements every year. If they die in his
charge, he cannot depend on further help in the future. He
must treat the question seriously; there is a question here of
compromising a young religious society and of doing its
mission irreparable harm.
I recommend that you make Fr. Collin the superior of the
missionaries I will send you and allocate them to the different
houses yourself, rather than returning immediately to Reunion.
I hope to send you a missionary for Reunion to join you and
the others who are there. Do not send Father Blanpin to
Madagascar. I would like you to go there to organise the new
mission, but I leave that to your good judgement. I do not have
enough knowledge of the place, for it is too far away from
here. It is up to you to make the right decisions, in the
presence of our Lord.
Father Dalmond has informed me that he will send our
missionaries to Nossi Be, on the side of the island opposite to
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where there is a French blockhouse. He says that the island is
healthier on that side. That is all very well, but there is one
serious inconvenience: if a missionary falls sick, he would not
be able to get out of the place, because there are no means of
transport. Boats rarely, if ever, call in at that place. You will
have to weigh up everything yourself. In addition, I am warning
you that there have been difficulties with certain
commandants, who will only agree to let the sick missionaries
depart when it is too late. You will have to look into all the
circumstances and take the necessary precautions.
There must be no question of your trying to get out of being
superior of the group. Only what God wants matters. We are
miserable creatures who must be sacrificed for his glory. If I
took any notice of the pain I am suffering in this most difficult
job, I would try to protect myself at every moment and hide
away in solitude. But do not worry: there is no danger of that
happening! We have to offer up ourselves in our afflictions and
work for the glory of God. Just have courage, patience,
humility and trust and God will achieve his ends through us,
even though we are the most miserable of instruments. There
is no need to worry: these losses will do us no harm.
Greetings, my dearest friend, in the charity of Jesus and Mary
F. libermann
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
P.S. I will simply publish the news of the death of the four
missionaries. I will add that we are trying to send the others to
a healthier spot, but I will say nothing about our concerns for
their fate. I feel that is my duty. Also I think it well not to
pL:blish our worries here in France. 1
th

Writing to the community of Reunion, 6 September 1845, Fr. Libermann said
that the unfortunate missionaries had been very imprudent. For example, they
had gone out in the sun bare headed. No-one it seems could convince them
otherwise. N.D. VII. p.292
1
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Answering the calls of Mission
To the Community ofReunion]

In this letter, Libermann has just taken on missionary work in the
Two Guineas under the direction of Bishop Barron. The confreres in
Reunion were most critical of this extension of their mission field.
They wanted to know if the superior of the Congregation had
weighed up sufficiently well the risk he was taking in multiplying his
commitments. Libermann here replies to their criticisms. He was
full of sympathy for the stance they were taking, since they
undoubtedly feared that no more reinforcements would come their
way. He says they should not demand the assurance of certain
success before undertaking a particular work. Is it not Providence
which is guiding us. as well as human prudence?

My very dear Brothers,

La Neuville, 25 th February 1844

I have been a little slow in replying to your letter because I
have many things to say to you. You already know about what
has happened in Guinea 2 . Fathers Collin and Blanpin were still
here when the news came through. The reasons which I had
for accepting that mission were that Santo Domingo was not
available, and Reunion, without actually being a liability, could
not give us any great security, since our stay there was not
supported by the French Government. We had on our hands
five missionaries, full of zeal. We could not keep them on hold
for ever, and if they were to find, time after time, that their
wishes were being frustrated and their hopes dashed, the
Congregation would have been confined just to the island of
1

N.D. VI pp.73-81

2

He is talking of the deaths of several missionaries on the first expedition.
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Reunion, where our foothold is precarious. If we had rejected
Guinea, it would have left them feeling very discouraged. And
there was another even stronger reason which influenced my
decision: the mission of Guinea is one of the most important in
the world. The number of people to be saved there is
immense. That would be a sufficient reason in itself, but it is
also just what we need to get our Congregation well
established. If we were only in Reunion, we would never grow
in numbers, and within ten years, we would have disappeared,
for nobody would have joined us. It goes without saying that
our whole confidence must rest in God, but if He offers us the
chance of serving Him in a big way, thus establishing
ourselves in everybody's eyes, why should we refuse? Would
that not be letting him down?
People did warn me that the diseases of the Tropics would lay
us low, but are we to abandon these poor people on the road
to perdition? We have undertaken the Work for the Black
Peoples, and it is our duty to get down to it for the salvation of
those lands. Apart from Reunion and Mauritius, every country
with Black People is unhealthy. To accept the Work of the
Blacks is to be exposed to tropical diseases. It is up to us to
take the proper preventive measures, and up to divine
Providence to protect us. In general, I make the same reply to
all such objections: if God wants this sort of work to be done,
he will· have to support it, since it can only be done in
unhealthy climates. You could, of course, answer that we
ought to wait until our Congregation is firmly established. But
we cannot take our time, much as we would like to. The
mission is there here and now. We must take it on immediately
or lose out to another religious congregation, which would
keep it for itself. And then those who would like to serve the
Black Peoples would join that other congregation or find an
even larger mission. That is not all; to restrict ourselves to
Reunion would mean that we would never get firmly
established at all. So there is no point in delaying.
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Our seven missionaries left last September. At that time we
thought that four would go to Senegambia, and three to Cape
Palmas, but God decided otherwise. I received a letter from
the Minister for the Navy which I had to attend to immediately.
They were offering to help us. I have already discussed that
matter with Father Le Vavasseur and no doubt he mentioned it
to you, so I have no need to tell you much about it. The
definitive agreement was that the Ministry would give us 1,500
francs for each missionary priest (and for that we had to
guarantee three priests for every French station), and .400
francs for each Brother. In addition, they would build a
community house in each place, along with a chapel. We
would have the right to visit the station doctor and pharmacist.
We would receive free passage out, and 600 francs for the
trousseau of each missionary. All costs incurred on the
journey, including waiting at a port if necessary, would be met
by the Government, at a cost of 3 francs per person per day.
Moreover, for each new station opened, we would receive
1,000 francs towards the cost of the novitiate (they will not
backdate this for now because the missionaries have already
arrived in Africa). I asked the Ministry for the Navy to officially
appoint our men in Reunion, but they refused. However, I
have good reason to hope that you will be protected by them.
They did ask one thing which cost me a lot of thought: they
wanted the seven missionary priests and the three Brothers to
be placed in three trading posts 1. I would have much preferred
to see them all in one or, at the most, two places, but I
reluctantly agreed to their request. Obviously I could not turn
my back on all the advantages they were offering. I hope that
divine Providence will send us plenty of recruits, all the more
so since Bishop Barron has sent a memorandum to the
Association for the Propagation of the Faith 2 (APF) in which
1

These were French trading establishments along the West African coast.

} A charitable

for the support of missionary activity.

255

he describes our work and progress, and it will soon be
published in the Annals.
Bishop Barron did us no favours. He made our poor
missionaries wait in France for six months or more, which
meant that they arrived in Africa at the least favourable time of
the year. It is true that there were only three or so weeks left of
the unhealthy season, but it was enough for all our
missionaries to fall sick, especially the four who were
supposed to go to Senegambia. Still, divine Providence had
foreseen all that. I will describe to you exactly what happened.
All left on the same ship which was supposed to land four of
them at Goree, where they were to stay until Bishop Barron
arrived. This was before the agreement I signed with the
Ministry for the Navy, which took place only a month after their
departure. They arrived at Goree at the height of the unhealthy
season. If the four had stayed there, it would have been just
as bad for them. Father Bouchet 1 and Father Laval 2
immediately contracted fever, but recovered eight days later.
What saved the others was a misunderstanding which made
them believe, against all appearances to the contrary, that I
wanted them to leave for Garroway3 to await the Bishop there.
So they did not get off the ship at Goree, but stayed on board
the whole of the fifteen days it was at that island. Then they
1 He is talking here of Francis Bouchet and not of Maurice Bouchet who died soon
th
after his arrival' in Australia on 24 January, 1846. As for Mary Peter Bouchet he
died in Gabon an 23,d March 1856. The first twa mentioned belonged to the
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary, while the third died as a Spiritan after
the Fusion of 1848.

Z He is speaking of Paul Laval, not Jacques Loval, the Apostle of Mauritius. He was
an associate member of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary, and died at
Assinie (Ivory Coast) on 13" July, 1844.
3

Garroway is on the Liberian coast, about thirty kilometres north west of Cape

Pa/mas.
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had at least another fortnight at sea ahead of them before
arriving at Garroway. I think they must have arrived there at
the start of the healthy season, but I still have no word from
them The Guinea mission is immense, and we will never have
enough people for the needs of that place. However we have
to do what we can, so as to stop the area turning Protestant1 ,
for the Methodists are doing their utmost to take over those
countries. We rnust try to gain these places from them
wherever we go.
We must totally reject the idea that we should go first of all to
where success is assured and only later consider the difficult
areas. If Saint Paul had thought like that, he would never have
achieved so much for the glory of God. We must act as we
see fit for the spread of the Church and the confusion of
heresy. We must be generous and not over-fearful for the
future of our little congregation. Of course, we should be
prudent and not let our imagination run away with us, but we
will never confine ourselves to works of certain success. If we
are not completely devoted to the service of Jesus Christ and
his Church and ready for every sacrifice, there would be no
point in coming together in the first place.
Now I will tell you what has been happening in Haiti (Santo
Domingo). When I saw that we had no alternative but to send
our seven missionaries to Guinea, I asked Cardinal Fransoni
to free us from our commitment to Santo Domingo and allow
us to take 'Father Laval out of Mauritius. He replied that he
was very keen that we should look after Santo Domingo. He
wrote this a second and ..third time, asking me to send
reinforcements to Father Tisserant in Haiti as soon as
possible. His third letter showed us how much he appreciated
our efforts so far and asked me again to find help for that
As can be seen, the era of ecumenism was still for in the future. But no-one can
deny the missionary zeal and faith of our writer.
1
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desolate country. His reason was that the Protestants are
making every effort to take over the land. In fact, the President
(General Herard) is well disposed towards us. He has a high
opinion of Father Tisserant and is constantly asking him to
send good priests to Haiti. The Municipality of Port au Prince
is also asking for good priests as soon as possible. So I felt I
had to send some more help; I could not just stand by while
thirteen hundred thousand people are about to be lost to the
Protestants, thanks to the crimes and negligence of the priests
who are already there.
You who are understandably fighting your own corner will
probably repeat that we are abandoning what is certain for
what is doubtful. But I believe that it would be letting down our
Lord and his Church if we abandon that country. So, my dear
brothers, you can see that, in spite of myself, I seem to be
taking on more and more things for which we do not have the
personnel. But God will help us.
Here at La Neuville we have four men who, I hope, will be
ready for the missions in November or December. One of
them will not yet be ordained, but the cold climate of France is
undermining his health. He will probably need to leave while
still a sub-deacon and get ordained in Guinea. He has a solid
character, and is committed to God. In addition, we have a
deacon who has just arrived and who will hopefully stay with
us. Another deacon is due to join us on the 15th of this month
and perhaps there will be another soon afterwards. Also, as
soon as Maurice Bouchet1 is ordained; I will get him ready to
be sent out on the first boat, if at all possible. We have two
other seminarians who shOUld be finished their training by the
end of next year.
1 Maurice Bouchet was born in Savoy in 1821. He went to Haiti but was not a
success there. He died in Perth, Australia, just at the beginning of a new

missionary venture.
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There are also two Brothers, a young African, and Father
Schwindenhammer' (Ignace). The latter is going to stay here
with us here at La Neuville. His brother (Jerome)) is a young
man of great piety and admirable innocence; he will be useful
to us later on as a bursar, overseeing the garden and the
house. By the way, he is paying his own way. So, in the house
we are nine clerics, seven of whom are for the missions. Then
there are two Brothers, the young African and the brother of
Father Schwindenhammer; a young doctor who wants to go to
Guinea but as an associate of the community. There is the
deacon, who is due any day, and three Brothers who have'
announced their arrival and whom I cannot refuse because
they are exemplary people and we have great need of them
for Guinea and Santo Domingo. So there should be eighteen
in all. The three who left a fortnight ago have lowered our
numbers somewhat, but as you can see, they will soon be
replaced. Father Bouchet will arrivt: after Trinity Sunday. I am
also expecting the Lord will send us many more for Santo
Domingo.
There is hardly any more room in the house and we are
already gelling in each other's way. Our income is not enough
for such a large family - God will provide. This year, we have
spent more than 8,000 francs and we have only two thousand
left to get us to the end of the year. But it will all work out. We
had tremendous expenses this year. We had to payoff M.
Gorgeon 2 at a cost of.500 francs, but it was very urgent. We
bought two cows for 500 francs, and hay for the winter another 200 francs; a donkey and trap (no more luxurious than
1

He is speaking here of Ignatius

Libermann, and elder brother ofJerome.
2

the .future successor of

"Mr. Louis Georgeon, a day labourer living at La Neuville les Amiens" (N. D. II. P.

428). In the name of the community, he had rented aut nearly twa hectares of
land surrounding the novitiate to the parish priest of Saint Leu !es Amiens.
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your "Tilbury" carriage!1) for 150 francs. 500 francs salary for a
gardener and his wife, for looking after the garden and the
cows (and that is without paying for their food); 250 francs to
another gardener, plus his food. 500 francs to Mister
Cacheleux (for the poor people he looks after), as payment for
the theology course he gives to our seminarians; A little more
than 200 to M. Redoux for Latin lessons for our little African;
700 to 800 francs for the upkeep of Mr. Bouchet and another
seminarian at the Paris seminary. Add to that 500 - 600 francs
at least for a post office box. The letters I sent in the last three
months came to 137 francs10 cents, and over and above that
the stamps which I had to pay for and which were very
considerable. The previous quarter, it all came to more than
200 francs. So do yoJr sums and why we have to put all our
trust in God ....
(Libermann continues /0 give the details of his expenses; "the chapel
with a dormitory above" (85 feet long), will come to 20,000 francs.
Faced with all these costs. he could not offer any help to the
community in Reunion: rather, they should be aiding the novitiate of
La Neuville!)

I must say a few words about the members of the
Congregation and those about to join us. Firstly, in Guinea,
there are seven priests: Father de Regnier, the superior of the
Province, Fathers Bessieux and Bouchet, superiors of
communities, and Fathers Roussel, Audebert, Maurice and
Laval (from Rennes).The latter came without any reference to
me. He joined us in Paris through Bishop Barron who had
accepted him. He only spent a few months in the novitiate. I
told him that if he persevered in his vocation for another three
months, he could be accepted into the Congregation in
Guinea. I put him in the hands of his superior.
1 A carriage, named after the inventor, a London coach builder; a kind of gig, or
two-wheeled vehicle without a top or cover.
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(This letter goes on to mention other topics. Regarding the
"Brothers" brought out to Guinea, Libermann says that it
was a mistake not to have made them do a novitiate.
Although they were very necessary for teaching trades and
for the schools, he fears that "these good Brothers could
give them a hard time ". Then he talks of the missionaries
in Santo Domingo, consisting of two priests and one
Brother and he also mentions Father Laval in Mauritius.
He ends by telling the missionaries in Reunion that they
should try to spread devotion to Our Lady of Victories.)

When you write to me, try to put the things which are not
meant for public consumption into a separate enclosure. Put
the general news on another sheet.
(The text in "Notes et Documents" stops here, without any greetings
or signature.)
F. Libermann
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We are just a bunch of nobodies
To Ernest Briot, a Seminarian at Iss/

Ernest Brio? was a Sulpician seminarian studying at [ssy, where
Francis Libermann had lived for six.Years. He wished to enter the
Congregation of the Holy Heart o/Mary. However, he confessed
that he was not much good for anything, finding study difficult, and
lacking financial resources. Libermann in this letter tells him that
there are far more important thingsthan that.
"Jesus, Mary, Joseph"
La Neuville, near Amiens, 10th August 1843
My dear Brother,
You will be thinking that I have forgotten you, but the opposite
is true. Despite all your problems, you can feel assured and be
full of confidence in our good Mother who will support you. He
who cim make children of Abraham frQm stones will. have .no:.
problem in forming a missionary of the Heart of Mother ouf,of"
the poor man that you admittedly are.
.'
If I had been given the job of making something out of you, I
would never have agreed, even if you had been the most
accomplished man on earth. We are all worthless people, who
have been brought together by the will of the Master, in whom
1

N.D. IV pp. 303-305.

, Ernest Hyacinth Erasmus Angel Briot de la Mallerie (1813-1870) was born in the
diocese of Vannes. He made his consecration and was ordained priest in 1844. He
worked in Goree in 1845. then went to Gabon in 1846. He returned to France in
January 1848, becoming bursar and then superior. He made some bad mistakes
financially as bursar, and left the Congregation in 1857. He retired to Switzerland,
and died in 1870.
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lies all our hope. If we thought we were worth something, we
would not accomplish very much. Paradoxically, now that we
are nothing, have Iittle,and are good for less, we can dream of
doing something really worthwhile. This is because we do not
rely on ourselves, but rather on him who is almighty. Do not be
concerned about your weakness and poverty. It is when we
are weak that the power and mercy of Jesus can really reveal
themselves in us. The glOrY'in anything that we achieve will
thus belong to him. An'c axe is not proud of what it
accomplishes in the hands of the woodcutter. You admit that
you cannot learn very easily, so, we"will"ariange for you to
study theology according to your capabilities, and I assure you
that it will be sufficient.
Your long list of faults does not bother me in the least. None of
them will be a major obstacle to the graces that God has
. decided will pass through you to many abandoned souls. So
be courageous and full of confidence. Do not be like Moses,
who realising how unfit he was for the great task laid on him,
brought up far too many excuses. He was over fearful.
Remember that only one thing is necessary for poor
mi§sionaries like us: we must act as if we were dead 1 and
allow God to treat us just as he pleases. Remember what
Saint Paul said: God has chosen what is nothing to destroy
what is self-important, "Cum infirmar, tunc patens sum'>!. My
real strength lies if.l:'the confidence I have in God. He will only
b"e our strength, of course, when we admit our weakness. That
is his privilege, for it is He who is infinitely wise. So when he
adopts us as an instrument, he must give his own strength to
carry out his wishes.

1

I.n other words, totally available for whatever God wishes

2

"When I am weak, then I am strang" (2 Cor. 12.1O)
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So you should be happy, my dear friend, to have to empty
yourself and depend entirely on the one who sends you, Do
not be surprised if you find yourself getting feelings of pride.
They are not reasonable, of course, but then pride is never
reasonable. Just treat such feelings as totally unimportant and
put them aside without the least anxiety. Try to stay calm in
the midst of your problems. Keep yourself humble and poor,
and totally disposed to whatever God wants of you. Remain
peaceful and gentle, expecting everything from his hands and
nothing from yourself.
Our Lord has given you great graces, and will give you even
more. It is your job to consecrate yourself to him alone, to his
service and to his glory. Always be at rest and peaceful in his
presence. It is up to God to accomplish everything, and for you
to be at his disposal in peace, mildness and humility. You
must have full confidence in his mercy and in the unbelievable
kindness of the most holy Heart of Mary.
We are going to be very busy until the 8th September. Bishop
Barron will be coming then, and the departure of the confreres
is imminent1 .
You can send your trunk in advance. Send it here by wagon,
and post the details to me. I will then be able to find it. Do not
worry about paying for your upkeep: you will give what the
good Lord wants you to give. Those who have nothing, pay
nothing. Those who have something can give or not give as
God sees fit. Write to me whenever you please, insofar as you
think I can help you. I hope to have less work on my hands in
the coming days, and so be able to reply more promptly to
your letters.
1

libermann is talking of the first departure of his missionaries. There were seven·

priests of the Holy Heart of Mary, together with three orphans, called "Brothers", •
brought by M. Germainville. This expedition was to end in the
Disaster", 1
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May the ,

of our Lord be in your soul.

Yours in the love of Jesus and Mary,
Father F. Libermann
Missionary ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
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Advice before undertaking a missionary
venture 1
.
To Father Briot

Father Briot was a young missionary who worked in Santo Domingo
(Haiti)from January 2"" May 1845 but had to leave on May 2'1", due
to political unrest on the island. He was. waiting at the house of M.
Germainville 2 in Bordeaux for the arrival of two other missionaries,
Father Arragon and Brother Peter and the three of them would then
leave togetherfor Goree to open a mission in Dakar.
Ihis letter is full of wise and practical advice. Libermann concerned
himself with the minutest details - wine, pots and pans, and furniture.
All this was surprisingly relevant. for preserving one's health.
"What good is it if you win a few souls for God, and destroy your
body in the process?" In point number five, he says: "When you
have to undertake something of importance, weigh it up together in
the presence of God". Ihis remains a model for community
discernment.
Libermann had been in correspondence for more than a year with
• Mother J(/\'olthei who had experience of Senegal. He took note of
her important advice for the greater good of his men. In this letter,
we see that Libermann' s missionaries had· a difference of opinion
with the Congregation of the Holy Spirit on the mainland of Senegal,
1

N.D. VII, pp. 191-195

2 d. Memoire Spiritaine no.6, p.119. "M. Germoinville (1806-1881), a man of
enterprise, a friend of Libermann" by Georges Henri Thibault

Anne Marie Javouhey (1779-1851), foundress of the Sisters of Saint Joseph of
Cluny. 5he worked in Mana in Guyana, and also in Senegal. It was she who in
1825 brought over the first African seminarians to be trained in France. Among
them was Father Boilat, who is mentioned at the end of this letter. ct. Memoire
Spiritoine rio.i2, .pIO, "In the same portion of the vineyard": Father Libermann
and Mother Javouhey, by Bernard Ducal.
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concerning their authorisation to preach the Gospel: "I will still
write!!!-_Rome about it", saysLibermann.

Father Briot,
Apostolic Missionary,
c/o Mr. Germainville,
rue Neuve en Ville,
Bordeaux

La Neuville, 8th June 1845

Dear Confrere,
I asked Father Arragon to leave three days earlier because, as
he will explain to you himself, I was afraid that he might miss
the ship. So now you are both going to begin a great and
important mission. Here are my final instructions to you.
1. Don't depend on your own ability, prudence or activity. You
must place all your confidence in God and in Mary.
2. Expect to meet with great difficulties, and to suffer delays
before being able to carry out your plans. You will come up
against problems, disappointments, contradictions of every
type, and pain inflicted by all kinds of persons, things and
circumstances. Don't worry or give up. Even when things
seem completely hopeless, make sure you never give into
discouragement.
3. Be quiet, calm, humble and gentle whatever the situation.
Keep the same attitude whether things go well or badly.
Always be humble, peaceful and submissive to what the
Providence decides. Refer everything back to God, and wait
on his divine mercy.
4. Don't "look at things in an imaginary way but consider
everything calmly and practically. Never be over-elated by
success, or depressed by the possibility of failure. Don't
build imaginary castles in the air, nor afflict yourselves with
unreasonable fears. Work as faithful labourers in the Lord's
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vineyard, with neither complacency nor discouragement
before, during or after your efforts. Whether you are
successful or not, your reward will be great.
5. When you are about to begin something important, consider
and discuss the matter together in the presence of God.
Begin by removing all prejudice for or against the venture.
Don't allow yourselves to be carried away with enthusiasm,
nor do anything hastily, but weigh well what you think you
ought to do in a spirit of faith but at the same time reason
things out. Have confidence in God for whatever you
undertake, but do not attempt anything with a presumptive
or over-enthusiastic spirit. When you discuss what should
be done, your heart must not rule over your head. Don't be
scrupulous or worried that you might be failing to follow a
good inspiration, when your mind hesitates because you
suspect the facts might be different to what you really think.
Always be guided by your faith, basing your conduct solely on
the principles of the Gospel. But while your mind is tuned into
the things of God, it should also reason things out and act
after mature reflection and deliberation. Whenever possible,
don't act in matters of importance until you can see things
clearly. Try to foresee, more or less, what the result will be
before you decide anything. Leave nothing to chance, but
once you have taken every precaution, place your trust in God
alone.
Be balanced in the way you scrutinise any plans for an
undertaking, neither being too slow, nor letting things drag on
and on. It is wrong to be reckless, but it is sometimes even
worse to remain uncertain and timid when you make a
decision. Spend a reasonable amount of time examining what
to do, judging the for and against in the presence of God, and
acting calmly with the sole desire of pleasing God and bringing
about his glory. After thoroughly examining the case, make
your decision without fear and act with great confidence in
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God. When the matter is not urgent, spend a longer time
considering what is to be done, but you don't need to eliminate
every difficulty before starting a work. After you have taken
proper precautions for its success, always make sure to leave
something to Providence.

6.

own counsel, and be reserved without making it
to-6 obvious. Never talk about what you intend to do for the
glory of God before it is absolutely necessary. Adopt the
habit of not telling people everything you know, and have
control over your thoughts and speech. Speak only when it
is useful to do so. On the other hand, avoid being men of
mystery, but rather be simple and open. You should not
make secrets out of trifles, but neither be in a hurry to tell
people the reasons why you do things.

7. Don't be impatient in your undertakings or you will
experience a lot of failure. Give things a chance to mature
and don't try t9 gather fruit before it is ripe, otherwise, it will
taste bitter, and all your efforts will come to nothing. A good
missionary is as willing to be at rest, if Providence so
decides, as he is to get immersed in many labours when
faced with an abundant harvest. In everything, at all times
and in every circumstance, learn to follow the movements of
Providence. Follow God instead of always trying to run
ahead of him!
8. Don't plunge imprudently into work with excessive zeal, at
the risk of undermining your health. What good is it if you
win a few souls for God, and destroy your body in the
process? Doubtless, it is an excellent thing to sacrifice your
life for the salvation of a single soul, but it is still better to
preserve yourself for the good of a hundred.
To fear neither sickness nor death is the attitude of a
missionary who is zealous and devoted to God alone; but
taking the necessary precautions to preserve one's life, and

,
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thus save a greater number of souls, should be the approach
of a missionary who unites perfect prudence with perfect zeal
and perfect devotion.
When you are in good health, avoid what will make you sick,
but without being excessively preoccupied and fearful. If you
fall sick, consider yourselves happy to be suffering for the
glory and love of our Lord. Don't become sad or frightened if
that happens, but rejoice that you are able to give your lives
for the glory of God and the salvation of those to whom you
have been sent.
9. Preserve peace and harmony among yourselves. Do
nothing without consulting the others and let your unity of
hearts be obvious to everybody you meet.
10. Be gentle and peaceful with everybody. Beware of trying to
dominate others or to get the better of them. On the
contrary, see that the others are always more honoured
than yourselves. Be very careful about appearing to
encroach upon the responsibilities and work of other
priests.
Be restrained about showing your zeal outwardly. Don't give
the impression that you are trying to draw attention to
yourselves. If others are doing good, let them get on with it
and' only intervene if they omit or neglect something
important. If you are helping in a parish, do the work
yourselves but leave all the resulting honour to the priests
who are in charge. In all these things, act very naturally and
avoid any affectation.
11. Don't be in too much of a hurry to go and preach' the.
1
Gospel to the poor people on the African mainland •
Choose the right time for that, and don't risk your h,e'alth by
1

Heis talking of the village of Ndakarou (Dakar), opposite the island of Go",e
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landing there too soon. Gather all the information you can
so that you can choose the most suitable time, place and
circumstances. Don't destroy yourselves by your
impatience; you will only be preventing the accomplishment
of something really useful.
12. Regarding whether you should go to Saint Louis or stay at
Goree, I have no advice to give. Saint Louis is unhealthy,
and Goree is not, but I don't want to be the one to' make the
decision. You will know what to do for the best when you
visit those places. In any case, it would seem to be sensible
to remain at Goree until the end of the bad weather. At this
time of year, it would be too dangerous to go to Saint Louis;
but if you feel you should set up there, it would be better to·
wait until you are invited to do so. I am not in a position to
give definitive advise one way or the other; look at the
situation as you find it and decide with God's help what to
do.
13. As regards provisions, follow the advice of Mere Javouhey
but don't bring too much. If M. Ducournaux has already
bought the wine, pots and pans and furniture, hang on to
them. If not, you must get something.
14. Father Boilat' will not refuse to give you the necessary
priestly faculties, but I will still write to Rome about it.
May the peace of our Lord and of his Mother be with you.
Yours in the love of the holy Heart of Mary,
F. Libermann
Priest ofthe Holy Heart of Mary

David Boilat was one of the three first Senegalese priests, trained in France,
thanks to Mother Javouhey
,

1
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The Blessed Virgin in the Provisional Rule
of Life for the Missionaries of the Holy
Heart of Mary
In the final months of his stay in Rome, which took place from
January 1840 to January 1841, Libermann wrote a provisional Rule
for the young Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary. He intended
to present it for,approval to the"Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda
Fide", now known as the Congregation for the Evangelisation of
Peoples. This Rule of Life/ which was printed in 1845, never
received Roman approbation. However, it expresses very well
Libermann's insights into the missionary life. The extract below and
the commentary which Libermann composed for his novices, explain
the reasons for having Our Lady as patron of an apostolic
Congregation.

Part One, Chapter II, article 3
What distinguishes us from all the other workers in the Lord's
vineyard is a very special consecration which we make: we
consecrate our whole Society, each one of its members and
all their works and undertakings to the Holy Heart of Mary.•
Mary's Heart is eminently apostolic, and burns with desire'for',
the glory of God and the salvation of souls. We look on Mary's
Heart as a perfect model of that apostolic zeal which should
burn within us, and as an abundant and ever flowing stream
from which we can draw strength, We have recourse to that
Holy Heart with the greatest confidence, so that 11 will open
itself to us and show us the maternal tenderness which it feels,
1

_

.

-. _-,

N.D.1l pp.23S-36S. It is good to consult the Synopsis of the "two f1ltiles lIf
Libermann' by A. Bouchard and F. Nicolas, (Paris, 1968), because the text in
"Notes et Documents" is not always exact.
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for us. Through it, we hope to obtain a great abundance of
grace for each of us and for all our works.
(The following is a Commentary on the Rule given by Fr.
Libermann. This gloss or explanation was taken down in
note form by Fr. Lannurien, 1844-1845\

We make a total consecration to Mary. Firstly, the whole
Society, with everything it may have or undertake; secondly,'
each of the members is consecrated together with all his
works, actions, thoughts, feelings, and faculties. Our vocation
makes us more like Our Lord and so we become, in a very
special way, the children of Mary. By this total consecration of
ourselves, we hope for special protection through her maternal
love for each one of us. If every member of the Congregation
enters fully into the spirit of this consecration, there is no doubt
that Mary will help us to carry out the will of God for ourselves
and for others and she will be the guardian of our Society.
We must not forget that that we have consecrated our
Congregation not just to Mary but to the Holy Heart of. Mary.
This choice of devotion to the Heart of Mary did not come from
some calculation or process of reason, but because of a very
powerful attraction. Devotion to the Holy Heart of Mary gives
us a greater motivation and a closer conformity to Jesus in our
vocation. We are called to the apostolate. Now, to bear fruit in
our apostolate, we must, of course, have an apostolic spirit.
Whl;He can we find that spirit more perfectly and more
abundantly than in the Heart of Mary? Mary was totally filled
with that spirit; her heart is eminently apostolic and burns with
desire for the glory of God and the salvation of all people.

Text arid commentary taken down in manuscript form "'Le Regie Proviso;re des
Missionaires de Libermann", pp.17-19, 1845, by Father Fran,ais Nicolas

1
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Needless to say, Mary did not travel overseas or visit far off
lands, like Peter, Paul and the other apostles. That was not
God's plan for her: Mary was to stay quietly in the background,
giving advice and help to the apostles and sharing her
apostolic spirit with them. She taught them how to draw down
graces of conversion and satisfaction for those to whom they
were preaching. Now, in heaven, she continues to work for the
spread of the Church as she did from its very beginnings. So
in the Heart of Mary, we have a perfect model of that zeal with
which we must be inflamed. It is also an abundant source from
which we can unfailingly draw help.
The Holy Heart of Mary is our model; it is from that source that
we learn what the spirit of our Society ought to be. It should be
an interior spirit, and one of holiness. Genuine apostolic zeal,
such as is found in the heart of Mary, cannot be present in a
dissipated mind, or in a Mart which is attached to creatures.
Therefore, to imitate our model, we should develop a life of
prayer, detachment from creatures and renunciation, so that
our hearts may become like the heart of Mary, our mother. An
apostolic life does not just consist in travelling aboard as the
apostles did. Such outward activity has no point if it is not
permeated by the apostolic spirit. All that restless activity
would come under the heading of what theologians call "actus
hominis" as opposed to human activity, because it acts
independently of the intellect and will. As the heart is the
source of all our interior feelings, we must strive to make them
similar to the heart of Mary. If our hearts are on fire with that
ardent love which burns in the heart of Mary, we will be able to
spread that fire to the people with whom we come in contact.
On the other hand, if we think only in terms of activity, without
first conforming our interior lives to that of Mary, there will be
no warmth in us and the good which we can do for others will
be very much less than it should be.
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Imagine that someone puts a stove into a room to make it
warm. If we take each burning piece of coal and spread them
around the room, they will not heat the room up very much:
but if we keep them all together in the stove, the room will
soon be warmed. So let us get down to modelling our interior
spirit on that of Mary. Then when the time for action arrives,
we will have no problem in following the example of the
apostles. That is God's plan for us.
The heart of Mary is an ever-flowing source, from which we
can draw the apostolic spirit I have been talking about.
According to the Fathers of the Church, Mary is the canal
through which God sends us all his graces. She is a mother
full of love and tenderness for everyone and in our case, we
have a special right to be confident of her help: we have made
a total consecration of ourselves and our Society to the heart
of Mary and we have made a special promise to follow in the
footsteps of her Son. So Mary sees us as instruments she can
use for the salvation of souls, which is her greatest desire.
Therefore, we can go with great confidence to draw
encouragement from that inexhaustible source. We wish to
obtain all the graces necessary for our own holiness and for
that of others. The Holy Heart of Mary has been given as the
us, and the strength to support us in all our
light to
.
works.
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Missionary advice to Mother Marie Amelie
de Villeneuve
Foundress of the Sisters of the Immaculate Conception
of Castres (1836) I

Ihis letter of Libermann was discovered by Fr. Paul Coulon in July
2
1986, in a book by L. Ayma • It is not to be found in the collection of
letters in "Notes et Documents", edited by Father Cabon. It is a
letter of considerable interest; its contents and context is very close
to the famous letter (which follows after this one) that Libermann
sent to the community of Dakar and Gahon on 19/h Novemher 1847.
It offers an important blueprint for the missionary life.

Amiens, 31st October 1847
Dear Mother Superior,
I have written a letter to the Minister for the Navy, dated 30th
October. In it, I said that you intend to send four sisters to the
African Coast to devote themselves to educating girls and
caring for the sick. I also said that you had asked me to
request free passage for your four sisters on a Government
ship. I told the Minister that Bishop Truffet3 felt their presence
would be a great help for the good of the local people and that
'The letter can be found in «Libermann 1802-1852», by Paul Coulon et Paule
Brasseur, Paris, Cerf, 1988, pp. 285-287.
Vie de Soeur Marie de Villeneuve, Fondatrice de I'1nstitut de I'fmmoculee
Conception de Castres
Paris, Ressatre, Libraire-Editeur, 22, rue Saint Sulpice,
1881.

2. {(

3 Bishop Etienne-Maurice-Benoit Truffet He was 'appointed Vicar Apostolic of the
Two Guineas before the end of his novitiate in the Congregation of the Holy Heart
of Mary in December, 1846. He died in Dakar on 23" November 1847, after being
bishop for only six and a half months.
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Father Bessieux was of the same opinion. I added that Fr.
Bessieux (who incidentally, comes from the same part of
France as yourself) had already asked you for religious sisters
to be appointed to Dakar and Gabon to help the indigenous
people of those areas.
You will notice, Mother Superior, that I am keeping a certain
distance from the whole affair. I believe that the Minister for
the Navy will welcome your sisters getting involved in such a
useful work, and that he will grant the four free passages to
Africa. If Marshal Soult plays his part, success is assured, but I
will have to press him to write in good time.
I do not think it would helpful to send one sister who would
devote herself exclusively to domestic affairs; on the contrary,
it would be very useful indeed if all our dear sisters were to
give the Africans an example by doing their own manual work.
Such work is not highly esteemed by the local people, since
the Europeans they have seen so far avoid it whenever they
can. It is important that we encourage them to respect such
work, and the best way to do that is by example. However, the
sisters would not be able to do all the heavy work. Bishop
Truffet will give them good advice on all these things. .
I would like to stress one point in particular - the way they
should relate to the poor black people. Those unfortunate men
and women are usually despised and badly treated by
Europeans. Those who do not actually mistreat them still
behave in a manner calculated to lower their self-esteem. We,
on the other hand, should always treat them with special
kindness so as to restore their self-respect.

1

Jean- Remj" Bessieux was a member of Libermann's first missionary group to

Africa in 1843. He was the only priest among them to remain on the Gulf of
Guinea. He subsequently worked in Gabon then succeeded Bishop Truffet in
1849, w',th his residence in Gabon He died there in 1876.
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We' must relate to them in a simple way, without becoming too
familiar. There are two extremes to be avoided: one is a
generosity and a gentleness which borders on weakness and
over-familiarity; the other is an excessive firmness which can
quickly descend into severity and a misuse of authority.
It is always a bad approach (even in Europe), as well as being
opposed to the Gospel, if we try to create a distance between
ourselves and other people by insisting on manners, conduct,
and a particular way of talking and acting. And it is even more
detestable if such an attitude is adopted towards the black
people, because the effect is to degrade them in the own eyes
and suppress their natural characteristics. We should follow
the example given by our Lord and his saints. It must be a
pure, tender, compassionate and effective love, which is
altogether holy and supernatural. In this way, the sisters will
win their hearts and all will try to avoid disappointing them.
This love should go hand in hand with modesty, calmness and
a certain religious seriousness in their everyday lives. On
every occasion, even when they are correcting people, the
sisters must speak and act in way that shows they are doing
this in the best interests of the people concerned. There must
be no caustic humour, superiority complex, or loss of selfcontrol. A sister must be full of love and be a model in every
way for the African women.
The sisters must expect to be at the beck and call of the poor
local people, both in season and out of season. They are very
ingenuous and haVe to be shown patience in all
circumstances.
The most important piece of advice I have to offer is as
follows: the sisters must realise that on arriving in Africa for the
first time, they will have absolutely no idea of how to go about
things, nor even how they must behave in order to achieve
some good. They should arrive on the African coast feeling
like one-year-old children as far as experience is concerned,
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and let themselves be guided in everything by Bishop Truffet.
As far as they can, they should follow his advice very closely.
Coming from Europe, they will tend to live according to the
fashion they are used to, but they are entering a country
where the customs and habits are radically different. They will
be tempted to encourage the people to adopt the tone and
manners of Europe, but this would spoil everything. To begin
with, the people would pride themselves on their new ways of
doing things, but before long, they would be picking up the
very worst habits of the Europeans.
The sisters should take an altogether different approach: leave
the local people with their customs and habits which have
evolved from their natural characteristics and the climate.
They must gradually perfect and improve the indigenous men
and women through the principles of the faith and Christian
virtues and, above all, by their example. If I were to follow my
deepest instinct, I would say that we should adopt their
customs and habits, rather than try to impose ours on them.
Everybody should work together in the mission; it would be
quite wrong for some to follow their own views and
inclinations. The sisters should follow the same principles as
the missionaries, moving in the same direction, with the same
attitudes and methods. To that end, the head of mission must
guide and direct everything, because nobody is better qualified
to lead than Bishop Truffet. He is a very high-minded man,
with a broad and excellent outlook. He knows the mission
perfectly as regards its present state and future needs. None
of his co-workers can see the whole picture. or its details with
such clarity. So it is very important that everybody take their
lead from him. Your sisters need have no fear of losing the
spirit of their Congregation under his direction. He is a bishop
of eminent piety and an excellent and experienced spiritual
director. Therefore, I encourage the sisters, who are going to
devote themselves to the salvation of the Black People, to
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follow closely the advice that Bishop Truffet will give them. It
will often happen that they do not understand why he is doing
things in a particular way, but there is no need to worry; let
them be guided by his insights in a spirit of obedience and
self-denial.
Europeans find it difficult to practice the kind of self-denial that
is so necessary for working in Africa. But it is certain that there
must always be abnegation of one's own judgement, will,
tastes, ways of relaxing, habits and everything else. The
difficulty does not lie in getting used to eating couscous: it is
rather in renouncing one's very way of being and of adopting
an approach which will help the poor people to whom one is
devoted.
The sisters must expect to go down with light and even heavy
fevers at times. They are most unpleasant, but what is worse
is when such fevers bring on impatience, bad temper and
even a change of character. Let them be forewarned and
vigilant when this happens.
Thy should also be wary of any preconceived ideas they might
have about the missions. When one is imagining sufferings
and pains which are all in the future, they can seem beautiful
and only to be expected. But when one is actually suffering
and experiencing things as they are, then unless one is
extremely unselfish and totally in control, there is the danger of
great discouragement.
When the sisters finally arrive in Africa, they must avoid trying
to jump into things too quickly. What is needed from the outset
is gentleness and equilibrium. Let them never fall into the trap
of thinking that things will work out all by themselves; they will
certainly meet with plenty of obstacles to the good things they
are trying to do. Any worthwhile thing they achieve will only be
in the long term. One of the greatest mistakes on the missions
is when people want to run before they can even walk and as

.280

a result, the job is only half done. Bishop Truffet has said
something very true on this subject: "Rushing about comes
from inexperience and discouragement comes from rushing
about." We have to be convinced that only God achieves
anything of value, and that we are just his instruments. All that
an instrument can do is to be available for whatever the
worker has in mind and let itself be handled without any
resistance. If the instrument goes its own way, apart from the
will or action of the worker, the whole job will be spoilt.
I ask Our Lord and his Holy Mother to give your dear sisters
the grace of being faithful.
Your humble and devoted servant,
F. Libermann
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
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.A missionary charter
To the Community in Africal

This letter is by far the best known ofall those written by Libermann:
it is a veritable missionary cooner. It was composed to back up a
plan ofBishop Truffet which he explained to Libermann in a letter of
1st September 1847. In it. he suppons his idea of a time of
recollection for his missionaries. Libermann calls it a "practical
novitiate".
Fr. Paul Coulon has made an in depth analysis of this imponant
letter in his definitive study ofLibermann. 2

To the Community of Dakar and Gabon
Amiens, 19th November 1847
My dear Confreres,
May the grace and peace of our Lord Jesus Christ overflow in
your souls and make you apostles full of virtue and holiness!
We should be filled with gratitude and love for our Lord Jesus
Christ because of his generosity towards us and the poor,
abandoned souls to whom he sends us.
You will soon be welcoming two new priest confreres and
three Brothers. They will help you in your work for the
salvation of souls, each according to the talents he has
received from God. A year from now, I hope to be able to send
you even more missionaries, as the preparatory work of
founding the Church proceeds. The number of labourers will
1
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increase to help clear the ground that has not yet been
cultivated and God, in his mercy, will water it with his grace so
that it will bear much fruit.
I was very happy to learn of the piety, regularity, peace and
love that reigns among you. I see in that a great promise for
the future of the mission, a future which depends entirely on
you. As I sometimes told you during your novitiate, your sins
will be "original" sins while your virtues will bring very special
graces to that land.
God founded his work on his all-powerful will and mercy. He
breathes life into it through his grace and love, built on a
foundation which will last for ever. But he has chosen you to
be the first stones to be laid. If they are not properly placed, all
the rest will be out of line. You must realise, my dear brothers,
that if you have the misfortune to get it wrong, those coming
after you will only make it worse. But if you continue as you
have started, you will have a powerful influence on your
successors. All the fruits of their devoted labour and the
salvation and sanctification of the people they minister to, will,
in great part, be thanks to you. It will cost you more or less
continuous suffering, but on this earth, the servants of God
can expect nothing more; it is by the sweat of their brows that
they will reach the practice of perfection. But once you have
adopted this way of proceeding, you will no longer count the
cost. You will have risen above the pains and sufferings of this
world and God himself will be your reward.
At the present "moment, God in his goodness is offering you
the chance to become holy within your community. I see in
that a sign of his merciful Providence. If you had been plunged
straight into active ministry from the start, you would not have
had the time to put all that you learnt during your novitiate into
practice. You would not have got to know yourselves
sufficiently. Now, you are doing what amounts to a second
novitiate, but this time, a novitiate in practice. You are in Africa
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and you can see first-hand the dangers and difficulties you are
going to meet. With good will and a sincere desire to be true
servants of God, you can now seek out the best way to
prepare yourselves to fill that role. During your novitiate, you
made resolutions in words, sometimes based on imaginary
situations: now your resolutions will be based firmly on reality.
Dear confreres, try to make the most of this moment of God.
He will give you his insights and his grace will be there to help
you. Learn how to be real community men and true apostles.
Learn the wisdom of God, so that each of you, according to his
capabilities, can complete the great work which He has
entrusted to you.
If you want to be good community men, you should look to the
sanctification of yourself and of your confreres and brothers.
You must be a good example in everything. Learn how to live
as men of prayer, who are faithful observers of the rules and
filled with their, spirit. Try to see Our Lord in the person of your
superiors. Obey them exactly and with simplicity in whatever
concerns religious life and your own sanctification. Never
murmur against them, or pass judgement on their conduct and
way of acting, whether in public or in private. Never listen to
your own self-love because that is what makes obedience
difficult, when we compare ourselves to our superiors. What is
merely human must disappear in our obedience and be
replaced by faith. Let us be affectionate, gentle and open with
our superiors, so as to make their task easier.
Live together in peace, love and unity. Comfort and encourage
one another and bear with each other's faults of character.
Support your confreres and don't judge them. Love them and
be gentle in your treatment of them, even when they irritate
you. If you find yourself disagreeing with what your confreres
think, give up your own judgement in favour of the general,
opinion about what should be done. Stubbornly holding on to
our own ideas is one of the worst things to find in people. who
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should be living together in the peace and love of Jesus
Christ.
Avoid any kind of severity in your judgements, words, desires,
and conduct, because no good can ever come from it. The
climate where you are living can have a strong influence on
your feelings; you will often be more agitated, bitter, and
irritable than you were at home. So do your best to remain
gentle, calm and patient and you will advance quickly in the
ways of real holiness.

If you want to live as apostolic men, you must practise great

self-denial. You have to be convinced of this at all times,
because you will not always feel inclined to practise it. Try to
keep your souls in a state of peace, even in the middle of
great privations and suffering. I am not talking here of bodily
suffering, which is relatively easy to support; I am referring to
spiritual and moral pain. This can cause great sorrow and
discouragement for somebody who is still attached to himself.
But those same sufferings can also bring courage and serenity
once we are in a state of continuous self-denial, with a perfect
attachment to God alone. A strong and truly apostolic person
is always calm, gentle, and imperturbable in the midst of pains
and contradictions. He is never sad, agitated, brusque, or
bitter: such faults belong to weak people who love themselves
and who do not know the strength that comes from the cross
of Jesus. They follow every passing mood and have no idea
how to break free from them.
When such people find that everything is going well according
to their own tastes, desires and view of things, they live in a
gentle peace, and have the idea that they have reached the
heights of apostolic virtue. But it is not in peacetime that the
bravery of a soldier of Jesus Christ can be assessed. It proves
nothing to be at rest when there is no cloud on the horizon.
Peacetime is given us to prepare for battle, because warfare is
the normal lot of an apostolic man. When weak souls gain

,
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some success, they are filled with great enthusiasm which
often makes them commit mistakes and act imprudently. They
think they are strong and powerful and capable of undertaking
and suffering anything. This is because they are being swept
along by their feelings which give a false impression of
success. In these moments of elation, all humility and mistrust
of self disappear, and there is no confidence in God. When
they find themselves in such a situation, contradictions and
obstacles simply irritate them; they feel they can win by a
frontal attack, whereas what is needed is a gentle and subtle
approach.
But when such people are unsuccessful, or do not succeed
quickly enough, they are overtaken by depression and
discouragement. They become absorbed in themselves and
worry about what mistakes they might have made. They blame
those errors for their lack of success and end up in a state of
low self-esteem.
On the other hand, somebody who is really dead to himself
and open to God, feels a kind of pain when everything is .going
well. It hurts to see e.verything turning out according to his
tastes. He feels the need to suffer and be contradicted. That is
how his life is. When he experiences peace, it is seen as a
time for gaining new strength in the ways of God. Such
pleasant moments are received with humility and abnegation.
He will carry out his duties with perseverance and fidelity and
try to consolidate what he has achieved. When storms are
raging all around him, when he is faced with failure, he knows
how to wait for God's moment. He will be on his guard against
discouragement, fighting off sadness and low self-esteem. He
will keep his balance and be filled with God and learn how to
be patient like Him. He only looks for success as and when
God wants it, because he always sees things through the eyes
of God. His actions are in accordance with God's plans; it is up
to Jesus if his efforts will bear fruit or not.
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If you only knew, my dear confreres, the value of patience
among the apostolic virtues, you would make every effort to
obtain it. If you have learnt how to be patient, you are sure of a
success which will be solid and stable. But what is
accomplished through violence is altogether different; the tree
of the prophet Jonah sprang up one night and died the next.
Plants which grow quickly soon wither away, but slow-growing
trees gradually become big and strong and then last for
centuries. If in your Mission you find that success comes
easily and without delay, you should be very worried; but when
your work takes time and offers nothing but difficulties, it is a
very good sign as long as you go about it patiently. Slowness
is not very attractive, but a person who has renounced himself·
will soon learn how to take advantage of it. If you are patient,
you will grow in prudence and the wisdom of God in all your
undertakings.
Once again I stress the importance of being united amongst
yourselves and especially with your leader. God has given him
to you, and to the Mission. He will enlighten him now and
always for the work he has asked him to do. So be
cooperative with him, share his views and steer clear of
following your own. He is better placed to see the overall
picture while you have only a partial view. He has the grace of
state for guiding you and you have received a corresponding
grace to be led by him. He is the architect; you are the
builders, but intelligent builders who know how to work in
harmony with him. It is only with such a harmony that the
grace of God is found and success assured. If you are faithful,
my dear confreres, God will be faithful with you.
One final word; Even if they have been there for many years, .
be wary of what the settlers say about the peoples they have
met. Listen to what they say, but don't base our own
judgements on their opinions. They look at things from their
own point of view and through the prejudices they have built

H

287
up so they will only distort your own assessments. Listen to
everything but don't get upset by what you hear. Look at the
evidence objectively in the spirit of Jesus, setting aside any
former impressions or prejudices. Be filled with the love of God
and the inspirations of the Holy Spirit. I am sure you will come
to very different conclusions about the local people than those
that are held by these men. If I had listened to everything that I
was told about the black people in the colonies, even opinions
coming from otherwise good men, we would never have dared
to take on the missions of Reunion and Mauritius. In the event,
our confreres are doing great work there and have learned to
judge everything in a totally different way to what others said
and judged things to be.
Don't judge by first impressions or by what you are used to in
Europe. Forget about Europe, its ways of thinking, its customs,
its conventions. Be African with the Africans, and you will learn
how to judge them as they should be judged. Be a Negro with
the Negro, so as to form them into what they can be, not along
European lines, but according to their own way of being.
Relate to them as if you were their servants and they were
your masters, adapting yourselves to their style of doing
things. Your sale purpose in all this must be to perfect and
sanctify them and to raise them up from their oppressed state
to become a people of God. This is what St. Paul meant when
he told Christians to be all things to all men so as to win them
for Jesus Christ.
This has been a very long letter, my dear confreres, but I
never notice the time passing when I am talking with you. You
are never out of my thoughts. May your hearts always be with
Jesus and Mary and be filled with their love and gentle peace.
F. Libermann

PS. I have not given you any news in this letter: Father Bessieux
and his companions will tell you everything when they meet you.

....

,

...
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Regarding relations between missionaries
and the colonial authorities
To Father Briol

This letter to Father Briot, written on 2nd August 1847, does not give
the full story about the detachment of soldiers. Libermann had done
so in a letter of 3"[ July to Bishop Truffet, hoping that he would be
able to find a solution to the problem: "The day on which Fathers
Briot and Lossedat wished to bless their chapel, they invited the
Commandant of the French forces to attend. He seems to have
accepted the idea with much satisfaction, and arranged to come with
a detachment of soldiers. He picked a platoon of men he had brought
from Senegal, which meant that they were either Muslims or pagans.
Both priests therefore refused to allow them to enter the church so
much confusion ensueri." This affair gave Libermann the
opportunity to explain the principles to be followed when dealing
with the European authorities on the Gulf of Guinea.
To Father Briot,
Apostolic Missionary,
Dakar,
West Africa
2nd August 1847
My dear Confrere,
This is not the first letter I have written in reply to yours about
the famous episode of the squad of soldiers who turned up for
the dedication of your church. I am retlJrning to the matter
because your last letter gave the impression that you were
feeling very uneasy over the affair.
1
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Father Bessieux was very happy to hear that your house and
church had been finally built. But it is unfortunate that the
occasion of the blessing of the church should have caused a
quarrel between you and the French Commandant. I hope that
Father Bessieux will be able to restore peace in this matter."
He is generally liked by the French authorities and M. Bouet'
seems to have a very high regard for him. Apparently, the
Admiral also has a good opinion of him and M. Brisset had
good relations with him in the past. If the latter now appears to
be unhappy with him, it is probably because he imagines that
Father Bessieux will henceforth be against him and will be
dissatisfied and disapproving of his way of acting: I hope that
after his return to West Africa, Father Bessieux will win him
over with his usual friendly approach. M. Brisset is severe, like
all our soldiers and looks at everything from a military point of
view. Such an attitude is always difficult for our missionaries,
but this sort of problem is to be found everywhere.
On the coast of Africa, running a mission entails having a good
rapport with the Commandants of the French military forces.
One of the most important virtues for a missionary in such
circumstances is the ability to maintain good relations with the
civil and military authorities and the captains of ships visiting
those shores. But the priests also have to maintain their.
freedom of action in religious matters.
It would be very unfortunate if the colonial authorities got the
impression that you were opposed to the Government. This is
the sort of stupid idea that they pick up from the newspapers
they read. They join that prejudice to all the others they have
gleaned from the anti-religious writings of Voltaire. From these
two sources, they will make you into some sort of bogeyman,
so they will do their best to oppose and thwart your efforts.
Bouet and Brisson were officers in the French West African. colonial
administration.
1
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So you must be very prudent in all your dealings with them.
Never get involved in political matters, but do your best to help
them in any way you can. Treat them with gentleness, charity
and consideration. Be simple and polite with them,a simplicity
and politeness which come from genuine charity. When you
find yourself unable to go along with their wishes - for
example, baptising men with more than one wife, or turning a
blind eye to the precepts of the Gospel - you have no
alternative but to refuse. But always do so with gentleness and
love and leave them feeling kindly towards you.
Of course, I don't mean that you should agree with them and
then do the opposite. You must be frank and open, but
prudent at the same time. Avoid being severe, quarrelsome,
discontented, or embarrassed when you reply to them. This
only causes trouble and no good can ever come of it. Be
careful not to harbour grudges against these men, but always
be calm with them and with the same air of serenity and
confidence, even when you feel that they have overstepped
. the mark. Help them to understand that if you are not in
agreement with them, it is because you are obliged to follow
your conscience. They will appreciate this if you give way on
matters of little importance and continue to treat them with
trust and openness.
Here are a few rules of prudence concerning your relations
with the civil and military authorities:
1) As far as possible avoid giving the impression that you do
not completely believe in their goodwill towards you.
Instead of that, have an attitude of trust and of acting as if
you have no doubt about their good intentions. In that way
they will often not show the suspicions that they may have
about you. Military men are in the habit of acting according
to the dominant idea which influences them at a particular
moment. Doing as I have suggested will prevent any
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irritation from developing, for the majority of these men are
fundamentally good.
2) Secondly, avoid speaking and acting with authority, or
rather, with an air of authority. The arrogance which they
usually show in the exercise of their powers, as regards
civil and military administration, must not be present in your
way of carrying out ecclesiastical duties. Your position
involves being firm at times, but always with gentleness
and humility. It is natural for soldiers to use their authority
with severity, violence and pride; they have no intention of
trying to reach evangelical perfection! But the maxims of
the Gospel must be the rule of conduct for us, who are
priests of Jesus Christ. So we must try to soften their
severity by our gentleness, pacify their violence by our
moderation, and moderate their pride by our humility.
3) Thirdly, take all necessary steps to avoid open conflict.
These men are accustomed to never losing face in front of
their inferiors and they expect their orders to be obeyed
exactly throughout the whole area of their responsibility.
That is why once they have advanced, they will never
retreat. So if you take steps to thwart them so as to gain
the upper hand, they will make you pay dearly for it the
next time. They move quickly and are liable to take
decisions without much thought as to whether they are
right or wrong, since they are far too ready to ignore
religious and ecclesiastical concerns. So don't drive them
into a position of having to act without forethought. If it
happens, despite your precautions, that. a commandant
acts on a matter which does not concern him, as far as
possible don't face up to him straight away and avoid
starting a heated discussion. If you can possibly wait a day
or two, you may be able to change his mind by putting
matters in a more favourable light. But if you attack him
immediately, you will only excite his anger and pride and
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he will not give in. If the matter is such that it must be
discussed without delay, at least avoid all provocative
opposition.
4) Fourthly, when you cannot avoid direct conflict, because
your conscience forces you to take a firm line contrary to
the wishes of a French official, (I am not talking of the
circumstances I dealt with in the first and second sections
of this part of the letter), then you must be very careful,
especially if you have a valid point to make. In such
.circumstances, be wary of a certain air of triumphalism and
giving the impression that you have won a victory over him.
Be very delicate and don't turn the conversation to
anything which may refer to what has happened. Be
humble and charitable and never humiliate other people.
Sometimes, you may feel that it is your duty to make
people realise when they are wrong or have gone too far:
that is a very false and a very bad way of proceeding, for
all it does is to flatter your self-love and it invariably makes
things worse.
5) Finally, do not write letters containing formal demands
unless it is absolutely unavoidable. When you want to ask
a.favour of a commandant, it is much better to go in person
and gradually lead the convers.ation round to what you are
seeking. Be very circumspect, and make your requests by
word of mouth. For example, if you want to hold a solemn
dedication of a church, or wish to prevent labourers from
having to work on a Sunday, or want to put an end to men
and women sharing accommodation in the workers'
hostels, go and make a personal visit. Be careful not to
give the commandant the idea that you are being narrow
minded, because he will be only too ready to put any
objections down to intolerance on your part.
Do you remember what I said to you about this rule of
prudence when I was discussing Father Tisserant? I told you
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that our dear confrere had been very imprudent in making
official demands and writing letters to Mister Ardouin.' You
can't imagine the damage that such letters have caused. Even
when you are talking about something which concerns your
priestly ministry and about which you wish to inform or advise
the commandant, it is often better to go and tell him face to
face. If he asks you on the other hand to write down your
request, then you will of course agree. He will often want you
to do that so as to avoid having to take responsibility himself
for whatever happens. So you may need to'· put your
explanation in writing, but it is always better to go and talk
about it first.
Now, to get back to your famous "Affair of the Soldiers"; my
feelings about the matter are that you could have and should
have agreed to the commandant's suggestion without
hesitation. However, now that the deed is done, wait for the
decision of Bishop Truffet who by now must have been
informed of the matter. Since he is in" charge of the Mission, it
is up to him to decide on specific points regarding discipline.
Basically, your idea was good. It is just possible that your
refusing the entry of unbelievers to the Holy Sacrifice of the
Mass has achieved something worthwhile; I am not in a
position to pass judgement here and now. You are in the
situation and you know better than I do the
you are
dealing with. The' only observation I would make at present is
that in this difficult problem you had with the commandant, you
could have' consented to his wishes. I say that because this
point of discipline of the early Church is no longer followed on
the missions and therefore it has nothing to do with your
conscience. But don't worry, because everything will work out.
1

Mr. Ardouin"was Secretary of State for Justice, Education and Religion in the.

Republic of Haiti.
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This is the sort of thing that those who wish to do the will of
God are always coming up against, namely crosses and
sufferings! Keep going, because God is with you. Don't fret
over obstacles which are put in your way by men, for they can
only delay and not destroy the work of God. Now you can
appreciate how much pain those in charge of projects have to
undergo! Be dead to yourself, and act with prudence and
moderation if you want to preserve your freedom to serve
God.
As for the criticism people are making about you concerning
the departure of Father Bessieux, pay no attention to what
they are saying. Nobody believes a word of it. [Here, five lines
of the original ,manuscript have been crossed out]. I will speak
to you about it another time.
Goodbye for now, dear brother, and be courageous!
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermaml
Priest ofthe Holy Heart of Mary

P.S: By the way, I have managed to sell my shares in the
"Ernest1", the sailing ship I got from you. I got four thousand
francs, so it has helped towards paying for our new building
here.

1

Father Briot came from a family of Breton ship owners.
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The Mission
and the Colonial Authorities

To Father Le Berre, Apostolic Missionary, Gabon]
Father Pierre-Marie Le Berri had just arrived in Gabon, a
fledgling missionary. Here, Father Libermann gives him advice for
his missionary work insisting that he have a good relationship with
the French garrison in Fort Aumale (Libreville). He must also
respect everybody's freedom of conscience, be tolerant, and be
peaceful in his dealings with people.

9th August 1847
My dear Confrere,
I see from your letters that what is bothering you most for the
moment is the amount of time you have to spend getting
supplies for the mission, but that will not last much longer.
When starting a work, you have to concentrate on what is not
particularly spiritual, but once you have things organised, you
will not need to be so taken up with the material side of life.
Keep at it, even though you have not managed to do very
much else so far. You have cleared the gro\,Jnd; soon you will
begin to sow the seed and then God, in his goodness, will let
you see the fruits of your labour. Be patient and it will all
happen sooner than you think.
While you are busy learning the language, try not to lose your
spirit of recollection. Keep your soul in peace, be perfectly
1
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Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas on 7'" September 1877. He died at Our Lady of
Gabon on 16'" July 1891.
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united with your confreres, and don't turn in on yourself.
Remain on good terms with those around you and be very
natural with these poor Frenchmen who are without any
religion 1. Be kind to them and bear them no grudges. If they
do you a bad turn, forgive them. If they are harsh with you,
reply with gentleness and goodness. If they blame, despise, or
otherwise disrespect you, do not put on an air of being
embarrassed by it all. Be careful about such feelings towards
these people, who think and judge differently from yourself.
.They may even think badly of you, and despise you. But being
upset by it all creates a certain severity of. outlook, and a
timidity which makes us sullen and very formal in our dealings
with them. Such a reaction will have a bad effect and drive
them further away than ever from our holy religion.
In general, you should act kindly towards everybody, whatever
their opinion of religion or of yourself. We must respect each
person's freedom to think and act as they like. If we could
force consciences to be pure, wills to be good, and minds to
believe the eternal truths, them obviously we would be obliged
to do so; love of our neighbour Would demand it. But no man
on earth. is capable of forcing another, whether in his
conscience, or his will, or his intelligence. God doesn't wish to,
so why should we? He leaves people free to ignore him or to
act against him, so we have no right to force people or to get
irritated with them; rather, we must be friendly, free and open
with them. We will talk with them about the things which
please them and try to win their friendship by always being
kind.
Father Bessieux will return to Gabon next Autumn, leaving
France at the end of September or October. I hope everybody
will be pleased to see him again. I am going to try and give
him some reinforcements and then you will be able to carry
1

Namely, the colonial agents of the French Government
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out your plans at Konriiquet or elsewhere. We have now
received his dictionary. I will ask the Ministry for the Navy to
print the grammar, dictionary, catechism and the Life of our
Lord, Jesus Christ, which Father Bessieux has translated into
Pongwe. I hope the Minister will agree, because It will be a
.
great help to you.
Fathers Blanpin and Jerome 1 have left for Reunion and
Fathers Thevaux and Thierse have ·returned from New
Holland 2 . We have definitely abandoned that mission, so that
means there are now three missionaries in Mauritius, and five
in Reunion. Both those missions are going well, particularly
Mauritius, considering how few people we have working there.
You can judge from the numbers of children attending
catechism class - around four hundred boys, and five hundred
girls. Five or six hundred are preparing to make their First
Communion.
We have started a small foundation at Bordeaux; we will
concentrate our work there on labourers, sailors, and the
poorer classes. It is important for us to have houses in some
of the principal ports in the south of France. If it happens that
some of you have to leave Guinea for health reasons, we
need a place for you in a temperate climate. Picardy, where
we are already established, is too cold and damp for that
purpose. We have started at Bordeaux because M.
Germainville 3 offered us his house, a certain amount of
financial backing and a work that is already under way. I have

1

There is an index at the end of the book concerning the people mentioned in

-libermannls letters.
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The attempted mission in Australia turned out to be a disaster.

M. GermanviJle, or Germain Ville, was a merchant in Bordeaux with whom
Libermann had important dealings. He had done a lot to help the
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who were leaving for Africa from that port. Cf. Annex toN. D. XIII, pp. 279 seq.
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. sent Fathers Boulanger and Clair there, together with Brother
Thomas. Father Boulanger is only there temporarily, since he
is destined eventually for Guinea.
Obviously this letter is not just for yourself, so I would ask you
to share its contents with Fathers Briot and Lossedat.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann
P.S. Father Bessieux is overjoyed at the news you sent me.
He cannot write to you immediately because he is very busy at
the moment with the books in Pongwe.
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The Missionary is to be faithful
to God, his confreres and those in his care',
To the Community at Dakal..

;

This letter encourages the confreres in. Dakar' to be faithful.
Libermann sees community life as a road to holiness,.' a constant
journey towards sanctification. It is a school for those who are
called to the apostolate. It helps them live that salvation which they
are bringing to others by their preaching: "Your fidelity will bring
about your own sanctification, but, even more important, the
salvation of the people will depend on it. He insists on the need for
humility. which is the opposite of self-love, and puts before his
missionaries a threefold loyalty: loyalty to God, to their confreres,
and to those in their care.
The Community at Dakar had just received new confreres; Bishop
th
Truffet and his six companions had arrived there on 8 May: "The
older members must give good example to the younger ones, and the
younger confreres are to encourage their elders by theirfervour and
fidelity. "

Amiens, 11 th June 1847
My dear Confreres,
I am as happy as you are to see these reinforcements arrive in
Africa. It is evident that the good and merciful Lord is smiling
on we, his servants, who began this work. We have been
greatly blessed from the moment our dear brothers were
sacrificed to His glory for the salvation of the poor people to
whom we have been sent. 2 Now it is up to you to be faithful
1
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2 Libermann is referring here to the first group of missionaries who were sent to
Cape Palmas and were decimated by sickness only weeks after their arrival.
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and to use these· graces you have received with. wisdom,
fervour, and fruitfulness. Your fidelity will bring about your own
sanctification, but, even more important, the salvation of the
people will depend on it.
It will be your great joy if, one day, you can say to God that
you have never been negligent in your loyalty to Him. His
beautiful words will then be applied to you: "Euge, serve bone,
quia super pauca fuisti fidelis, super multa te constituam: intra
in gaudium Domini tui"!. How happy you will be if, like our
Lord, you can say to your Father in heaven: "Quos dedisti
mihi, nemo (periit) ex eis,2!
Henceforth, your lives must be based on a three-fold loyalty:
loyalty to God, loyalty to your confreres, and loyalty to those
confided to your care. Beware of laxity and all those other
weaknesses which do such harm to the spiritual life; the end
result is dissipation, idleness and the loss of recollection and
you are left with nothing to sustain you when things become
difficult. If you pay no attention to this fidelity, your life will
become useless. It will be full of discouragement and you will
feel depressed when you are faced with suffering. But if you
concentrate upon always being faithful, your soul will retain its
energy, despite the heat of the local climate which tends to
weaken you. If you are recollected, you will find you will get all
the help you need from God - contentment in moments of calm
and strong support when suffering presents itself. Troubles will
only serve to increase your strength and fervour; you will
overcome them and use them to progress in holiness.
Beware of self-love, which is always our most lethal enemy. It
mixes up with our faults of character and becomes a source of
1 Translation: "Wei; done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful in
little things. I will place you over many things. Enter into the joy of your Lord".
2

'Translation: HJ have lost none of those you have given me".
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great evil. The more we allow pride to dominate us, the
stronger it grows. If we continue down that road, we will find
ourselves with fewer resources to call upon in our struggle
against that vice. This is because pride clouds and falsifies our
. judgement and casts us into a state of darkness and illusion.
Now that you are becoming more numerous and the Mission is
developing little by little, you must watch over yourselves more
than ever before. I say that because the more you experience·
success, the more the vice of pride can ravage your souls. So
from the start, cultivate a genuine humility, which attaches us
to God and removes all self-love. Humility gives us open
minds and prevents us from stubbornly holding on to our own
ideas. It makes our souls gentle and peaceful and helps us to
put up with the faults of our confreres. As a result, we learn to
treat them with respect and love and pay no attention to the
hurts they may cause us. Humility makes us prudent,
balanced and calm, and kind and gentle in our exercise of
authority. The humble person always obeys without difficulty
or argument, because he does not insist that he is always
right, nor expects always to be getting his own way. Humility
is the mother of regularity in our lives, the support of our
fraternal unity and the most solid guarantee that we will always
be ready to keep in the background. Humility is the foundation
of charity, while pride destroys it.
Try then to build your lives on this beautiful and important
virtue of humility. If you are humble, all the other virtues will be..
easily acquired. Your mind will be full of insight and free of .
delusion. Your heart will be gentle and empty of bitterness and
your will full of strength and energy. Depression, weakness
and discouragement are most often found in a person
dominated by self-love; if these arise from other sources, they
will always find in selfishness a strong support which
encourages their growth.
/
,

I
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Since you have now received a group of new confreres, it is
up to those of you who have spent some time in the mission to
offer them a good example. On the other hand, the new
arrivals, should encourage their elders by their fervour and
dedication. I am sure that none of you will fall down on this
duty and that, united in the charity of Jesus Christ, you will
march forward together in peace, love and enthusiasm.
Support and encourage each other to an ever greater degree
of holiness. All· of us here are praying for you, so that together
we may make one heart and one soul with the Holy Heart of
Mary, in the love of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In that way, we
will be blessed in this world with grace and holiness and
showered with glory and happiness in the next.
I have not given you any detailed news of what is happening
here because I am very busy arranging for the departures of
Fathers Blanpin and Jerome who are off to Reunion.
I greet you all in the love of the most holy Heart of Mary.
Libermann,
Priest ofthe Holy Heart of Mary.
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To Eliman, the King of Dakar'
"My Heart belongs to the Africans"

Father Caban, who compiled the large collection of the "Notes et
Documents ", told us thai there are two versions of this letter to' King
Eliman. We have a rough draft in the handwriting of our Venerable
Father, and a final copy drawn up by his secretary, Father Franr;ois
and signed at the end by Libermann. The two versions are so
different that both are given in the "Notes et Documents", the first
being that of the rough draft. In this Anthology we give the second
version .because it is the more complete. It is dated the I" January
1848. However, Libermann only got news of the death of Bishop
th
Truffet around the 15 January 1848, in a letter from Father Briot
which came via England. Father Caban thinks that this present lett!:r
to King Eliman was written on 26th January 1848.
Bishop Truffet died at Dakar on 23r<1 November 1847 as a result of
his imprudent and excessive fasting. His diet was simply insufficient
to maintain life in the tropics. Libermann was very sorry to hear of
his death; lin a short space of time, the Bishop had managed to win
the affection of everyone he met, especially the Africans, who
genuinely mourned his passing. In order to console them, Libermann
wrote this letter to King Eliman and his nephew. Here we note the
simple language which Libermann uses when writing to these two
Muslims.

To King Eliman of Dakar
To Suleiman his nephew
To all the local Chiefs
I send you greetings and pray that you will receive blessings
from God our father and giver of life to all creatures.
1

N.D. X, pp. 22-26.

•
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I felt you would be happy to receive some words of
consolation from me after the unexpected death of the good
Bishop Benoit Truffet. The Pope, the Father of all Christians,
sent him to Dakar out of love for the peoples of Africa. Divine
Providence has taken the Bishop very quickly from this world,
which is a vale of sorrow and of tears, in order to reward him
for his devotion and virtuous life.
I was broken hearted when I heard the news because Bishop
Benedict was a very close friend of mine. I felt sorry also for
you, because you have lost a man who loved you and all the
black people so deeply. I am in mourning not only for my loss,
but also because I share your sorrow. I want you to realise the
pain I feel because my heart belongs completely to you and to
all Africans, whose souls are so good and whose hearts are so
sensitive. I love you all with great tenderness, and I would be
overjoyed if you loved me as you loved the good Bishop, my
dear friend.
Often, when reading in his letters of the happiness he felt
when meeting you and your black brothers, who are also our
own well beloved brothers, I was filled with joy and
consolation. My own heart was heavy because I CQuid not be
among you. I could not be with you to suffer out of love for the
black peoples, nor do my utmost to make them more and
more happy. Please believe me when I say this, because I am
only speaking the truth. I am a servant of the God of truth and
all my words and feelings must accord with this truth.
.
Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the God of the Christians, the
God of the whole universe. He is the weil beloved Saviour of
everyone and is beautiful, mighty, powerful, loveable, glorious
and merciful. He is filled with love for all people, and he loves
them all equally, black and white. All are his beloved brothers,
so if they are good and devout, they will live for all eternity with
him after this life of sadness and pain and enjoy an'
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immeasurable and never ending happiness in his immense
temple of glory which is in heaven.
I am a servant of this Jesus. He wants me to love everybody,
as he loves them; but he has given me a special love for his
dear brothers, the black people. Because I love the Africans
so much, I wish to follow the command of Jesus Christ, my
Master, and spend my whole ·Iife trying to bring about their
happiness. And not only in this world, but above all to prepare
them for the immeasurable and endless happiness in the
temple of God's glory which is in heaven. I hope that I am not
upsetting you by talking like this: if I thought my words would
cause you the least offence, I would not have written them.
But I believe you will be happy to receive my words.
I know that you are not Christians, but I also know that your
hearts are good and that you love whatever is good. Jesus
Christ is good; he is the master of all good people. His
teaching is good, pure, holy and full of consolation for good
living people. I know that sometimes you see Europeans
acting badly. When this happens, please do not say that they
are servants or friends of Jesus. They do not love Jesus and
Jesus does not love them, because they are evil. They do not
want to do what Jesus has said they should do; they do not
wish to act as he did. If they were good, Jesus would love
them as he loves everybody, because it is his desire that
everybody should be good and upright.
Bishop Benoit Truffet is dead, but do not be too sad or think
that we will not send any more missionaries to Africa. I will ask
the Pope in Rome to send another Bishop who will be good,
and the Pope will agree because he also loves the Africans.
The people of Dakar are good: they know God and so they are
not unhappy. But in the great continent of Africa, in places far
from Dakar, there are very many black people who do not
know God. They are unhappy on earth and will be even
unhappier after they die. They will always be sad if they do not
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. learn to know God and to be good. They have good hearts,
very good hearts, and yet they do wicked things because they
do not know God. They do not know how to go about being
good; they do not know how they should act in order to be
happy. We wish to teach them how to know God and Jesus
Christ, the Son of God. We want to teach them the way to be
good and happy, both in this life, and after they die.
We are sending missionaries to Dakar. They love the people
of Dakar and the people, in their turn, love them. They are so
happy to be with you and they see clearly that at Dakar the
Africans are good people. The missionaries do not fear death.
They will suffer it gladly out of love for the black people who
live far away from you and who are unhappy. They will travel
from Dakar to teach the Africans in those distant places how to
know God and to help them to be good and happy.
I ask God, the all powerful, the all merciful, the God who loves
everybody, to fill King Eliman, his nephew Suleiman and all
the Chiefs of Dakar, with blessings, happiness and holiness. I
ask God to give his salvation to you and to all your subjects,
so that everybody will be happy throughout their lives and for
ever, after this life on earth. Amen.
F. Libermann
Priest
Written at Amiens in the year of our Lord Jesus Christ, 1848,
in the month of January, the first of the year.

1
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We must examine the Mission entrusted to
us and persevere with it
To Father Le Vavasseur l

,.

The.Congregation oJ the Holy Heart of Mary,founded by Libermann
in 1841, was amalgamated with the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
in September, 1848 Father Le Vavasseur had returned from
Reunion a little more than three months before this letter was written
in 1850. His role was to work alongside Libermann in governing the
renewed Congregation of the Holy Spirit. On 7'h May, at his own
request, he left Paris on a recruitment drive to the seminaries of
France. During his visits, he was surprised by the amount of
criticism he heard of the Seminary or the Holy Spirit 2 On 16'h May
he wrote a "terrible" letter to Libermann; it was what he referred to
his "third great temptation". Libermann replied on Pentecost
Sunday with the letter that follows. He makes mention of a "notice"
in this letter: this refers to a document written by Libermannfor Le
Vavasseur to help him in his recruitment drive around the
seminaries of France. The full version can be found in Chapter Vll,
Text 5 of this Anthology.

Paris, Pentecost Sunday, 1850
My very dear Confrere,
I received your letter of the 16th May this morning. I see that
you have strong feelings about the state of the Seminary, but
the decisions you suggest seem to me to be very extreme.
1

N. D. XII, pp. 198-204

2 The Congregation of the Holy Spirit was founded in 1703. It ran the Seminary of
the Holy Spirit, training poor seminarians for difficult situations of
It
then found itself providing priest, for the French colonies, but it was difficult to
obtain sufficiently good and able candidate' for the work. Naturally, it had its
critics as a result.
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Reflect calmly in the presence of God, on what you are
proposing and you will see that your advice ignores the plan
that God himself has put before us. I agree that you should
state your opinion and even state it energetically, but not if that
entails deserting the road already traced out for us by the
. Lord. At the moment, I am convinced that we are where God
wants us to be; we are simply following the signs given to us
by his divine Providence. Throughout my life, I have never
managed to succeed with a plan that I had dreamt up myself;
but, as if by some magic, I have always managed to carry out
(not without crosses and trials) all that was presented to us
providentially. So it would be completely wrong of us to leave
the road pointed out by God and to follow our own ideas,
however fervent and generous they might appear to be.
I find two things wrong with your advice: First Qlall, I feel it is a
personal idea which does not come from God, but which
arises from the impressions you got and the disgust you feel
from all that you have been hearing from others about our
Seminary. Secondly, your advice is contrary to the normal way
God goes about things. Before following your opinion, we
would need to have a very sure and certain supernatural
inspiration from God.
You are proposing that we close the Seminary of the Holy
Spirit here in Paris, return to Notre Dame du Gard 1 and forget
about the French colonies. I am convinced that this would be
one of the gravest faults and most harmful acts which our poor
little Congregation could commit against God. I also believe
that such a decision would destroy us altogether, because we
would deserve to be abandoned by God. Not only that, but we
would be compromising ourselves in the most serious way

Notre Dame du Gard was the house of studies of the Congregation of the Holy
Heart of Mary. It was closed in 1848.

1
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possible in the eyes of others and perhaps even bringing
trouble and disorder into our own ranks.
We would be flying in the face of divine Providence if we were
to leave our Seminary and abandon the French colonies. God
has placed us in our Seminary and has sent us to Reunion
and Mauritius; it is not for us to grumble about what He has
arranged on our behalf, nor to say that we have already done
enough in the way of carrying out His plans.
The work of the Seminary is extremely difficult. We are very
poor and weak, but is that a good reason for us to abandon it?
If the Bishops no longer want us to run it, then we shall leave,
but it would be a crime for us to take that decision on our own.
There is no problem there which cannot be solved with the
help of God, so let us allow divine Providence to bring things
to a successful conclusion. If we are really the men of God we
ought to be, we will not be so ready to follow every volatile
impression and reject a vital work like this one. It would be
much better, to my mind, to let ourselves be crushed by the
weight of such a responsibility and lie buried in the rubble,
than to abandon the whole idea. This would be like letting
God's house burn down and not raising a finger to save it.
You want me to say to the bishops, "Destroy and annihilate
the Seminary of the Holy Spirit."! You believe that because
the colonies now have their own bishops, we no longer have
any responsibility. Neither of these two ideas seems to be in
accord with the mind of God, because it would mean the loss
of religion in the French colonies and the colonial bishops
would find themselves in the most critical situation possible,
from which there would be no escape. They would have every
reason to condemn us for having done our best to get them
nominated bishops only to leave. them in an impossible
situation. I am totally convinced that if those bishops had no
option left but to place their candidates in the French diocesan
seminaries, the flow of priests to the colonies would dry up..
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Your whole approach strikes me as utopian and impracticable
and I would never be tempted to give such advice to the
bishops.
In my opinion we have to do two things. We must first of all
remain in charge of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit until such
time as divine Providence makes it clear that we should leave.
Secondly, we must take all possible steps to ensure that our
Seminary is a house of holiness. With the help of God, we will
succeed in both these aims, even though we are only a bunch
of poor people.
You say in your letter that the colonial clergy should be better
instructed than those in the French dioceses. I cannot
understand why this should be so, but let us leave that
question aside for the present. Then you say that we do not
have the resources to teach them well and that we are simply
not capable of doing it. But do the majority of seminarians in
France have better professors than we have? If we are not
capable of running the Seminary of the Holy Spirit, neither are
we capable of running the Congregation. But we were even
less capable when we started!
If we don't mean to rely completely on the help of God, then
we might as well retire immediately into the desert and have
nothing more to do with the works of God. Who would then
undertake the task? The wise and intelligent? The smart set?
If we follow your reasoning, no seriously committed person
should ever get involved in an important work like this,
because such a person would not feel in himself the power
and capacity to succeed. Then we would have to fall back on
people with a high opinion of themselves, people with their
finger on the pulse, in other words, the very people who are
incapable of doing things God's way. I am afraid you are not
walking along God's path. We may be only a few poor people,
but we are sure of success if only we keep faithful to God. We
should not think that we are indispensable and so commit the
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sin of presumption in undertaking this work of God, but if God
decides to use us, then woe betide us if we turn our back on
our duty. We must depend completely on him and he will not
let us down.
Regarding our involvement in the French colonies, I am of the
opinion that the black people need, and will need for many
years to corne, all the care we can bring to them. I do not think
that the blacks are now no longer abandoned simply because
they have bishops with money at their disposal. Look at the
question calmly and dispassionately and you will surely agree
that the black people of Reunion have and will continue to
have need of our help for a long time to corne. Moreover, it is
God who has given us to them. We cannot just abandon them
now because they have fewer needs than before. I admit that
Guinea is more important for us, but that is no reason for
saying that the black people in the existing French colonies
have no more need for our work among them.
I am convinced that God wants to impress upon us that we
must sacrifice ourselves for the work in the French colonies
and that we do everything we can to lead this work in the
direction that He wants. If the work has been poorly done so
far, it is up to us to remedy the situation and to help the
colonial bishops as much as we can to save the souls
entrusted to them. It is a question of working out how this can
be achieved; that should be our primary concern for the
moment. To even consider the idea of abandoning the work is
a temptation of the devil, so that we will not be in a position to
remedy the bad situation which exists at present. We would be
spoiling the map just when the horizon is at last becoming
clearer, when the light of God's providence and mercy is
beginning to shine on so many thousands of souls.
So let us be convinced that God wants us to do this work and
that we should concentrate exclusively on the steps necessary
to succeed with God's help. The solution is actually not as
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difficult as you imagine: we must help the seminaries in
France to understand the actual state of affairs. You will surely
not find the same reaction to the Seminary of the Holy Spirit in
the other places you have not yet visited. If you do find such
people, be careful not to add fuel to the flames; you must
show that we have reached the moment of God when he
wishes to heal the evils of the colonies and of the colonial
Seminary and that we need the help of the French seminaries
to bring this about.
. Explain to the bishops that the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
has ceased to exist as it formerly was and assure them that
only one of the previous Spiritans remains on as a director
(Father Warner will not return here, and Father Hardy is not in
any way involved, but is simply a paying guest). Point out that
we have less than· thirty seminarians and that we intend to
send away some others who are unsuitable; we will then be
left with about ten. Tell them that in the past year alone, we
have dismissed fifteen who lacked the necessary learning and
piety and that five of them have been accepted into dioceses
in France and Algeria. The bishops will begin to realise that
they can send us students without fear because we are taking
steps to place the Seminary of the Holy Spirit on a proper
footing. Bring to their notice, once again, the extreme need of
the colonies and the great good that can be done there.
Emphasise the necessity for the French bishops to send us
only good candidates. Once they have understood all these
matters, they will never abandon us. If you explain that the
situation in the colonies mirrors that of our Seminary, with a
great number of priests outside France having been dismissed
from their posts and that the removal of unworthy persons will
continue to be carried out both at home and abroad, I cannot
see how they would not be willing to send us suitable men.
According to your letter,1 see that you are not happy with the
contents of the "notice" I sent you. Tell me exactly what you
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think is wrong before giving it out. If you feel it is not good
enough, please give detailed reasons for any changes you
wish to see in it.
I will write to the Superiors of the seminaries of Nancy and
Saint-Die, to tell them I have learnt from you of their decision
not to send any more students to the Seminary of the Holy
Spirit. I will beg them not to abandon us at the very moment
when Providence has placed us here to put it in order. I will
point out that if the directors of the French seminaries do not
come to our aid, we will revert to the situation that existed
previously, especially if they continue to send us only those
they would reject themselves. We would be forced to abandon
the work for the colonies altogether. However, I will not write
the above until I get your reaction. But I will ask the French
bishops to send out a circular explaining the actual
improvement in the Seminary of the Holy Spirit and that there
is a new staff in place.
I enclose your celebretwhich I forgot to send you.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann, priest
PS. Despite all my criticisms of your letter, it has still done me
a lot of good. It has given me a new feNour for using every bit
of strength at my disposal in the seNice of God for those poor
countries which are in such great distress that even men of
God are losing hope. As for me, I am more hopeful than ever,
precisely because the situation appears to be so desperate.
Don't forget to look for dependable people who will give us
reliable information on the candidates coming to the seminary.
As far as possible, that person should be a seminary director 1 .
.1 At the time of Libermann, the word "director" referred not to superiors of
seminaries but to a priest working in a senior seminary for the formation and
sp"lritual accompaniment of future priests.
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Assure him that we will tell no one about the information he
gives, nor even that we have asked him to do us this favour.
I am in a quandary regarding the admission of those who are
offering themselves as candidates for the missions. If I admit
the first ones to turn up, there would be a risk that we would
not have enough places in the novitiate before the end of your
recruitment drive. Let me know what you think. We have the
same problem regarding admissions to the Seminary of the
Holy Spirit; we have need of a greater number there than for
the novitiate. If fifty candidates were to appear, we could
accept them, depending of course on whether they are good
enough. Put it to them that they can only be accepted on three
conditions: that they have a proper intention, that tlney are
zealous, and that they are devout.
If you are not happy with the "notice" I sent, we can wait and I
will send you another later on.
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Instructions to Missionaries1
Early in May 1851, Libermann began writing some "Instructions"
about the apostolic life for his missionaries. He paid a great deal of
attention to this composition so that his followers would be provided
with clear teaching, and thus assures the fruitfulness of their hard,
apostolic work. There is a great resemblance between this text and
other letters which Libermann wrote during this last year of his life.
Although these "Instructions" were to remain unfinished, the text at
our disposal is still rather long (70 pages plus supplements). To give
an idea o(the whole document. we give below the introduction which
Libermann wrote himsell
Ihe following note was printed in a supplement to the first edition
published by Fr. Ignace Schwindenhammer. Libennann's successor
and I2'h Superior General ofthe Congregation of the Holy Spirit;
"Before starting to write the "Instructions to Missionaries",
our Venerable Father listed certain points that he wished to
discuss. In order not to lose this plan, we have included it in
the main text, so that the whole document forms a unity. We
have also included various elaborations which our Venerable
Father added to certain chapters. He did not follow his plan
exactly when he finally composed the Instructions to
Missionaries, so we can assume that he would have dealt in
the same way with what remained unwritten at the time of his
death 2 ..

1 (( Directoire Spirituel, Instructions sur 10 Saintete », pp. 3-8 (9-179); « Ecrits
Spirituels du Venerable Libermann », pp.36S-SS8

2

This note was added in a supplement to the first edition published by Fr. Ignace

Schwindenhammer, libermann's succe:;,or <,rid

Congregation of the Holy Spirit.

lih Superior General of the
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Dear Confreres,
For some time now, I have wanted to offer you some detailed
instructions, which would bring you encouragement and
support on the road towards perfection. You are already
working with enthusiasm and perseverance towards that end,
thanks to the grace and mercy of God. I hope my words will
also help to maintain the spirit of our Congregation amongst
yourselves.
I feel very guilty in even speaking to you about perfection,
because compared to you who are offering yourselves
constantly to the glory of our God and the salvation of souls, I
have done nothing at all. Our Lord has found me unworthy of
sharing in his sufferings, while your lives are so similar to that
of Jesus.
But don't despise the words of your poor and miserable father
just because it has not pleased God to give me as great a
share in the gift of suffering as yourselves. God gives different
gifts to different people, as part of his merciful plans, but
always towards the same end - the sanctification of his·
creatures. From all eternity, he has marked you out as victims
who are to be sacrificed for the salvation of countless
unfortunate people, who are so unfavoured and who have
been held in the demon's power since the beginning of the
world. This is why he has given you an abundant share in
suffering, through which he wants to raise you to a high
degree of love and holiness; the victims must be holy, like the
great Victim of universal propitiation and in union with him.
Sometimes I am very sad at the thought of your sufferings, but
this is replaced by joy when I think of your continual sorrows
and afflictions, because I know that life in this world is only an
empty shadow, a dream which soon passes away. I can
understand the happiness of somebody who suffers for the
glory of God and is made holy be these sufferings. And even
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though I have not been judged worthy of such a grace, which
is the greatest gift of all, God has allowed me to rejoice with
you in seeing these favours which he has given you, favours
which are reserved for the dearest and most privileged
servants of God.
But if it has not pleased God to grant me the grace of suffering
with his Son, he has at least given me the grace of guiding
those servants of his on the road which he has chosen for
them. He wishes to make these servants holy for the salvation
of many poor people. During this life, I am your leader and you
should listen to me as you would to God, because it is God
who is speaking through me. He gives life to my words for
your sanctification and for that of the people for whose
salvation you are suffering. In the next life, if we have the
happiness of getting there, the order will be reversed. Then,
you will be way above me, because you now have the
happiness of partaking in the sufferings of Jesus Christ, who is
the source and principle of our life and apostolate. Then the
words of God will be fulfilled: Erunt novissimi primi et primi
novissimi l .
My dear brothers; learn how to judge things correctly through
God's eyes during the short time that you have to pass in this
world. This life is very small and unhappy, but it can become
rich and great for you through your sufferings, which are
treasures of wealth and glory, thanks to the merciful plan of
our all powerful God. Keep yourselves firmly and gently on the
holy' and difficult path in which God in his goodness has
placed you. The road you follow is that of Jesus himself; walk
in it as he did, following his example all the way, for the
sanctification of others. Make yourselves holy, so that those
people may be sanctified in the truth of God.

1

"The last will be first and the first last" (Lk. 13.30).
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Just as Jesus Christ, sent by his Father, lived only for Him,
you who have also been sent by the Father must live for Him
in his spirit of holiness. Jesus Christ sanctified himself and
sanctified his sufferings for the salvation of all; that is how he
gave birth to those souls by his sufferings, and made them
holy in truth. Therefore, a missionary who has been sent by
Jesus Christ, and who does not make his sufferings holy
cannot make others holy in the truth. This holiness must have
its foundation in the depths of his being and show itself in the
way he lives, works and suffers. This is the way the missionary
gives birth to souls for God in the truth, after the example of
Jesus Christ, because he gives to them the Saviour's life
already present in himself.
We should all see ourselves as victims, consecrated in
accordance with the merciful will of God, in our work, suffering
and death, all for his glory and for the salvation of others. But
even if we are not all chosen to suffer in the same degree, we
have all been singled out as victims for the glory of God and
for the salvation of souls and we have all been called to have
the holiness of Jesus Christ within us.
So let us rejoice, peacefully, in Jesus Christ that we have been
called by God to be offered up together with his well beloved
Son! May those of us who have the happiness of suffering the
most find our joy in our sufferings, and make ourselves holy in
the love of Jesus. May those of us who suffer less put
ourselves at the disposal of Jesus, and be ready to suffer for
him. Let them not despise themselves because they suffer
less, but sanctify themselves by their work and by their
desires, in the humility of their hearts and in the love of Jesus.
[Since I am convinced that God has special plans for each of
us, I am very anxious to give you some guidance concerning
the path to holiness. The goodness of Jesus has set you on
that road and he wants you to advance along it with all speed.
I will try to help you as much as I can. It would be so sad and
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disappointing if you were to journey in vain, tanquam aerem
verberantes!1 And that is exactly what will happen, my dear
confreres, if laxity enters into your souls, if your faults,
weaknesses and human imperfections smother the abundant
graces which Jesus has already given you. He is offering them
to you all the time and is ready to double and triple them if you
are faithful.
Is it possible for those dedicated to the heart of Mary to be
anything else but faithful? I am afraid it is, because our human
nature is weak and inclined to evil. You all know that on plenty
of occasions you have not been faithful, despite the protection
and concern of our good Mother. So I pray to God that,
through the intercession of Mary, He may give my empty
words the power, light and holiness of his own words and that "
they may give you the courage to persevere along the road to
holiness and the love of Jesus 2 !
After I have helped to make you understand the necessity of
holiness, I will talk of the nature of this sanctity and the
obstacles that we put in its path. Then I will give a detailed
account of the virtues which are needed for the development
of this holiness and what we must do to resist the obstacles
which it finds in us. I will describe the virtues which come from
this effort of trying to be good, and the perfection of the soul
which comes about as a result.
I will classify the different themes to put some kind of order
into my ideas. I will begin by describing the virtues which
concern the individual person, in other words, the virtues
which form the foundations of holiness as such. Then I will
consider all that pertains to our priestly and apostolic vocation.

1

"Like a clanging cymbal" (1 Cor. 13.1).

}. The part in brackets -is to be found only in the text of the
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Finally, I will treat of the virtues proper to a religious as a
member of our Congregation.
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Be holy as Jesus was holy
To Father Laire 1

This letter is regarded as one of the most important that Libermann
ever wrote. It was sent to Father LaireZ, who as a young deacon had
left France with Bishop Bessieux in February 1849. He was
ordained priest at Dawr on 7'h April 1849 and went to Grand
Bassam with his companion Father Duret to start a new mission.
Libermann at the time was writing his "Instructions to
Missionaries". Here he gives a condensation of the ideas which he
was to develop at greater length in the "Instructions ". Holiness is
the life of the Father in Jesus and the life of Jesus in us. Therefore it
comes as no surprise that holiness is the necessary foundation for all
apostolic life. Jesus is the one, sent by the Father, who carries on his
mission through us.
Here we give the letter to Father Laire in full: a similar one was sent
to the above-mentioned Father Duret. At the beginning of this letter
to Father Laire, there are certain expressions concerning the moral
situation of the Black Peoples which are difficult to accept
nowadays. However, we must remember that Libermann was a great
follower of Saint John the Evangelist, who uses many stark contrasts
in his Gospel (darkness and light, flesh and spirit, etc.) to describe
the situation of a person who has not yet received salvation from
Jesus Christ. We should also remember the great sympathy that
Libermann had for the Africans; he frequently denounced "the
infamous traffic ,,3 of the slave trade. On this subject, it is interesting
N. D. XIII, pp.142-146.
) Charles Mary Laire (1826-1852) was born in the diocese of Rheims. He was
h
ordained deacon on 1i June 1848, and made his Consecration to the Apostolate
on 2'd February 1849. That same month he left with Bishop Bessieux for Africa.
h
He was ordained priest at Dakar on i April 1849. He worked in Goree, then at
Grand Bassam (1851). He died as superior of the community at Grand Bassam on
23" November, 1852.
3 libermann used this expression in his long "Memorandum" of 1846, in which he
clearly denounced those responsible.

1
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to read an article written by Father Joseph Lecuyer entitled,
"Libermann and the curse of Ham!".

Paris, 8th May 1851
My very dear Confrere,
In your letter of i h March, which, like all your letters, gave me
great pleasure, you stated that you were ashamed of having
waited so long before writing to me. If you have reason for
blaming yourself, I also ought to feel a similar compunction
because of my own delay in replying. So we can both make
good resolutions! We shall change our ways and no longer
have reason to blush with embarrassment.
So now you are in Grand Bassam. You will find a rather
difficult people there whose conversion, it seems, could take
some time. Your most important preaching will be your holy
life and the good example that you give, and God will send his
grace to these poor people who are preyed on by the devil.
The people of Africa do not need and will not be converted by
the efforts of clever and capable missionaries: it is the holiness
and the sacrifice of their priests that will be the means of their
salvation. The blindness and the spirit of Satan are still too
much rooted in those peoples and the curse of their father still
leaves its mark on them. They can only be saved by your
trials, united to the sufferings of Jesus Christ; that alone can
expiate these abominable sins. The missionaries must
possess a holiness which draws down upon the Africans the
all-powerful and merciful merits of Jesus to wash away God's
curse from them.
1 Cf. Paul Coulon et Paule Brasseur: « Libermann 1802-1852 », Paris, (erf, 1988,
pp. 595-607. (Reference Genesis 9.18-27. See also Galatians 3.13 and
Deuteronomy 21.23.) For an English version of lecuyer's article, see: "Father
Libermann and the curse of Ham", Spiritan Papers no. 6, pp. 33-47 (1978).
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Be holy yourself and encourage your confreres to be holy. On
that depends the salvation of these unfortunate people for
whom you suffer and sacrifice yourself. Your trials and pains
will remain futile if they are not sanctified by your whole way of
life. It is not enough simply to offer your sufferings to God, or
even to offer your whole life for the salvation of souls; such an
offering is useful for yourself and will obtain the forgiveness of
your own faults. But if God's mercy depends on your sanctity
to bring about your own pardon, and there is not enough
holiness in you to make up for your own sins, how will your
work and sacrifices be enough to save others?
If we do not have God's holiness in our way of living, if his
sanctity does not eliminate, remove or at least keep under
control, all our faults and imperfections, how can He possibly
hear the prayers which we offer for the people he has asked
us to save? How then will our sacrifices bear fruit in our
apostolate? These sacrifices would always be tainted by our
natural habits, faults and imperfections. As a result, there .,will
be very little left to attract God's mercy down on the people.
It is my greatest wish that all my beloved confreres should feel
as strongly as I do about the holiness necessary for our
missionaries in Africa. Be holy as Jesus was holy; there is no
other way to redeem and sanctify souls.

__

May the spirit of Jesus inspire your actions. May he inspire all"
your feelings and deaden, or at least moderate, the
impetuosity of your mind and all your tendencies to be harsh
and unyielding. In short, may he control' whatever is
passionate and unruly in you. May he guide all your feelings,
and direct all your emotions. May he grant you the gentleness'
and humility of which he has given you such' a perfect
example. How important are humility and gentleness, and how
few people possess those virtues! They are very precious and
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are the direct fruits of true and perfect love, demanding as
they do a very high degree of interior self denial, docility and
submission to God. If we want to obtain them, then all the
inflexibility of our wills and all the confidence in ourselves and
in our own ideas will have to disappear and be destroyed.
A missionary who has the virtues of humility and gentleness
deeply embedded in his soul, who allows them to affect his
interior habits and outward actions, is truly made holy by the
spirit of God. But the one who lacks those great sanctifying
virtues is stunted, so far as Christ's apostolate is concerned.
Even if he is as zealous as Saint Paul or Saint Francis Xavier,
he is still lacking any solid foundation on which to build. The
spirit of Jesus cannot permeate him and most of the time, it is
replaced by the missionary's own spirit and sometimes, even
by the spirit of darkness.
.
However, my dear confrere, I don't know why I am spending
so much time on these details, because I know that you are
working with all your strength to put the commands of our Lord
intq practice, "Discite a mel ....". I have no doubt that his grace
is working powerfully in your soul to give you those two holy
virtues.
As regards your relations with your confreres, act with
gentleness, affection, moderation, simplicity and confidence.
Bear their faults with love and patience. Console them in their
troubles and, as much as possible, support them in their
temptatioris. Preserve among them peace, gentleness, charity
and perfect harmony. Our Lord will live among us if we are
truly united in his holy Name; but if we have no cohesion
among ourselves, he will not be present and will not give us
his blessings.
1

"Learn of me because I am meek and humble of heart" (MI. 11.29).
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Keep the Rule faithfully. It is the only way of preserving fervour
and is a sure guarantee against laxity. Without fidelity to the
Rule, it is impossible to avoid becoming lukewarm so try your
best to ensure that the community in your charge follows the
Rule as closely as possible.
I am still trying to find out which confrere in France is not being
careful to reply to the letters he receives from you in Guinea.
They assure me here that they have answered all the letters
they have received from West Africa, All of us would like to
receive lots of letters from you and we promise to be very
prompt in replying to them. In fact, I have heard the complaint
that the dear confreres in West Africa have forgotten all about
those at home and don't write to them any more! So please
urge the Fathers and Brothers not to neglect the confreres in
Europe who love them tenderly and who want to hear from
them as often as possible. Ask them to write to one confrere
and then another. In that way the holy charity that ought to
unite us in Jesus and Mary will be perfect, and God will bless
us.
Goodbye for now, my dear confrere.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, superior
PS. 1) I regret to inform you that our dear brother, Father
Ronarch 1 , died a very holy death two months ago on 23'd
Maroh.
.
John.Mary Ronac'h was born at Ploneour-Lanvern, in the diocese ·of Quimper,
on 9" December 1815. He entered the novitiate in 1847 and left for Guinea at the
end of December. He was in 51. Mary of the Gambia in January 1849 and became .
Vicar General to Bishop Kobes. He went into hospital at Goree on 7" March 1850. ;'

1

-.
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2) Father Fran((ois has gone to work in Reunion.
3) We have sent three confreres to Cayenne. I took the
decision with a certain regret, but I had no alternative. I was
considering what would be best for the long-term future of
Guinea, because unless I sent these men to French Guyana,
I would have been obliged, in the next three years, to cut
down our numbers in the novitiate by a quarter and perhaps
even by as much as a third, counting novices and students
together. Now that I have done this, we will be able to
maintain our numbers at the present level.

He left for France on 2" May, and died at Ploneour-Lanvern "in the odour of
sanctity" on 23" March 1851. His tom:' is still venerated today_
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Holiness rather than enthusiasm
To Bishop Alojis Kobel

When he wrote this letter, Libermann had no more than three months
to live, Within a month, the first signs of his final illness were to
appear, He was preoccupied with three ideas. from the foundation of
the Work for the Black Peoples. up until his death:
a) His passion for spreading the Gospel and, after 1843, the year of
the "Guinea Disaster", the difficulties which. would be.
encountered whilst preaching the Word in Africa;
b) The prime importance of "regularity" in religious community life.
He maintained this even before the start of the Work for the Black
Peoples and in this letter he uses a telling phrase to get his point
across: "Mission is our aim, but religious life is the means sine
qua non";

c) The absolute necessity for holiness on the part of the missionary.

Ihis idea permeates his letters to Le Vavasseur and Tisserant. his
co-founders of the Work for the Black Peoples. from as early as
1839. 1t continues as a recurrent theme throughout his life, right
up to his final letters. He expanded the idea in the previously
quoted letter to Father Lain! and in this one toBishop Kobes. He
kept repeating this conviction until his dying day.
Paris, 1st November 1851

Dear Bishop Kobes,2

1

N. D. XIII, pp. 351-356.

Aloysius Kobes was born on 17'h April 1820 at Fessenheim (68) into a farming
family. He passed his studies with distinction in the junior seminary of Saint Louis
st
and then at the major seminary of Strasbo'urg. He was ordained priest on 21
December, 1844, and entered the novit·iate at La Neuville in 1846. He was
professor of theology and bursar at La Neuville. Then, following the premature
death of Bishop Benedict
he became coadjutor to Bishop Bessieux and

2
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I was very upset to hear that you have not received any letters
from me since October, 1850. I can only assume that it is
because of the malice of the demon of Guinea, who wishes to
torment us in every way possible and test our patience to the
limit. He is evidently trying to destroy the union of love which
us together.
I have written I don't know how many letters to you and I never
failed to reply to any of yours immediately. Since last April
,alone, I have written three or four times: The only letter of
yours that I have still to answer is the one which arrived less
than ten days ago. The loss of these letters makes me fear
that those I wrote to the confreres in West Africa have similarly
gone astray. I carefully replied to all their letters, apart from the
latest which arrived at the end of the summer. Please let them
know the situation regarding the post, and tell them how
distressed I am by these recent machinations of the devil.
The more we proceed, the more it becomes clear that our
Mission of Guinea will need a great deal of patience, selfdenial, gentleness and abandonment to God. If our confreres
in Guinea are not eminently holy, they will become the toys of
the devil, who shows such desperate eagerness to torment us
in every way possible.
more than ever that our lives must be totally offered
sacrificECWe-must attain such a level of self-denial, iR-'
little things as well as in great, that we will be impervious to
any set-backs. Every sort of pain, privation, suffering and
difficulty will come our way, so we must put all our trust in
God, in peace, humility, mildness and great confidence in his
mercy. We must never give in to despair, nor take pride in
I

, Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas. He was ordained bishop on 30'h November,
1848 as Bishop Bessieux's coadjutor, then became Vicar Apostolic of Senegambia
th
in'1863. He died on 11 October 1872.
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ourselves, but control our joy in success and be patient when
things go wrong. No matter what happens, let us remain calm
like people who rely on God alone, who are merely doing the
work of God without seeking any satisfaction for themselves. If
we meet with success, we rejoice in and for God, because he
has carried out his plans through us. But our joy will be gentle
and peaceful for all that. If we fail, if we are thwarted in our
attempts to progress, we must be ready to accept that as well.
My intention in making these remarks is not to criticise but
rather to unburden my heart to you. You can't imagine how
much I suffer when I see all that the enemy is doing to try to
impede the progress of the word of God in Africa. He is doing
his utmost to prevent the outpouring of God's grace in Guinea
by diluting the enthusiasm and generosity of our dear
missionaries with their own faults and imperfections.
In God's presence, I often reflect on all that has taken place
since the beginnings of our West African Mission. I see now
that God wants us to be humble and obedient to his wishes.
He wants us to give ourselves to him alone.
If our
missionaries hope to receive the blessings of God upon their
work, they must put all their efforts into their own
sanctification. Only then will God bless them. This may also
explain our lack of progress to date; God wants us to dampen
down our own desires and impetuosity so that we are no
longer full of ourselves. He tries us through sorrow, sufferings,
and contradictions in order that we might remain in our
lowliness and perfect ourselves through patience, gentleness,
and the practice of religious life.
God has entrusted the Mission of Guinea to us and has given
us a great desire to convert that country; but then he suddenly
brings us to an abrupt halt! He takes away from us the very
people who seemed the most able to assist us in our work.
Amongst those whom God has called to himself in the last
nine years who were working in that unfortunate land, there
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were eight or nine priests who would have made excellent
superiors of communities and perhaps even heads of mission.
He has left us with the less capable ones [... J What conclusion
draw from that? He will make his plan clear in his
own good time, but at the moment, I believe He wants to teach
us not to rely too much on our own efforts. So we must not get
upset about what has happened, because it is all part of the
plan of God for these poor people we have been asked to
evangelise.
One thought that has often recurred to me is that if God has
decided to treat us so harshly, it may be because he wants to
punish us, in his mercy, for our sins. He obviously wants us to
save the people of West Africa by means of our own holiness,
rather than just through our enthusiasm. It is God's will for us
to place ourselves in the midst of those people and lead a life
that is completely holy. We must practise the priestly and
religious virtues of humility, obedience, charity, gentleness,
simplicity, prayer and self-denial. This will in no way impair
apostolic zeal; on the contrary, it is from that source that our
zeal will draw its strength and perfection. Those religious who
converted Germany and England had this same approach.
This is the method that God wants us to follow and it is the
only one that will draw down his blessings.
However, I get the impression that some of our confreres have
allowed themselves to deviate from that road. Even though
they are so full of fervour and generosity, they have let
themselves be carried away be their own idea of total
dedication. Their focus is all on external activity, to the neglect
of the interior exercises and virtues of the religious and
evangelical life. When you add to this the effect that the
climate has on their nervous system, concentrating their
attention on exterior things, they are in danger of becoming
detached from their inner life, and the devil can use this as a
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means of turning them away from their search for religious
perfection.
One thing that may have led them up the wrong path is a
faulty view of their vocation. These poor young men have left
their country to be missionaries and have clung on to the idea
that they are missionaries before anything else. As a result,
they don't attach sufficient importance to religious life and
throw themselves excessively into external activity. -If I am
right, our dear confreres must be brought to realise that
though our aim is missionary work, religious life is the means
sine qua non l .They must fix their whole attention on that. If
they are holy religious, they will save souls: if they are not,
they will achieve nothing.
When I think about the sufferings of those poor young men
and the generosity which they show in putting up with them, I
feel that they could so easily become saints if only they would
follow the spirit of their rules and live out the interior virtues of
the of religious life. But without such fidelity, they would lose
an immense opportunity for merit which could have been an
inexhaustible source of grace for that unfortunate land.
However, all our missionaries are basically good people and if
they acquire the religious and interior spirit, if they faithfully
observe their Rule, their faults will diminish. I also think that
one of the points to which their attention should be drawn is
the agitation and irritation which come about due to the climate
and especially from repeated attacks of fever.
An idea has just occurred to me which I pass on for what it is
worth. I think it might be useful if you were to give the
missionaries some instruction yourself, telling them what God
expects in the way of zeal and fidelity. Perhaps you could
repeat the general ideas of what I have written. You could
1

Translation: "The indispensable means".
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mention my anxiety and sorrow which I have just described to
you and remind them of the examples I gave of the apostles of
Germany and England. You could then develop some of my
ideas and apply them to their present situation as you see fit,
indicating any faults and negligence that you may have
noticed on their part. You could end by giving them wise,
balanced yet firm advice, with a view to their making good
resolutions about their interior lives and external conduct. This
would be a good start: after that, you would only have to
encourage them to keep on the road you have indicated. It is
especially important to give definite instructions to the leaders
of communities, so that they in their turn can help you by
promoting the keeping of the Rule and practising the religious
spirit.
Our good Lord has been sending us trials in Cayenne as well
as in Guinea. I sent three missionaries there and one of them,
Father Thoulouse 1 , the superior of the group, died after only
three months in the country. May the name of the Lord be
blessed! He is Master over our men as he is over our works,
so I am only too pleased to be able to offer up my sorrows to
him.
So, dear Bishop, you can see that God is content to let us live
through this suffering. He wants us to accomplish his work
. step by step, slowly and with difficulty, involving much labour
on our part and himself making use of the worthless
instruments that we are. Look how when we think a man
would make a good superior, he either dies or falls ill. Should
we yield to anxiety because of that? I don't think so: our task is
Alphansus Hippalytus Thaulauze was born on 4'" July, 1810 at Aubenas, in the
diocese of Viviers. He was director of matriculation at the cathedral school of

1

th

Viviers. He entered the novitiate on 25 January, 1850, was ordained priest, and

then made his Consecration on 20'h April, 1851, at Notre Dame du Gard. He left
for Cayenne, French Guyana, at the end of April, and died there on 16'" July.

333

to carry out what I have described above and wait for God's
moments, in peace and humility.
Your humble and poor servant,
F. Libermann
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Commitment to community life is a priority
To Father Marcellin Collin]

Ihe evening before this lette/ was written, that is 20'11 September,
1851, the last of a series of Council Meetings had been held, to
examine how to strengthen the Congregation by the practise of the
Rule of Life and community living and how to improve the union
between distant communities and the Mother House. So it is not
surprising to find in this letter the same approach as in the one
written to Father Laval a few months before. Both letters stress the
necessity of the observance of the Rule and the safeguarding of a
genuine community life.

Notre Dame du Gard, 21 st September 1851
My very dear Confrere,
In reply to your letter of 16th July, I will begin by saying a few
words about the problems we are discussing here at present.
Yesterday, 20 th September, we held the final meeting of the
Council. The whole day was spent on the general state of the
Congregation and the steps to be taken to consolidate it. We
concentrated on how to maintain in the Congregation the spirit
of God and sound discipline.
We have reached period when there is a pressing need to
take serious measures to ensure the good of the Congregation
I Marcellin Collin (/8/8-/904) lVas born in the diocese of Vannes. lie made his
consecration on J ffh November J842. He -was ordained priest on 5 th February,
/843 and left for Reunion on //'" April, /843. lie did missionary 1V0rk and lVas
then was appointed superior in September. 1849. He returned to France at the end
of August, /852 and became a General Councillor. Director of the Colonial
Seminary, Provincial Visitator in the Indian Ocean, First Assistant of the
Congregation and superior oj various Muses. He died in Paris on 2Ft May, 1904

2

N. D. XIII, pp. 293-297.

] N. D. XIII, pp. 55-57.
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in the future. If we had acted before now, it may have been too
soon, but putting it off until later will probably be too late. We
have to protect ourselves in the face of an imminent danger
which is inherent in all missionary work. Such a danger
threatens every community, and every missionary. Because
they are so full of eagerness and are filled with an enthusiasm
which comes from God, they tend to devote themselves
exclusively to the work in hand, thereby neglecting observance
of the Rule of Life, obedience to their superiors and the
practise of community life. Giving in to such a temptation
means that after a few years, the Congregation would be
dislocated in all its joints. God only knows what would then
become of the work we have been given to do and for which
we have already made, and are continuing to make, such
great sacrifices.
The missionary, the community superior and the ecclesiastical
head of a mission can see only the area for which they are
responsible and the good that is waiting to be done there.
Consequently, they throw themselves into battle with all their
pent-up zeal and become totally immersed in their particular
sphere of work and forget that they belong to a body of men
who should march in step together. All too easily, they
unloosen the ties with which God has bound them together
and end up with as many isolated individuals as there are
missionaries. The small gains that are made will eventually
result in a hundred times more losses.
The missionaries see only the souls to be saved and the work
to be done. Since community life seems to be an impediment
to all that, they throw it overboard. They think that. by
concentrating on living holy lives, according to the spirit of the
community and the observance of the Rule, they will not
achieve as much good or save as many souls as if they were .
totally free. So they follow their own impatient feelinj;ls and
give up community life altogether. The result is that therEi'jsino
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longer any regularity or interior spirit and no obedience to
superiors, other than when the person feels like it. Perfect
obedience no longer obtains and the· unity between
communities and the Superior General and Mother House is
inevitably destroyed.
People in that situation think that they are inspired by true
zeal, but in reality, they are only following the impetuous urges
of their own natures. They console themselves for the loss of
their interior spirit and community life by thinking of all the
good they have done for the people they want to save: they do
not consider the harm they are doing to themselves and to
others. They bring about a little good but also a lot of harm,
because they weaken the bonds uniting the Congregation,
destroy any hope for its continuing fervour and deprive it of the
great strength that comes from marching together in a well
. disciplined way.
A dislocated body simply cannot move; it is no good for
anything but suffering! What would be the point of having a
Congregation reduced to such a state by the imprudent zeal of
its members? How many souls would be lost by such shortsightedness, which is willing to mortgage the future for a small,
immediate advantage? A missionary who allows himself to be
misguided by such an imprudent zeal runs the risk of losing
thousands of souls just for the benefit of saving one.
It is our duty, therefore, to consider seriously the vital question
of the general discipline of the Congregation. We must
carefully examine the ardour that is consuming you
missionaries in Reunion. That type of zeal is destroying
regularity in Mauritius and is not unknown in Guinea. We in the
Mother House are determined to be on our guard against the
egocentricity of individual missions, communities and
missionaries.. People who are interested in nothing but the
work in which they are directly involved are sacrificing
everything to their own egoism.
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I am not necessarily criticising the men on Reunion helpful
though that might be; Father Fran(:ois will tell you that I have
always greatly appreciated the community there. I know that
you have tried to· do your best, often in very difficult
circumstances, but I want you and your dear confreres to be
on your guard against the natural tendency to be found in
every missionary and the harm that results from such an
attitude, which will only appear in years to come.
Try then to do all in your power to foster the good that already
exists among you and make it even better. I believe your
present situation is more favourable for the practise of
community life than it was in the past. You no longer have to
worry about what the civil authorities might say, nor have you
anything more to fear as regards opposition from the local
clergy. But you must make sure that you come to a good
understanding with the bishop, who will surely appreciate that
you have to keep to your rules of life.
The circumstances at la Riviere des Pluies and three other
missions would seem to be not very favourable. But can you
not take steps to ensure that the missionaries in charge of
BnJle, the French Quarter and Chaudron stay outside of
community for only two nights a week and that you are all
.together for the rest of the time, unless something exceptional
occurs? Look at the situation carefully in the presence of God.
I am only mentioning these things to draw your attention to the
current state of affairs and to invite you to consider what
practical steps can be taken. Let me know what type of
organisation would be more favourable to community life in
closer conformity with our Rule. As regards the bishop, be
careful not to create a situation where he intervenes, probably
without realising it, in the internal organisation and direction of
the community.
•

I prefer to wait before replying to your questions about
Mauritius until your second letter arrives. Then I will know

338

better what has resulted from your visit there. I will not be
writing to our confreres in Mauritius until that letter arrives.
I have no need to go into details about your enquiry
concerning Rodrigues; I completely agree with Father Le
Vavasseur's decision on the matter. But Father Thevaux
should not be sent there without your agreement.
Be careful about Father Francois and his impetuous zeal:
a) I don't want him to kill himself with overwork;
b) I don't want him to overstep the Rule and act
independently;
c) I approve of your prudent decision on the question of
his fasting .. He may only fast as long as his health is
not being compromised.
His letter to me has not yet arrived.
Yours in Jesus and Mary!
F. Libermann, superior
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Chapter IV

Libermann, an Architect of
Mission
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Libermann moved illlo' /he rooms oj (he Superior General· of /he
Congrega/ion oj (he lJoly Spirit (rue Lhomond) in November. 1848. Mo.'(
oj /he Jellers he wro(e be/ween (hen and November. 1851. were wrillen ;',
(his office
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Memorandum of Fr. Le Vavasseur
on the projected 'Work for the Black
People'
Presented to Fr. Gallais, l his spiritual director

At the request or his spiritual director. Fr. Gallaii. Frederic Le
Vavasseur, a seminarian from the island of Bourbon (Reunion), gave
his island and that 0/
details or the 'Work for the Black People'
Eugene Tisserant (/Jaiti), one 0/ his fellow students. This project
included the suggestions that Libermann had made to him on March
the 8 fh 0/ the same year. 171e document shows us the earliest ideas 0;'
the proposed work, to which Libermann had given his full approval
and support.
July 1", 1839
1 believe there are 15 or 16 churches on the island o/Bourbon. Each
church is surrounded bv a certain number of houses and small/ields,
which form what is called a "quartier" in this country and is the
centre of an even greater number 0/ properties, most 0/ which are
very sizeable.
In each church. there is, at the most, a priest and a curate, who. up
.until now, only minister to the Whites, 171ey spend most o/"their time
visiting the sick, which normally means making long journeys to
administer the sacraments. On Sundays, a small number go to the
church. most or whom live in the neighbourhood. Sometimes. others
come/rom further afield, driving their wives to the church when they
still have a lillie religion. But there are very many who live as
though there is no such thing as a church; the priest does not travel
.to where they are (no doubt, through lack o/time) nor do they ever.
or hardly ever. put their foot inside a church. 171is is because thev
1

N.D. II, pp. 63-67.

?
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are normally corrupt and are far from the practice oj religion.
Consequently, the parish priest only ministers to those pious souls
who come to the church; they are very few in number. So the
ministry is almost non-existent, both for those who go rarely to the
church and do not fulfil their Easter duties, andfor those never come
at all. They are lucky if the priest is called to their deathbed before
they loose consciousness!
As regards the Blacks, who are infinitely greater in number, the
parish priests and curates do nothing at all for them. Their masters
have no religion themselves and their only concern is to get as much
out o{ their black servants as they possibly can; so these poor
people, in their extreme misery. receive no religious instruction
whatsoever. lheir ignorance is total and I doubt i{ 3 or 4 out of ten
can even make the sign o{ the cross.
When one has spent a little time with the inhabitants of this country,
it is evident that i{ a few apostolic men would be ready to bring
word o{ God to these souls, they would be able to bring most of them
back to life. For despite the moral corruption. there are those who
still have the seeds (){faith and a readiness to believe; they would
produce much fruit if the seed was sown in their hearts. I am
convinced ihat they presently lack faith and devotion because they
are without priests.
Anyone who goes there to. verify this state of affairs and see for
themselves the moral state o{ both Whites and Blacks will soon be
convinced that the only solution to the problem is a group o{
apostolic men who would act as helpers and servants of the parish
priests. lhese men should .f{Jrm one body with their own rule and
under a superior. lhey would need a house where they could come
together frequently to build up their zeal and fervour and then
radiate out to evangelise the Whites and the Blacks who have no
contact with their parish priests.
First o{ all, these missionaries are essential for the Blacks, because
to instruct them, one must either go to find them in their masters'
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place or they would haveto come to the parish. But to expect them to
come themselves for instruction is hardly realistic. 1
These missionaries are also needed for the Whites who do not come
to church. Ihe only possible way to instruct them and win them over
is to go to their houses with the Word of Life, taking care to give the
impression that one is only interested in teaching the Blacks.
A third reason why these missionaries are indispensible for Bourbon
is that so few churches have been built. Most of the properties are
very remote because of their great size; the Whites and the Blacks
could never be persuaded to make the effort to travel far for Sunday
Mass, even occasionally. More churches need to be built between
those which already exist; then on Sundays, the missionaries could
at least preach in the chapels where there had been no Mass and in
this way, sanctify the Sunday and provide an opportunity J(Jr
instruction. Ihis increase of chapels is also essential to persuade the
masters to send their children (and those of the Blacks) to a/tend
catechism classes. IF they were to use a private property as the place
to prepare children and older people for First Communion, it would
lead to dissension because everybody would want the centre to be in
their own place.
For the missionaries to make a success of such a noble project. they
would have to adopt a style of life that was even poorer and more
deprived than that of the Blacks. If these poor people were to see
that their evangelisers were enjoying a more comj(Jrtable life then
themselves, they would not be able to understand their message. In
the same way, for Jesus to have the right to preach poverty and seir
denial, he chose to be born in a stable and die on a cross.

"Experience subsequently taught thot this second alternative, rejected by M. Le
Vavasseur, is the best way to minister to the Blacks. Trying to instruct them on the

1

farms of Bourbon led to great difficulties, but when they came to the chapels,
there was considerable success", (This is a note added to .the manu5cr.Jpt,
apparently in the hand of Fr. Le Vavasseur),

'
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Ihe missionaries must love and cherish the Black People as their
own brothers and children: this love and affection should be much
greater than the love they have for the Whites. Ihey must be so
devoted and united to the Blacks that they will become associated
with them and be looked down on by the other Whites. But even if
this does happen because of their concern and solicitude for these
poor people, with the passing of time, they will be greatly venerated,
liS happened with Peter Claver. lIe sent the great men 01' Cartlige/1a
to listen to these despised people and, despite their great pride, they
evelllually came to hold Peter i/1 great esteem.
If the parish priests do little or nothing for the Blacks. it is because
they are not seen a5 fathers and brothers. Ihe missionaries must be
regarded liS friends in whom the people can confide, and this is very
possible without them losing the respect to which they have li right.
One Clin respect somebody and at the same time have li deep love
and filial trust for him; to achieve that. all that is needed is for the
missionliry to be seen as a devoted father, brother and friend. Iheir
conduct towards the Blacks must be such that they will be respected
as people who would be happy to suffer death to preserve them from
the least suffering or evil. Ihe missionaries will have totlil
confidence in these people. who will feel that they are loved
passionately in the Lord, just as God loved us when he was on the
cross lind in the Blessed Sacrament - the same love as a mother has
for her children.
Ihe missionaries could easily build a small group of huts like the
locals. In the middle, they could put a chapel and that would be the
place where they would frequently come together to renew
themselves spiritually. Ihey would then spread out. going from
house to house. just like Peter Claver.
Ihe state of things regarding the Blacks in the Isle de France
(Present-day Mauritius) and the other French colonies is exactly the
same as in Bourbon, except that in the American colonies, they seem
to be more religious. Efforts should be made to establish
congregations and convents in these places. If missionaries are sent
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to Bourbon, they should also take steps, with the help of God, to set
up a mission in Madagascar, perhaps one of the most important
locations for future missi()nary activity.
y-

To sum up regarding this projected mission to the island of Bourbon,
the immediate step to he taken are as follows:
To present the plan to the Propaganda, explaining in detail the state
of the Black people on this island;
.. To outline the style of life the missionaries wish to adopt and explain
in detail why this kind of life is essential for success, in view of the
virtual impossibility of finding priests among the ordinary clergy
who are capable of undertaking such a work;
Finally, if the Propaganda is ready to authorise such a work, the
missionaries, having obtained permission from their own bishops,
will place themselves at the service of the Propaganda and submit
the rules under which they intend to gather as a group (These could
be the rules of the Eudist Fathers). They will choose one of their
members, with the approval of the Propaganda, who will receive
orders in Rome as to which colony they will devote themselves.
Once Rome has given its permission and authorisation, priests will
be asked to volunteer and, while the details are being worked out,
the missionaries will go to the Eudist Fathers for one or two years of
novitiate, basing themselves on the one or two years of "Solitude" at
Saint-Sulpice.
Frederic Le Vavasseu r
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Memorandum presented by Fr. Libermann
to Bishop Cadolini,
Secretary of the Propaganda Fide 1
While Libermann and Maxime de la Bruniere were together in Rome
in 1840, they worked on this crucial text explaining the idea of the
"Work for the Black People" for presentation to the Propaganda
Fide. Half way through, de la Bruniere became discouraged and lefi
Rome, leaving Libermann, who was only a seminarian in minor
orders and with no pro;pect of being ordained, to finish the work
and hand it in at the Vatican. He did this at the end ofMarch, 1840. 2
In our General Archives in Paris there are two copies of this
memorandum: the present one, which is an exact copy of the original
in the Propaganda archives in Rome and another in Libermann's
own handwriting, which carries the following note: "This is only the
draji copy. A few changes were made to the final version presented,
but nothing of importance and generally only correction of style ".
Rome, March

27''' 1840

My Lord Bishop,
taking the liberty of presenting this small Memorandum on the
.!iJreign missions to your Excellency. 1 am confident that your love
and zeal for the salvation of souls will ensure a favourable
reception, even though I do not merit it.
We are a group of Frenchmen who have come together to pursue
this project that we are convinced is inspired by Our Lord. We are in
great need of encouragement and enlightenment to accomplish
God's will for us and I am cO'1fident that we will receive them from
1

N.D. II, pp. 68-76.

, The Propaganda made enquiries about M. Libermann through the Nuncio in
Paris. The correspondence to which this gave rise can be found in N.D. II, pp 77+
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your Excellency. This is why we humbly entreat you to receive our
memorandum through the love of Our Lord. Jesus Christ and his
holy Mother. Let me assure you that, by the grace of God. I am ready
to put myself entirely in your hands and to obey all your advice and
orders as if they were coming from God himself.
To enable you to assess these things in the Spirit of God, I will give
you some details so that nothing will remain hidden in my heart and
you will be able to see. in depth. all the important elements involved.
Ihe project can be exposed under three main headings:
1) Ihe first point: a general outline of the plan
We resolve to give ourselves totally to Our Lord for the salvation of
the Black People, who are the most unfortunate. the furthest from
salvation and the most abandoned in the Church of God.
For the last two years, we have been deeply touched by reports we
have received of the great sufferings that are crushing these poor
people in several countries. and of the little help they are given to
escape from the ignorance and vice in which they are sinking. Ihey
.are engulfed by so many misfortunes that their very salvation is in
jeopardy. We are determined to work for their salvation, whatever
the COSt/knowing that there are very many sufferings. humiliations
and contradictions which await us in undertaking such a work.
Ihe choice ot'place j(Jr this mission
We have concentrated our attention on two places - first of all.
lIaiti. From what we have heard. this country would seem to be the
most abandoned in the Church. I am sure that your Excellency is
better infiJrmed than I am on the sorry state of this island, so there is
no need to tell you what I have heard. Our entry into that country
would be helped by the fact that one of our members is the
grandchild ofaformer President. Ihis cleric has already taken some
steps in this direction by outlining our plan to the secretary of the
actual President who visited Paris last year. He reacted very
faviJurabfy; he said he would be happy to see a group of good priests
J
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arrive in his country to work for the salvation of the Blacks. There
was already considerable concern about them because of their
unruly attitudes and for several other reasons. He even promised to
interest the President in this project.
The second place is the island of Bourbon (Reunion). It has fewer
Blacks than Haiti but their needs are very great, and after the
abolition of slavery, they will be in particular need of help. It would
also mean that we would be close to Madagascar into which we
could perhaps penetrate if the Holy Father thought fit to send us
there. It would be a great joy to bring the Gospel to that country and
perhaps even add to the number of martyrs in the Church. Another
point in favour of this mission is that a member of our group, a
priest, is from one of the leading families of the island. a man full of
zeal and fervour, who is well acquainted with the habits and
traditions of these countries.
2} Second point: Community life. to ensure success

We believe that community life is essential for the success of this
enterprise. We will summarise our thoughts under three headings:
We do not wish to be attached permanently to a particular parish or
other work: we would work directly under the authority of the
Bishop or Prefect Apostolic, moving around the country to which we
are sent, sometimes as a community giving missions as is done in
France. sometimes two by two, staying for a time in a particular
quarter to catechise, encourage, console, support and relieve the
poor people according to their needs. sometimes performing ministry
in one way or another. But we\vill never remain permanently alone
and from time to time. we will return to the community at intervals to
be determined by the superior.
We will live in ohedience to a superior, who will be chosen from
amongst
us, and according to a rule of life that will be drawn up
,.
later.
We will practise perfect poverty.
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We also wish to make vows, which will not be solemn but
dispensable by the superior, so as to avoid any inconveniences which
may arise as a result.
7he reasons why we wish to live in community are as follows:
Ihe fear of lo:,ing ourselves while saving others. Ihis is a constant
danger for a missionary working alone and completely dependent on
his own decisions and actions: whereas life in community, practising
faithful obedience and perfect poverty, shields him from all these
risks.
1he good of the mission and the salvation of souls. For if we support
each other in fervour and devotion, we will work more fruitfully than
if we fall into laxity, which would inevitably happen to many if we
were to live and work alone. Also. living in community, we would be
better placed to give help and support to the neglected priests of
these countries. Ihis is one of the central aims of our project: to gain
the confidence of the local priests by different means and give them
as much help as we can.
If we live in community, we may be able eventually to form a local
clergy in the countries where we are sent; we see this as a highly
desirable and necessary step for overcoming the many sufferings of
these places.
Finally, living in community under one superior can achieve so
much more than acting in isolation. Ihe undertaking can be on a
much wider scale, with a plan of action and a follow-up which is
well thought through. It will be more vigourously pursued with a
uniform plan of action. Ihe superior will examine the project with
his council, measure up the difficulties ·and prepare the necessary
means to achieve success. He would be able take on more projects
because he would have more resources at his disposal and could
deploy the confreres as needed. Each would he employed according
to his particular skills and this would make for greater efficiency.
With each one having a particular area to cover, he would give
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himself more completely to the task in hand. There are so many
advantages resulting from community living.
Notal: Even though we are asking for community life, we do not

l.

want to be approved as a Congregation; at present, we are too
fragile to even think of such a thing. I presume that even if we did
request it, the Holy See would not grant permission. For that reason,
I will not add any reasons why we do not seek·such afavour.
3) Ihird point: Submission to and dependence on the Holy See.
Our greatest desire is that we be sent on mission by the Holy See and
that we always remain under its jurisdiction and dependence, so that
the superior whom we chose will have no authority until approved by
the Cardinal Prefect of the Propaganda. The Propaganda will
likewise decide which mission we will undertake and in which
countries we will work, so that if the needs of a particular country
are no longer so great, we can be re-located to another mission
where the needs are greater. Ihe superior will have absolute power
regarding the running of the Community, but he will obey absolutely
and perfectly all the orders he receives concerning the Mission to be
undertaken and the country where the work will be done. He will
have the duty to send his Eminence, once or several times a year,
detailed irlformation on the members of the Community, their work,
their successes and everything else that concerns the Mission. 2

1

Libermann added this note to the draft version of the document at the bottom

of the page. It appears to have been added later: "To explain this note, everybody

had been telling me emphatically that J would never be given permission to found

a Congregation. So I dropped the idea, for the moment, for fear that I would

otherwise lose everything. I simply asked to set up a community, and later, if our
ministry proves to be effective, we will take whatever steps the Lord inspires us to
take."
Z In a previous project, Fr. Libermann had written that he wanted to depend on
the Holy See without being subject to the Prefects Apostolic. He explained it in

this way: "Because of the great desire I hod to belong to the Holy See for the
reasons written below, I wonted to establish this Third Point as it is written here;

I
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Ihe reasons we are asking FJr this permission
We would surely be more zealous and detached from this earth and
. ourselves if we came directly under the Holy See. and we would
know that his Holiness was fully informed about us. Moreover, if we
were sent by the Holy Father. we would receive the apostolic Spirit
in even greater abundance. coming from the source and the great
treasure where Our Lord placed this Holy Spirit for the whole of his
Church.
We would be sure that we are going to the place where God wants us
to be and where the needs are greatest; having been sent by the
Supreme Pontiff who alone was told to care for all the Churches.
Not being set up as a Congregation. at least for the time being, we
would have to be dependent on some superior who would send us; if
we need to be subject to an authority on this earth. we would wish.
above all, to come under the authority of the Vicar of Our Lord.
Jesus Christ.
Who else could send us? It would have to he one of the
Congregations in France, hut that would be extremely difficult. We
could not be joined to the Picpus Congregation or the Foreign
Missions; this would divert us from our principle object-the
salvation (){ the Black People. Ihere are other objections which I
will treat below.
I{ we joined with the Community of the Holy Spirit, our actlvltzes
would be limited to the French Colonies; hut we are also thinking of
other countries, like Haiti and Madagascar, which are the most in
need and the most neglected. .
but this could hardly be done since the Holy See sends Prefects and Vicars
Apostolic into the Colonies which depend directly on its jurisdiction, giving them

full jurisdiction in these countries, and therefore cannot force them to send them
missionories with independent power". This text conforms to the original. It
seems that Fr. libermann wanted to say "... cannot force them to receive
missionaries",
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Whichever Congregation we linked up to, we would never be able to
practise a way of life following a rule, and living together in
obedience and perfect poverty. None of these Congregations send
out their members in community, but all are isolated and dispersed.
The Community of the Holy Spirit has something else: they are sent
into parishes so it would not be possible to practise poverty.
The only other possibility would be to form an association with a
Community that is already approved, while continuing to live
according to our own rule, but this could lead to many difficulties.
Another Community, fulfilling a useful role in the Church, while we
are still of no account, would find it difficult to come to terms with
us. We would have to practise great discretion so it would be very
difficult for us to lead this holy life that we so much desire. And even
if they did accept us under those conditions, the difficulty would
remain. Each of these Communities has its own spirit and outlook very good in themselves, but they would find it difficult to enter into
a relationship with a group which had a very different aim to their
own. Almost inevitably, these Communities would influence us to
follow another path than the one we have adopted. Without intending
it, they would change our spirit and give us their own, resulting in
the discouragement orour missionaries, a lessening of our zeal and
maybe even a state of complete laxity. Moreover, it would lead to a
lack of esteem/or the Superiors, discord among the members and the
consequent paralysis and failure of the Mission.
What we have written above is a description of the whole project
which we submit to your Excellency to judge in the light God's
inspiration which you have received.
Finally, I would like to bring two more difficulties to your attention:
Ihe first is the way in which we will increase our numbers. At
present. we are only eight, four of whom are aged between 27 and
35. and three who are ready to receive the priesthood when
necessary. Ihis number is not sufficient for the large project we have
in mind, but I am certain that we will increase if you give us your
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approval and hlessing. [ am thinking of setting up a Novitiate in
France where we can prepare ourselves for this great undertaking. A
priest of the diocese of Lyon, with much influence and respect in this
diocese, has made us some very good offers, on condition that [ take
charge of the novitiate myself [f [ return from Rome with your
E-xcellency's recommendation, [ am convinced that others will join.
me and that we will soon be able start the novitiate a'nd then begin
some of the work by the following year.
The second problem refers to me. [ spent ten years in the Semi,!ary
of Saint Sulpice and [ studied theology for the first four. But the
authorities did not want to risk advancing me to Sacred Orders
because of a nervous sickness [ had developed which carries a
canonical impediment. 111is sickness has never been very strong and
for the last 9 years, it has diminished to such an extent that [ am free
to devote myself to whatever tasks the Lord wishes to give me. These
attacks happened occasionally and for the last two years there have
been none at all. [ can tell when they are going to occur and can
take the necessary precautions; for very many years, they have only
come on when [failed to take precautions.
When I came to Rome, I wanted to remain as [ was, believing that
the priesthood was not necessary for the work [wanted to undertake.
But since then, [ have come to realise that ordination would be
necessary, or at least extremely useful. [ consulted my Director in
Paris to know whether God really wanted me to be ordained; he
gave me a positive reply and told me to make every effort to get
permission jrJr it in Rome. So [ place this request in your hands. [
have asked for Dimissorial letters from Paris but have subsequently
learnt that the Capitular Vicars do not have the right to issue them.
The only solution [ can think of is to put this request to yourself; [
can then ask the Vicars General of Paris for permission to go on the
Missions if necessary, and [ am sure [ would obtain it without
difficulty.
[ ask your Excellency to forgive me the boldness and the confiding
simplicity with which [ have addressed you. God knows that I am
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only inspired by mydesire to please Him and by my trust in your
own love and zeal.

In the presence of Our Lord, I want to assure you that I am
determined with all my heart to follow your orders and advice. I am,
and always shall be, my Lord, your humble and obedient servant.
F. Libermann, acolyte.
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Plan for the salvation of the peoples
of the African Coast
Submitted by Fr. Libermann to the Sacred Congregation
for the Propagation of the Faith
November 3'd, 18441

Ihe first missionary expedition to West Africa (present-day Liberia
and Ivory Coast) by the new Congregation resulted in a number of
deaths; Libermann spoke of it as "the disaster of Guinea". Of the 14
missionaries joining Bishop Barron (of whom 7 priests and 3
brothers were sent by Libermann), only Fr. Bessieux and Brother
'Gregoire were able to continue their mission in Gabon. Because of
this tragedy, Libermann felt the need to define in more detaJi the
missionary strategy of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary,
hence this new plan sent to the Propaganda. It concerns the
formation of a black clergy and laity to assist the European
missionaries in their apostolic tasks.
November 3"t, 1844
Our recent sad experience of the bad climate in Africa, echoed by
that of the French people in the new trading posts that have been set
up on the African coast, shows clearly that the salvation of that area
cannot be accomplished by sending European missionaries directly
into such an unhealthy climate. Ihese valuable men would surely
perish bej(Jre they could achieve anything.
In the light of this, I have been reflecting, in the presence of Our
Lord, Jesus Christ, if there is not a more efficacious way of coming
to the aid of these poor people. I believe I have now found a plan
which would not be too difficult too realise; I am sending it to you
for your advice and help and to see if you consider that it coula'be

I

N.D. VI. pp. 392-399.
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practical and useful for the glory of God. It consists in setting up an
. '('institution where young black men from all countries could be
r';,·
received; they would be instructed in our religion and eventually
sent back to their
countries to spread the doctrine of truth and
form their compatriots in the faith and the Christian way of life.
,I'

While they are' given religious instruction. they could also be
educated in those subjects which would be useful for their future lire
and contribute to the good they will accomplish. We would choose
the more religious and capable amongst them for further studies
with a view to eventual ordination to ,the priesthood. The rest would
be taught agriculture and various other trades. On returning to their
countries. they would enjoy considerable authority and respect
among their compatriots. The priests could do much good work and
would soon gain the confidence of the people from which they come
themselves. They would not find it difficult to abolish their
superstition and idolatry; they would be better placed than
Europeans to destroy Islam in the many countries where it is to be
found and to fight against Protestantism. 1
Those who study agriculture and trades will be a great help to their
compatriot priests in the spreading of the faith. They could also
serve as catechists and teach the Gospel in those areas where the
priests have not yet gone. thus preparing the way for future
evangelisation when there would be more local priests. Once these
men have returned to their own country after studies, they will
inspire others to follow the same path of education, so the work
would grow rapidly. To encourage and support these black priests
and catechists in their work for the glory of God. some communities
of European missionaries would be set up in places with a better
climate, frof!l which they could work along the coast in the good
season, visiting the recently erected churches and assisting the local
priests with help and advice. Later on, when these missionaries have
I It must be remembered that the first tentative steps towards religious dialogue
only took place in the early years of the following century.
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become more acclimatised and experienced, they could perhaps. by
,"
the grace of God, take on a more active role.
.

.

If your Eminence is willing to accept the
of this plan,
in my opinion we should introduce it on aswiJ:;'a'scale as divine
Providence will permit. We suggest that our fi;d'idrget should be the
Blacks of the Atrican coastline. In general, we would accept all
Blacks. whatever country they come from. Ihose from Africa would
be trained for agriculture and various trades, while th'qst'iif the
colonies would normally pursue sJlJdies leading to ordination to the
priesthood; in the colonies, agr,icultl!.re and trade skills would not be
distinction will be made as
so useful for the good of
regards nationality; whether they come from French or English
possessions, they will be received in the same way. The English and
American possessions have a greater need of help than the French.
Ii/any country, the
(Moreover, in giving no special preference "'-,-1,-,'
success of the project will be better assured and more widespread;
we would not be completely subject to the whims of governments'
whose attitudes to religion can change from time to time).
It seems to me, if the Holy Father and you are in agreement that the
• only place to hase this work would he in Rome. My first reason
would he the nature of the work itself, and my second would concern
the resourcing of such a project:
,I) The work itself

Being essentially an apostolic work, reaching out to all the peoples
of the black race, there would be no better place for it than under the
eyes of the Vicar of Jesus-Christ, who is responsible for the whole
Church throughout the world. If it were placed in a particular
diocese, if would imply, in a manner of speaking, the alienation of
the rights ot the universal Pontiff, who has been appointed to r€lgn
over the whole Church. It would also mean that we would have to
limit ourselves to taking students only from the possessions of the
particular country where the diocese was located. If it were set ufi in
a French territory, the jealously of the English would He dn'
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insurmountable obstacle for the inclusion of the Blacks from English
areas, and the reverse would be true if an English region were
chosen. If the location was neither French nor English, the problems
would be the same or even worse, but in Rome, the difficulties could
be overcome. An establishment in one country would leave us at the
mercy of a capricious government and greatly interfere with the
good that could be done.

In Rome, the work could be directed and supervised by the
Congregation of the Propaganda, and your Eminence would be able
to place the subjects, at the end of their period of training, where the
need was greatest. Supervision by the Propaganda would ensure that
the operation would be infinitely more profitable for the good of the
Church.
The Roman climate would be the most suitable in Europe for the
health of the young blacks. 1hey could not live in England, or most
of France, because of the cold. The only other possibility would be
Africa or the West Indies. But the corruption in those countries
would place the whole scheme at risk, and the objections mentioned
above would be even stronger for the West Indies because of the
despotic governors who are in charge of those countries. Finally, the
difficulties of financing the programme, of which I will talk below,
would become impossible if the work were placed in any of those
countries.

II

I

i

2) The resourcing of the programme
T.he upkeep of the Centre, if placed in Rome, would not pose any
serious problems, whereas elsewhere, it would be much more
difficult, especially if the enterprise begins to grow. Although we
trust totally in divine Providence, which will never let us down if this
. work is what God wants, we must nevertheless take all necessary
steps, to ensure our subsistence by ordinary means. The principle
method that we envisage is to acquire sufficient land that can be
cultivated by the young Blacks who are learning agriculture; more
than one third of the total number will have agriculture for their
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speciality. From that point of view, nowhere would be more suitable
than Rome. In France, 50 acres of land would cost at least 140,000
francs, whereas in Rome, we could buy the same amount for less
than 40,000. There is a lot of fallow land in the countryside
surrounding Rome that could be bought for avery good price. If the
Holy Father were in agreement with our plans and would give us a
certain amount of land to cultivate, it would be even better; we could
then use the money at our disposal to build a solid base from the
start. 1

1 "If we have same land that we can cultivate, I am canvinced that it would be
sufficient for the establishment. The Blacks are used to food that is ordinary, but
we could feed them very well. I have consulted men who are experienced in these
things and they agree that this plan would assure subsistence. To appreciate the
truth of what I am proposing, one only has to look at the situation in France
where farmers rent land where the fertility is very inferior to that surrounding
Rome. They pay a high rent and they have a large number of workers to feed for
half Of the year, as well as paying them a daily wage. The workers are able to live
on their salary, along with their wives and children. If the foundation is run in this
the income would grow with the increase in numbers, for as the number of
Blocks increases, the number of labourers would be augmented proportionately.

I hope to be able to raise 1,000 froncs in advance to provide for the first botch of
cferics. Those learning trades would be almost able to support themselves through
the fruits of their work. The brothers who will run the workshops and the
agricultural side would earn more than they spend.

Later on, when the work has proved its worth, the Governments would pay for the
keep of a certain Qumber of children they would send us for training. Also, if your
Eminence finds that our project is useful for the glory of God and the salvation of
souls, perhaps the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith would be able to
give us financial help as the need arises.
Finally, I could use the money given by those priests who come to help this

mission. At present, we have sufficient money to survive and to meet our most

pressing needs. I am ready to make all possible sacrifices for the support of this
work because I am convinced that the salvation of the peoples of the African

coasts depends upon it".
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Secondly, if the establishment is situated in Rome, we would benefit
from the offerings of foreign visitors who go there in such large
numbers. /n France, the generosity of the faithful is rather to
diocesan projects, and this is encouraged by the secular priests.
There is one remaining question to be considered: the transportation
of these black children. There'are three stages to be looked at:
What steps should be taken to recruit these children?
To begin with, we would only have a small number, but during their
treks along the coast in the good season, our missionaries would
recruit as many young blacks as they could. /1' the European
merchants on the coast come to appreciate the value or the scheme,
there will be good results from the start. There are other measures
that could be useful. Ihrough the friends / have in the principle ports
of France, / would get merchants and ships' captains to bring me
. some children. Amongst them, there are some religious men who
would consider it an honour to participate' in such a praiseworthy
undertaking. We would be able to pay for their expenses. / am also
in touch with a Congregation of sisters who have had considerable
success in Senegal and other African colonies; / am sure they would
fully cooperate in this service for the Church of God and these poor
souls. / shall also make contact with a tra'ding company which is
planning to set up a scheme for the exploitation of the resources or
Gabon; they are also hoping that it will be colonised. Once we have
made our contribution to the development or the country, we will
find favour with the various governments and they will probably
send us children themselves... Finally, we must put ourselves
completely into the hands of God, who will surely make things
favourable for our plans and suggest other means to us as we
advance along the road.
Ihe transportation of these children to the place where the
establishment will be located.
We have two small boats at our disposal and / would be willing to
make them available for this operation if they are of use. Otherwise,
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we could use the revenue that these boats nonnally bring in to pay
the passage of the children. If necessary, we could sell them· and use
the proceeds for the same purpose.
How would the children be transported home once they had finished
their training?
to which ike" will·
I feel that the governments of those
return would be willing to pay for their transport. Also, the societies
in Ellrope for the propagation of the faith would give the same help
to these children as they do to the missionaries. By the time the
numbers concerned have risen; the funds available to the work will
have also increased.

.:

',.-

So this, your lc-minence, is the complete plan that I am confidently
submitting to you. I know you will listen to me with your usual
fatherly goodness: 1 will await your orders and I will carry out with
filial obedience.

,

F. Libermann
Superior of the Missionaries of the Holy Heart ofMary

. .

.,

.O{
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Mission must be built up through dialogue
To Fr. Bessieux1

At the end of April, 1845, Libermann learnt that Fr. Bessieux2 and
Brother Gregoire, whom he was convinced had died in the "Guinea
disaster", were both alive and living in Gabon. In this letter, he
outlines his plan for saving Africa, informs him that Bishop Barron]
has resigned and that the Congregation is now responsible for
Guinea. He asks Bessieux to send more details of their work in
Gabon, and gives some advice on relations with the colonial
authorities. Already, his advice on the best approach to the local
African people was beginning to take shape.
La Neuville, May 4th , 1845
To Father Bessieux, apostolic missionary at the French station
in Gabon

My very dear Confrere,
After a period of long and painful anxiety about you, I have
finally learnt that God, in his great goodness, has preserved
you and that you are living in Gabon. You can imagine my joy
after so much suffering, and you must have gone through
great anguish yourself, completely isolated and without any
news.
I presume you must have written to me several times, and not
receiving, or practically not receiving, any reply, you must
have thought that you had been abandoned. I wrote to you
several times but I only received two letters written by you. So
I can only assume that my letters never reached you. Rejoice,
because there is no way in which you were abandoned! We
I
,2
3

N.D, VII, pp. 159-162.
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are going to send two missionaries to Goree to make a
foundation on the coast. Later, if God continues to bless you,
we hope to do good things in this country which is so
unfortunate and so difficult to penetrate. I have sent a report to
the Minister on the method we are suggesting to achieve good
results, the only method, in my opinion, that has a chance of
succeeding. Our project is considered to be important but I
have had no immediate response; we will need to finish the
details of this scheme for all the colonies before a decision can
be reached on its implementation.
Meanwhile, I have been given passage for two missionaries
and a Brother, who will leave for Goree on the 15th of this
month. You will have news of them when the dry season
begins. Write to them as soon as you receive this letter to let
them know the state of affairs in Gabon. Address your letter to
Fr. Briot, who will be the superior of the group until further
orders. Add to the address: "In his absence, deliver to Fr.
Arragon or Brother Pierre Mersy in Goree". If you are in need
of anything, let them know; perhaps they could bring you some
small things by way of clothes, furnishings or food.
I have only sent two missionaries for the moment. If the
Minister gives a favourable reply to my suggestion, I will send
more. We must not move too quickly in this most difficult
mission: "Qui va piano, va lantana" (He who goes slowly will
go further).
Let me tell you, in a few words, about the plan I have
suggested to the Minister in a much extended description:
We will set up houses where we will receive black children first at Goree, then in Gabon - to prepare them for a wider
education than they could be given in their own countries.
When they are ready, we will take them to Europe in an area,
already chosen, where the climate is warm; we have sufficient
resources to start erecting such an establishment. We will give
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them a solid education and introduce them to the European
way of doing things. Once they are sufficiently developed and
we can assess their capacities, we will chose some for further
studies and others for training in agriculture and various other
practical skills. They will also receive a solid grounding in the
truths of religion and they will be able to help the black priests
as catechists and in building up the Christian religion in their
countries. Later, when we have trained some in agriculture, we
will set up agricultural centres in Gabon (I have been told that
the land in Gabon is more fertile than in Senegal). I am sure
that with the help of the French commanders and officers,
merchants and sea captains, we will find some suitable
children from the start. Once we have sent these young
people back to their own countries, trained in the European
way, the project will soon expand.
Please send me more news of yourself as soon as possible. I
would like details on the state of the country where you are at
present. It seems that the Protestants have succeeded very
well there. Perhaps you would achieve more if you moved
away from the military fortress, but this is just a conjecture,
rather than an opinion. Let me know of the successes you
have had, the difficulties you have met and the steps you have
taken to overcome them. What is your position amongst the
French people and your relations with those in charge?
Perhaps you are too severe; you should always treat them
with respect. Try to be gentle and polite, show concern,
respect and deference to everybody. No doubt you will see
them commit some serious sins, but it is never good to get
angry with them. Follow the example of Jesus who was so
gentle with sinners; you must be all things to all men,
supporting the faults of others with no trace of bitterness or
rigidity. You know that this is a general guideline that all our
missionaries should observe - and observe through the mercy
of God.
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Follow the habits and conventions of all and do not expect
others to adapt themselves to your own particular tastes and
inclinations. Those who are seeking the salvation of others
must learn to be flexible; otherwise they may hurt themselves
or hurt others. As you. know, your own temperament is rather
difficult in this respect: ask the Lord to heal what is defective in
you so that your character will not do harm to the poor Blacks
because of the opposition that it may arouse. Maintain good
relations with the authorities: this is what God wants and it is
for the good of souls. Support their plans and give them your
help, as long as these plans are not contrary to justice and
truth, nor opposed to the spread of the faith and good morality.
But do not go beyond what is right for a minister of the Gospel;
the people must not see you as a political agent of the French
government, but as a priest of God and a teacher of the truth.
Always show interest in the poor people and teach them how
to be happy, not simply through the faith and devotion in which
you will instruct them, but also through their overall
development to which you are likewise committed.
Bishop Barron has left the mission of Guinea and the Holy See has
asked us to take charge. Around October, we hope to appoint one
of our members as Prefect Apostolic. The last thing I want to do is
abandon Guinea. If the French government helps us as we have
asked, those who know the coast well have assured me that we will
succeed; if the government gives no help at all, we will be less
successful but we will make some progress; if the government
opposes us, we will have to abandon the idea, but I think this will not
happen. I have not asked the Minister for very much so it would cost
him little to grant everything I have requested.
I must leave you now. Our confreres will give you all the news of
what is happening here.
My warmest greetings in the love of Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann,
Priest of the Holy Heart of Mary
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The Church in Haiti and the aim of the
mission
To Fr. PercinI

Fr. Libermann wrote a long letter to Fr. Pierre Northum Percin2, a
secular priest whom he was sending to work in Haiti. He describes
the situation in that country where Fr. Eugene Tisserant had tried
unsuccessfully to establish a mission of the Holy H,,:art of Mary
(1843-1845). Ubermann's attitude towards the black population of
the island is devoid o{ any prejudice. He outlines his vision for the
country and the Church which will be at its service. Our aim must be
to build an adult, not a missionary, Church.

Dear Father,

La Neuville, November 2nd , 1846

I am happy to send you a written account of the thoughts I
shared with you during your brief stay with me. There is no
need to apologise for asking my advice on the country which
will now become your home. I am happy to contribute in any
way to the good of Haiti and was moved to hear your own
concerns for this country.
I am very sorry to have to withdraw entirely from the religious
affairs of Haiti, but I am now convinced that divine Providence
does not want me to be involved. Things will progress without
me - even better than if I was still playing a part. I would have
been happy to help Haiti and its people, who are so well
disposed towards religion. There was an even stronger reason
why I was keen to undertake this work: if we could have made
a foundation in the Republic, I am sure it would have been

I
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very successful. After a few years, we would have been able
to expose to the world the calumny and bad faith of those who
were denigrating such a large number of people. We could
have destroyed the ridiculous prejudices of a handful, who
only think of their own ambitions and interests, to the detriment
of millions cif people created in the image of God and
redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ. I am convinced that
we could have proved to the detractors of the African race that
not having a white skin does not mean that they were any less
the children of God, that their souls are less noble, that they
are less capable of receiving the faith, Christian morality and
the principles and practice of civilisation. In other words, we
would have shown them that the colour of one's skin in no way
denotes any inferiorit/.
With your personal interest in this worthy cause, you, more
than anybody will understand the paramount importance of
emphasising this fact. In Haiti, it is quickly and easily
demonstrated. In Guinea, we will meet all kinds of obstacles
and who knows if I will live long enough to see the success of
our efforts. You will appreciate how ardently I desire to
achieve this goal, because it would do so much good for the
whole of the great work on which we have embarked.
But it is not the will of God - blessed be his holy name! I have
to confess that it makes me very sad, but I submit to the holy
will of God. Perhaps God wants yourself and others to bring
this about in Haiti, so that your energetic protest against these
unjust prejudices will have the same effect as ours would have
done. Have courage, because God will be with you!

For the background to the turbulent religious history of Haiti to which this letter
refers, see "To the Ends of the Earth - A General History of the Congregation of
the Holy Ghost" by Henry Koren c.s.sp., Duquesne University Press, 1983, p. 238 +

1
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So here is a summary of the substance of our conversations
,on the state of affairs in Haiti and the means that I feel should
,be used to arrive at a suitable remedy for the problems of the
Republic. To find a way of improving the deplorable state of
..religion in Haiti, we must take a .close look at situation
,.:regarding the Catholic Church. I begin with two observations:
"

f

,",

..l I '

.

1) The Church in Haiti cannot and must not be classed as
a missionary Church. A civilised country, which has
been entirely Christian since time'Hmmemorial, with
established parishes and a legitimate government like
all the other governments of Europe,emust have an
official and regularised Church like all the other local
"Churches which together make up the universal
ChUrch. As long as it does not enjoy this status, it is in
. an abnormal state of suffering and disorder, and this
be intolerable for all competent civil
administrators. In, view of this, I am not in the least
'surpriseeJ'ihat Fr. Tisserant did not succeed, despite his
great enthusiasm and virtue. The Government would
feel insUllecJto_pe given a Prefect Apostolic, I know that
neither
'nor Fr. Tisserant intended the
country to retain the, status of "mission" for a long
period; it' was a provisional arrangement aimed at
setting.
up, a solidly
established Church. So it is
-.
" _t..
undersfandable thafr'the country rejected such an
intolerable state of affairs.
2) Therefore, it is evident that the Church in Haiti cannot
be a "mission" but must be fully established. An
established Church has a bishop with fixed and
permanent authority. The bishop needs collaborators to
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carry out his work properly. There will be a spiritual
administration which, albeit completely independent,
will achieve a perfect harmony with the temporal
administration of the country. While maintaining the
principles of the faith and administrative independence
and avoiding any. involvement in political affairs, the
Church will nevertheless help the Government to
maintain good order by preaching the Christian faith
and morality and through the purely spiritual influence
that she will have over the people. I believe that it is
here that the great problem lies, looking at the present
state of the country.
A few years ago, people wanted to persuade me that the
Government was opposed to the creation of a spiritual
administration. I believed them at the time, because I did not
know the country and had to rely on the opinion of those who
claimed to know it well.

.

Meanwhile, Fr. Tisserant was in Haiti and he gave me a more
positive picture of the events that had taken place, of the spirit
of the inhabitants, the circumstances surrounding the former
negotiations and the work he had done himself. I carefully
examined his evidence and I am now convinced that the
former assessment was based on first impressions and the
conclusion reached too hastily, which unfortunately, is often
the case. I believe this is where the difficulty lies. The
government, like any government, must feel the need for the
moral support that comes from religion. To say that the
government is the enemy of Catholicism and is intent on
destroying it is quite ludicrous. Perhaps its members are not
religious people, perhaps they find the present state of the
local Catholic Church highly embarrassing, perhaps they have
even thought of introducing Protestantism to the country
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instead. But to say that they are acting from a hatred of
Catholicism itself would be unacceptable. In these times in
which we live, those in high positions in government would
never let their decisions be influenced by their personal likes
or dislikes. The Emperor Nicholas of Russia 1 , who is an
obvious dictator, would only act in such a tyrannical manner
where political or administrative issues were at stake. But
looked at from the point of view of politics and administration,
it is easy to see that a well-organised Church would be a great
help to a Government, so it would be supportive of the Church
in its turn. If Napoleon, with his iron authority, found it
necessary, for purely political and administrative reasons, to
re-establish the Church in France, then a country with a
constitutional government and a tradition of liberty, like Haiti,
would feel an even greater need for ecclesiastical support.
The problem is to be found in the current situation in the
country. As things are, Haiti has no alternative but to accept
foreigners to administer its spiritual affairs. It is not a normal
situation and it is certainly detrimental to the Haitian Church.
There is not a single ecclesiastic in its ranks who is capable of
becoming bishop, or any personnel who could assist him in
the administration of the diocese or take charge of the
principal parishes. All these important functions have to be put
in the hands of people from other countries.
So it is not surprising that the Government has difficulty in
accepting a stable administration built on strong foundations. It
cannot be expected to place its trust in unknown personnel
coming from outside the Republic, who inevitably have a
scanty knowledge of the spirit and traditions of the country.
Everybody knows that if there were no other way to correct the
disorder in the Church, the Government would have to accept
, Emperor Nicholas I of Russia (1825:1855).
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these foreigners, putting its trust in the choice of the Holy See,
knowing that Rome would seek a solution acceptable to the
government of Haiti. But it is quite natural that the personnel of
the Republican Government will look for a solution better
adapted to the needs and the situation of the country.
This explains why the Government of Haiti has always
accepted the overtures of the Holy See, but when it comes to
the practical implementation, its worries retu rn because it
involves handing over spiritual authority to foreigners. So they
prefer to delay things further. They fail to realise that by
procrastinating, the problems increase and the chance of
successfully removing them becomes ever more difficult.
So this is my opinion on the present situation of the Church in
Haiti and the background to the obstacles that so far have
spoilt the negotiations between the Holy See and the
Government of the Republic. Every wise and serious person,
who does not judge superficially, will appreciate the truth of
what I am saying. Several people have said (you have
probably heard this yourself) that the priests already in the
country are afraid of the prospect of having to reform
themselves and consequently are siding with the Government
in its prejudices against the Church. This suggestion is so
absurd that I cannot understand how otherwise reasonable
people could give it any credibility. Those running the
government could not fail to see through the opposition of
such priests, who would fear nothing more than a clergy born
and trained in Haiti, who would take over all the main parishes
and the leadership of the local Church.
We must now look at the ways of solving these difficulties. If a
native of the country could be found who had the confidence
of the Government and the trust of the Holy See regarding his
orthodoxy, the Gordian knot could immediately be unravelled.
The Government would present him to the Holy See for
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consecration as a bishop. But such a man does not exist! So
somebody needs to be trained, along with a team of Haitian
helpers; these would be necessary to help the bishop with the
administration, run the most important parishes and,
eventually, the smaller ones. Gradually, the country would no
longer need these foreigners, who are often there simply for
reasons of personal interest or because they have been
thrown out of their own country.
To provide a bishop and collaborators, a school of knowledge
and virtue has to be set up - in other words, a seminary. For
a seminary to exist there has to be an ecclesiastical authority
which communicates its power to the person in charge. But
what sort of authority? Here we have arrived at the crux of the
problem: would he be a residential bishop, the Bishop of PortRepublicain? A priest born outside the country could never
receive sufficient confidence from the Government. So there
would need to be a provisional authority whose only role would
be to draw the Haitian Church out of its vicious circle by
creating a native clergy and preparing some of them to occupy
the most important posts in the Church of that country. But
sufficient authority could never be imparted under the title of
"Vicar" or "Prefect Apostolic", because this would be
tantamount to making the Haitian Church into a mission - an
abnormal position which would be degrading for the Church
and the distinguished members of the RepUblic.
There could be another solution. What would prevent the
Haitian Government from approaching the Holy See and
expressing its desire to see the Church in their country break
out of its deplorable state? They could easily explain that it is
not yet time to appoint a residential Bishop to this Church
because there is nobody at present who would receive the
confidence of the country if appointed on a permanent basis.
Neither should somebody be appointed Vicar or Prefect
Apostolic, because that would be to reduce the Church to the
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status of a miSSion. So they would ask for an interim
administration, appointed directly by the Sovereign Pontiff, to
prepare a future Bishop and his collaborators; they would only
exercise this spiritual authority until such time as a worthy
Bishop, emerging from the local Church, could be found.
I think the interim Administrator should be a Bishop; he could
be given a title "in partibus infidelium,,1 as was done in Lyon.
and elsewhere when a similar need arose. Conferring the
Episcopal dignity would have a three-fold advantage:
•. It would be a consolation for the good people and would
provide an authority for the priests who would ensure
that they carry out their duties;
•

By appointing a Bishop, Rome would be recognising de
facto that the See of Port-Republicain had never
ceased to be an Episcopal See;

•

The Church in Haiti would not have to turn to foreign
countries to look after its young seminarians.

Such an authority could not give rise to any concern, since it
would only be provisional.
To sum up: Haiti must have a Bishop and clergy who originate
in the country. To achieve this, a seminary is .essential but
there can be no seminary without a spiritual authority. For the
moment, the authority cannot be a residential bishop, nor a
Vicar or Prefect Apostolic. So Rome should be asked to
appoint an interim Diocesan Administrator, whose task would
be to prepare subjects to take over the running of the diocese
of Port-Republicain. He would be replaced as soon as there
was somebody suitable to lead the diocese, whose name
would then be proposed by the Government to the Holy See.
1

A non-residential bishop is given the Title of a diocese that no longer exists.
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This would also be the time to request a concordat. The above
plan is simple, it goes straight to the heart of the problem and
it would solve all the major difficulties.
When the Bourbons returned to France, Cardinal Fesch (the
uncle of the Emperor) had to leave, but not wishing to
abandon his seat, a request was made for an Administrator
who would stay there during the life of the Cardinal. As soon
as he died, the Administrator (Bishop Pins) was asked to
resign because the government wanted to present another
subject to the Holy See. Such a procedure would engender far
fewer difficulties in Haiti because the Holy See is so anxious to
see the Diocese of Port-Republicain occupied by a residential
Bishop.
This letter has turned out to be far longer than I intended. I
was going to give you a brief resume of my thoughts, but once
I had started, I saw that it would be better to explain my views
in greater detail. I am rather ashamed at sending you a letter
like this, full of crossings-out and corrections and written on
ordinary paper. If this causes you some disturbance, please let
me know. In that way, you will give me some idea of the
amount of humility in your heart - fairly abundant, I imagine! If
I had had sufficient time, I would have copied it out again, and
this was my initial intention. But I now find that this is
impossible; all the men here are on retreat and I am the one
who is preaching, so I am sure you will forgive me.
Be courageous and put all your trust in God and in Mary. You
are leaving during the bad season, but God will protect you.
Let me assure you that I will be with you in spirit. I will ask God
to give you all that you need for a safe journey and a happy
arrival.
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Please remember to give my respects to M. and Mme
Laforestrie, and to the pious young lady who has just added
another young citizen to the Republic. If you can find time to
write, give me news of the health of Mme Laforestrie. Also,
remember me to M. and Mme Mirambeau, above all M.
Mirambeau whom I know better.
Goodbye, my dear friend. We shall now be separated by a
great distance, but our hearts will be united in the love of
Jesus and Mary.
Yours as ever,

F. Libermann
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Presentation of a Memorandum on the
Black Missions in general and that
of Guinea in particular
To the Cardinals ofthe Propaganda Fide
.
1
from Fr; Libermann
This is a covering letter to. Ltbermann's Memorandum of 1846 (the
following text in this Anthology) to the Cardinals who made up the
Council of the Propaganda Fide. It gives an outline of the document
tofacilitate their reading of it.
Rome,
The Feast of the Assumption of Our Lady, 1846

Your Eminences,
We are taking the liberty, and at the same time fulfilling our
duty, of presenting this Memorandum to you in the hope of
receiving your encouragement, which will give us the light and
the strength to carry out the will of God and persevere with
courage along the difficult road of the apostolate.
We committed ourselves to this mission in the hope of doing
something for the .glory of Jesus Christ, being largely unaware
of the difficulties that awaited us. We now have a much better
idea of all that it entails and can foresee that the problems will
multip1y as the work expands. We are happy to have taken on
such a work and we hope, by the mercy of God, that we will
never repent of what we have done. But now that we
understand better the size and difficulty of the undertaking, we
feel the need to. seek encouragement and assurance at the
source of divine inspiration and the spirit of the apostolate.

I
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It is easy enough to start a Mission, to try to achieve some
success by the grace of God; that is the duty and the main
concern of every missionary, seeking the glory of Jesus Christ.
But there are many difficulties and heavy responsibilities that
rest on the shoulders of those who are directing such an
important task. They have to gather together the resources to
increase, spread and strengthen the initial success; set up a
work which is solid and stable; protect it from all those enemy
forces which wish to do it harm; foresee obstacles and take
action to avoid and overcome them; finally, to form a sold base
on which can be built the apostolic work as instituted by Jesus
Christ. It is a crushing responsibility for us. We have to keep
constantly in view the ultimate aim of the whole enterprise and
to take all necessary steps to achieve it. We must also
express our opinions, receive your orders and carry them out
faithfully.
This, your Eminences, is what has brought us here to Rome.
The Memorandum starts with some details about the people
we have been asked to evangelise. We show the difficulties of
their situation, the countries they inhabit and the
circumstances which surround them. We then move on to the
only means for obtaining solid results and overcoming these
difficulties.
There comes an overall plan and a detailed organisation that
we are setting up for ourselves. This must be followed from
the start of the mission, as far as circumstances allow, and will
be completed as the mission advances. The salient points of
this plan are to spread the Gospel, form a clergy from the local
people, prepare catechists and teachers, instruct the people in
those things which are useful for living, introduce a degree of
social development consistent with the capabilities of the
people, prepare Bishops to replace the Prefects Apostolic and
draw up rules for preserving the dedication of the missionaries
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and the unity between them and the hierarchical and religious
superiors.
We conclude with some proposals for Guinea which are
important for the success of that particular mission. Firstly, we
give the boundaries of the mission, preceded by an
explanation of the topography of the areas concerned;
secondly, some observations concerning Senegambia; thirdly,
the Episcopate. Following the wise advice given to us by the
Secretary of your Congregation, we are not asking for titular
Bishops in this Memorandum; we are simply requesting a
Vicar Apostolic. But to help him in administering this enormous
mission and to prepare the ground for a full hierarchy in the
future, we suggest that the mission be divided into five ProVicariats.
.
We have expressed our thoughts in all simplicity and we are
confident that you will kindly receive our suggestions, because
we know how concerned you are for the salvation of souls and
that the spirit of God inspires your paternal love.
I am the devoted and humble servant of your Eminences:
F. Libermann, Priest
Superior of the Missionaries ofthe Holy Heart of Mary
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Memorandum on the Black Missions in
general and that of Guinea in particular
Presented to the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation ofthe
Faith by Fr. Libermann,
Superior ofthe Missionaries of the Holy Heart of Marl
In 1846. Fr. Libermann drew up a long Memorandum, a veritable
missionary plan of action, on the advice of Mgr Luquet 2, Fr. Colin3•
the founder of the Marists and Fr. Steiner. It was presented soon
after the publication of the Apostolic Instruction "Neminem
Perfecto". This Memorandum was approved unanimously by the
Propaganda Fide and is now regarded as one of the greatest
missionary texts of the 19'h century. Because of the length of the
document, we give below the introduction and conclusion. which
summarise the main points of the text.

Illustrious and Very Reverend Fathers,
Your Sacred Congregation asked us to work for the salvation
of the black races, particularly those of Haiti, Guinea etc. It is
therefore our duty to give you an account of everything that
could contribute to the advance and stability of our holy
religion amongst these people, in addition to the details which
are of equal interest to your Eminences. The Sacred
Congregation will give orders according to the inspirations that
the spirit of God will communicate to them on these points; in
obeying these orders, we will march onwards along the road of

I

N.D. VIII. pp. 222-277.

7.

Sec index
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Fr.Jean Collin (1790-1875), founder of the Marist Fathers
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the apostolate, assured of the help of the grace of Jesus
Christ to carry out his holy will.
Not wishing to take up too much of your Eminences' time, we
will limit ourselves to calling your attention to some questions
of principle which have a great and pressing importance for
us. After briefly recalling the special aim of our nascent society
and the circumstances in which Our Lord has raised it up in
his Church, we will speak of the difficulties we have
encountered and the means, that we ask you to approve, for
overcoming them ....

Resume of the whole Memorandum
In the first part of this deposition, we gave Your Eminences an
account of the state of the black peoples, and the reasons why
we have committed ourselves to help them. We listed all the
difficulties which threaten the success of the work, we refuted
those which are groundless and suggested solutions for those
which have substance.
We went on to show the necessity of drawing up an overall
plan and an organisation that would give real hope of starting
a solid work, preparing the necessary elements and erecting
the strong edifice of a canonically established Church. This
plan and organisation is still imperfect, but it can be improved.
in the measure that circumstances will allow.
Our plan consists of paying special attention to the education
of young people 1 and the best social training that we can give
A letter from Libermann to M. Arragon written some time later (February li ,
1847), reveals more of his thoughts on the importance of education: "I was very
happy with what you wrate about the schools, especially as I was rather alarmed

1

h

at what was said in a letter by Fr. Bessieux, supported by Fr. Graviere: he seemed
to be moving towards abandoning the schools. I believe that if we abandon the
schools, we will destray the future of the Mission. I suppose it will be said that
they could be taken up again later an, but this would be unrealistic: a Mission that
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them, the formation of a black clergy, of school teachers,
catechists and farmers and artisans skilled in a variety of
trades. We give below a more detailed description of the path
we wish to follow:
•

Schools and Central Houses in the Missions

In these houses, we plan to train three groups. The first
are those in whom we have identified an aptitude for
studies and a character suited to developing priestly
virtues. They will study Latin so that they will be able to
move on to philosophy and theology later on. To begin
with, the number who would be suitable for ordination
to the priesthood would probably be small. But as the
country develops, so would the quality of these young
men and the number of vocations to the priesthood
would increase. Once ordained, they would be at the
disposition of the Bishop in charge of the Mission.
There is no need to justify the importance we give to
this stage; Your Eminences have already done this for
us in the wise instruction that your Sacred
Congregation has recently addressed to missionaries.
• Catechists and school teachers
Amongst these children, there will be some who are
talented and who even show signs of a sincere
devotion, but who would not be suitable for the
priesthood because of their difficulty in observing
continence and various other reasons. We would give
them a period of solid instruction and teach them
singing and the ceremonies of the Church; they could
then take on the roles of altar servers, catechists and
begins badly will almost certainly end badly. The mare difficult and slow the work
is in the early stages, the more important it is to persevere [rom the very
beginning". (N.D. IX, pp.42-48)
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school teachers. They would be a great help to the
missionaries, above all with the new stations and
missions.
• Minor Orders

On the same subject, we would like to suggest to Your
Eminences the adoption of a measure, which is
perhaps unknown in other missions but which could
produce good results in our own: to give Bishops the
power to confer the Tonsure and Minor Orders on
catechists. Although not destined for the priesthood,
they could be allowed to wear the ecclesiastical habit
in church and for other clerical functions. Such a step
would have several advantages:
a) It would greatly encourage these men in their
work for the spiritual good of their compatriots. b) It
would oblige them to behave in an exemplary
manner in their families and in the presence of
others. c) They would receive more respect and so
would be able to do more good. d) Finally, in some
areas that are too unhealthy for European
missionaries, and while there are still insufficient
local priests to man all the stations, these men,
being in minor orders, could replace them up to a
certain point-presiding over the meetings of
Christians, leading public prayer in the morning and
evening, singing the Office on feast days and giving
suitable instructions to the people.
We make this proposal to Your Eminences in the
knowledge that we would be following the practice used.
by the Church in its early years, when Christianity was
at a similar stage to the one we currently have in these
missions. We would, of course, proceed with caution
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and prudence in these promotions to the clerical state
and to the function of catechist.
• Students for agriculture and craft training
The third group which we would train in the same
central house are those who would be excluded from
sacred functions because of a lack refinement, virtue
or capability. They would be divided into two
categories:
Labourers, who we would train in the type of
agriculture that can be employed in their own
countries and which they would carry out for the
benefit of their families;
Arts and crafts. It seems to us that it would be
difficult or almost impossible to instruct this group in
their own country because of the absence of
workshops where the instructions of their teachers
could be put into practice. Our plan is to build a
centre for them in a European country where the
climate is good, so as not to put their health at risk.
They would be helped to acquire religious devotion
and good manners.
• Building a foundation of human development,
independent of the Missionaries
This step rests on two related principles:
1) We are convinced that the faith will never have a
solid foundation amongst these people, nor will the
embryonic Churches have an assured future,
without the help 'of a certain degree of human and
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social development. The setting up of stable and
endurable Churches in Europe in the early days
depended to a large degree on a parallel
development of this kind; without it, it would have
been difficult to introduce and preserve that
canonical organisation that is so necessary to
guarantee the perpetuity of the Church.
Apart from religion, this sort of development also
needs knowledge and work to provide an adequate
foundation on which to build.
A civilisation which only learns to use a spade and
tools to a basic level will have little effect in
improving the behaviour of a people. It is. not
sufficient to show them the practical side of work;
they must also learn the theory behind it so that
gradually, they will no longer need the help of the
missionaries to continue with it and they will cease
to be dependent. It will surely take a considerable
time to arrive at this point, but if it is not the ultimate
aim from the very beginning, it will never be
reached.
2) The second basic principle is that civilisation is
impossible withollt the faith. Therefore, it is the task
of the missionary to work towards it, not just
concentrating on morality, but also on the
intellectual and physical side, that is to say,
instruction in agriculture and the crafts. He is the
only one who by his supernatural authority as a
person sent by God, by his love and priestly
dedication, can arrive at a complete and balanced
result; the success of the work depends on him.
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If the missionary concentrates exclusively on the
moral aspect, without bothering about the rest,
others will come along to fill the gap and this could
easily result in the destruction of all that he has
tried to build up with so much labour and
suffering ....
Having explained the topography of Guinea, we have some
requests which concern this particular mission:
1. The boundaries of this mission should be determined.
2. The jurisdiction of Senegambia (with the exception of
. the French and Portuguese colonies) needs this to be
done, because the success of the Guinea Mission
would become impossible without Senegambia, as we
have already explained.
3. A Vicar Apostolic.
Finally, we would like to set before you a difficulty of which we
have learnt very recently. Bishop Barron, the former Vicar
Apostolic of Guinea, has resigned from his mission and has
received verbal approval; he has returned to Philadelphia in
America, but he has not yet received an official acceptance of
his retirement by a decree from the Sacred Congregation. We
do not see this as a major difficulty and we ask Your
Eminences to use the sovereign power that Jesus Christ has
given to his Vicar on earth to regulate this problem. This
important mission would run into serious dangers if it had to
wait much longer for this confirmation.
These are the matters that we wished to place before Your
Eminences in this Memorandum. We have acted with the
confidence of children towards their venerated fathers. We
place ourselves entirely in your hands and we will submit fully
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and with joy to all that divine wisdom inspires you to tell us.
Your words will be words of life for a multitude of peoples and
words of encouragement and consolation for those
missionaries who serve them. Our greatest happiness is to
glory of Jesus Christ and the salvation of souls,
under the guidance of the wonderful prudence which God has
given you in abundance.
Libermann
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A contract between Bishop Truffet,

Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas
and Fr. Francis Libermann,
Superior General of the Missionaries
of the Holy Heart of Mary 1
1his is the contract signed between Bishop Truffet2 and Fr.
Libermann on March 18'\ 1847. It puts into juridical form the main
principles ofthe Memorandum of 1846, with a few minor alterations.
1he basic principle behind this document is to achieve "a holy unity
and a perfect harmony" between the members of the Congregation
and the Bishop who receives them. 1he Bishop is in charge of the
Mission and the missionaries must obey him in everything
concerning the apostolate; but the internal life of the communities
comes under the Superior General, who can appoint a visitor for the
area with the role of regional Superior. Unfortunately, these wise
guidelines were not always respected, even during the life of
Ubermann. Much subsequent confusion would have been avoided if
they had been carefully upheld and observed.
The Vicariate of the Two-Guineas and
the Missionaries of the Holy Heart of Mary
"Evangelizare pauperibus misit me,,3
(Luke IV, 18)

We, Benoit Truffet, Bishop of Gallipolis, Vicar Apostolic of the
Two-Guineas, and Frangois Libermann of the Congregation of
the Holy Heart of Mary, in order to found and consolidate the
Catholic Church in the Two-Guineas according to the wishes

1

N.D. IX, pp. 90-95

") See the Index
3

"He sent me to bring the good news to the poor".
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of the Holy See, have agreed to the following principles and
regulations:
I. Principles

1) For the success of the Mission, it must be staffed by men
who are detached from themselves and dedicated to Jesus.
2) These workers must find in themselves and around
themselves the means to persevere in the priestly virtues and
the fervour of the apostolic life.
3) A holy unity and a perfect harmony are essential: between
the Vicar Apostolic and the Superiors of the community to
which the missionaries belong; between the members of the
community and the Mother House; between the members of
their community and their immediate and local Superiors.
4) The priests of the Holy Heart of Mary in Guinea have a dual
allegiance - as missionaries of the Vicariate Apostolic and as
members of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary: As
missionaries, they must obey the Bishop to whom the Holy
See has confided the Two-Guineas; As members of the
Community, they have the right to follow its life and rule, under
which they have consecrated themselves to the apostolate.
5) The loyalties, the relationships and the duties which flow
from their dual roles as missionaries and members of a
Community are not incompatible, even though they are
different in nature. Therefore, all these duties must be
respected and observed.
II. Relations between the Bishop and the Congregation

1) The Congregation commits itself to supplying missionaries
to the Vicariate Apostolic of the Two-Guineas at the request of
the Bishop according to the needs of the mission and
according to the resources of the Congregation itself, having
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regard to the number of its members and its other
engagements.
2) The Vicar Apostolic will be responsible for the subsistence
and the maintenance of his missionaries.
3) The Vicar Apostolic retains the totality and the full extent of
the powers he has received from the Holy See. The Superior
of the Congregation has no rights regarding the administration
of the Vicariate and the work of the missionaries in those
areas which concern ecclesiastical ministry, appointments and
canonical and liturgical discipline.
4) The Superior General of the Congregation retains full
authority over the members of the said Congregation in all that
concerns the internal running of the Communities, the
perseverance and ascetical progress of individuals and the
relations between them and their local superiors.
The Superiors appointed by the Superior General for different
Communities will have the same power in the district to which
they are appointed. In running the affairs of their respective
Communities, they will remain under the authority of the
Superior General, in accordance with the Rules of the
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary.

5) The Bishop will not make any decisions or give any order
which threaten to abolish or seriously break one of the Rules!,
of the Society, without the prior agreement of the Superior,'
General of the Congregation, or, in the case of urgency;
without the agreement of the Superiors of the Communities
.
• ,i
concerned.

,

In the case of a disagreeirient between the Bishop and the
Superior' General, they will jointly and amicably p'ut the
question to the Sacred Congregation of the Propaganda; the
two . parties will consider the decision of the Sacred
Congregation as a clear expression of the will of God.
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6) When the Vicar Apostolic wishes to give a particular task to
a missionary, he will send his letter via the Superior of the
Community to which the missionary belongs, so that the
Superior can be aware of the orders of the Bishop.
7) The Superior General can appoint one of the missionaries
as a General Visitor, to whom he will give his total or partial
authority over all the Communities and all their members,
either permanently or for a limited period, but always solely for
the internal discipline of the Community, according to the letter
and the spirit of the Society.
8) The Superior General has the right to appoint and depose
the local Superiors as laid down by the same Rules.
9) The Bishop agrees never to establish a rule or a usage for
the internal discipline of the Communities without the
participation of the Superiors. The Superiors, for their part, are
exhorted to carry out his wishes as long as in their
consciences they do not see anything contrary to the Rule or
the spiritual good of the individuals concerned.
10) Without prejudice to article 5, the Bishop alone has the
right to regulate the discipline of the house of studies,
established for the young people in the Vicariate. It is for him
to regulate the relations of the missionaries with the students,
as long as the house of studies is uniquely for his own
Apostolic Vicariate:
11) When the Mission of the Two-Guineas will be divided into
two or several Vicariates, the house set aside for the
acclimatisation of -the missionaries and the education of the
young black people will come under the collective direction of
all the ApostDlic Vicariates.
Each of the Bishops concerned will appoint a Director in the
establishment to represent his particular Mission. The
nomination of the Superior will be done in conformity with

·
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article 8; The Superior will not be able, on his own authority, to
take any important decisions relative to the good of the
Mission without a meeting of the council composed of the
members nominated by the Bishops and who, in
consequence, will have a deliberative voice.
This same council will decide on the distribution of
missionaries to the different Vicariates and the admission of
st!Jdents to the house of education.
Although the Bishop of the place retains the powers that the
common law gives to the Ordinary regarding the Communities
existing in his circumscription. he will make no disciplinary
rules for the establishment and he will impose no task on the
directors, nor on the missionaries, without the participation of
the other Vicars Apostolic.
12) After the division of the Mission into several Vicariates,

which will then all share the facilities for the acclimatisation of
the missionaries and the education of the young students,
each of the Vicariates will contribute to the expenses of the
shared house in proportion to the advantages that they receive
from it.
III. Finant,:.ial Administration
1) The Vicar Apostolic will have his Council for the
distribution of the funds of his Mission. This Council will
be made up of one member nominated by tbe Bishop
and another appointed by the Superior General of the.
Congregation. When there will eventually be local
priests who are not members of the Congregation who
need a share of the funds available, the Bishop will
chose a third member to represent them on the Council.
2) The object of the deliberations of this Council each year
will be a wise sharing of the annual funds fdr the
ordinary needs of the, Mission, for the person'of the
!';,'
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Bishop and the worthy maintenance of his status, and
for the extraordinary and unforeseen needs which may
arise and for which a reserve fund will be set up.
The Council will also decide on the following: the redirecting of a sum of money destined for a specific need
to another destination, and the permanent alienation or
replacement of funds belonging to the Mission.
3) The Vicar Apostolic, with his Council, will appoint a
Procurator to administer the goods of the Mission. The
Procurator can never decide on his own how to use the
money, but only according to the decision of the Bishop
and his Council, unless the Vicar, in certain
circumstances, decides to give him a greater or lesser
freedom in his administration.
The Procurator must submit an account of his
management and the income and expenditure to the
Bishop and his Council, at least once a year or at any
time when the Bishop asks for it.
4) When the Holy See divides the Mission into two or
several Apostolic Vicariates, all the goods destined for
the formation of a local clergy and the civil development
of the black people will become the common property of
these same Vicariates by the fact of their
establishment, but always and solely according to the
initial purposes set for these funds. If a Vicar cannot or
does not want to send subjects to these shared houses
for civil and clerical education, he will not be able to
claim a part of these funds which were intended to be
owned without any division. These goods or their
revenues, in whole or in part, cannot be diverted from
their original destillation (the
..qod. civil
education of the
people) without the formal and
. unanimous agreeiilentbfall
the Bishops
concerned .
.'
' I '
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5) The members of the Congregation who have built the
house of acclimatisation and education at Dakar
commit themselves and those who come after· them
never to alienate these funds and never to use them for
another purpose, without the formal and unanimous
agreement of all the heads of Mission who, according to
the rules laid down above, have the right to benefit from
this establishment.
The Superior General commits himself, his successors
and the Congregation to guarantee the observance of
this article.
If, however, because of unforeseen and violent
circumstances, these goods fall into hands outside the
Congregation, the responsibility of the Superior General
for the funds or part of the funds will cease by that fact.

Amiens, March 18''', 1847
F. Libermann, priest
Superior of the Missionaries
of the Holy Heart of Mary

Benoit, Bishop of Gallipolis
Vic. Apostolic of the TwoGuineas
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The role of Bishops in the Missfon of the
Congregation
To the Community ofDaka,J

On May 2rJ\ 1848, Fr. Jean-Remi Bessieux,2 was appointed Bishop
of Callipolis and Vicar Apostolic of the Two-Guineas. He was one of
only two survivors from the first Spiritan group that went to Guinea
and he subsequently worked in Gabon. He was consecrated in Paris
th
on January 14 , 1849 and left for Dakar in February. Aloys Kobes 3
was a lecturer at Gard and was appointed Bishop of Modon and
Coadjutor of Bishop Bessieux on September 22 nd Consecrated at
th
Strasbourg on November 30 , 1848, he became the youngest Bishop
in the whole of Christendom. lIe was one of the Bishops who
consecrated Bishop Bessieux.
Libermann wrote this letter to the community at Dakar to present the
two new Bishops. He gives directions and advice for the good
running of the Mission and Jar smooth relations between the
missionaries and the Bishops.
Libermann changed the contract he had drawn up with Bishop
Truffet: henceforth, the Bishops are also to be Provincial Superiors.
So they will' now be in charge of the missionary work and also the
4
internal life of the communities. This would lead to many difficulties
in the future and it is not clear why Libermann changed his mind.
1

2
3

N.D. XI, pp. 21-25
See Index
5ee Index

Cf. Libermann's letter to Fr. 5chwindenhammer of August 4", 1846, which
foreshadows some of the material in the Memorandum of 1846. Libermann,
helped by Fr. Colin, the Superior and founder of the Marist Fathers, had given
much thought to these problems (N.D. VIII, pp. 208-215).

4
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Perhaps it was to improve relations with the Mother House which
had suffered a setback in the opposition of some missionaries to Fr.
Schwindenhammer.

To the community of Dakar.
My dear confreres,

February, 1849

At last I have the consolation of seeing the departure of two
Bishops and some other confreres for the "poor mission of
Guinea". I hope this will be the end of her suffering. Of course,
missionaries will always suffer - otherwise, they would not be
missionaries. But henceforth, the Mission will march on
towards its goal by the grace of God and the dedication you
will all bring to this grace from above. There is no need for me
to talk to you of this dedication, because I know that you will
use every means that God has given you to work for the
salvation of souls and his own glory.
Your two new Bishops are likewise dedicated to God and full
of affection for you all, even if they know some of you better
than others. They are committed to your spiritual good and to
harnessing the enthusiasm and talents that God has shared
among you. They are both anxious to build up a well
organised Mission that will make great progress amongst the
unbelievers and to protect it from any harm that may lie in its
path. God will inspire them, enlighten them and lead them
safely forward. He will strengthen their hearts so that they
progress without hesitation along the path that He has
mapped out for them. I am sure they will be faithful to the
voice of God who speaks to them and to his light which guides
them. I am equally certain that you will give them the
cooperation of which they have great need. It is God who is
asking this of you and his glory which is at stake. His grace will
fill your hearts and will sanctify you, for your own happiness
and that of others.
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Love with all your heart those whom God has given you to be
your guides and who are clothed with the character of his
divine Son. Avoid anything that will distress them, never
oppose them or criticise what they do, never suspect their
motives and do not pass judgement on them. They are
amongst you as Jesus was amongst his apostles, so relate to
them as the apostles did to Jesus. Never forget that they alone
are responsible for the whole mission. They have to answer to
God and to the Church for their actions and for those of their
missionaries. Be ready to carry out their orders so that they
can faithfully execute the mandate they have received from
God and his holy Church.
My dear confreres, you will be working with Bishop Kobes. Be
careful never to say that you know the Mission better then he
does, that your experience is far wider than his. Even if you
are correct on a particular point, a missionary who murmurs
or, even worse, opposes his Bishop because of such feelings,
will certainly be in the wrong in the sight of God. He will also
be wrong in his conscience, wrong before his confreres to
whom he will be giving such a bad example and wrong
because of the good of the Mission which he will be
obstructing. However much experience you may have, you
can still make mistakes because you are not infallible. How
can you oppose the elect of God, clothed with his character,
filled with his graces and solely responsible for the work we
have been given to do? All of you will have more experience of
the way things are in the Missions, but your experience could
have led you to false conclusions on several points, either
because your principles were wrong, or your knowledge was
faulty. These thoughts should be sufficient to make you
hesitant to pass judgement, modest in your observations and
flexible in your relations with the one whom God has given you
for your leader.
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What I have said so far are arguments to convince those who
live by their reason; but far stronger are those considerations
which belong to people of faith - to missionaries and religious
people like yourselves. You are so fortunate to have been
called by God to sacrifice yourselves for his glory in the
mission to which you have been sent. Henceforth, your lives
will be completely supernatural, filled with faith and love, so
you will have to struggle in your ministry against your old
selves, your lives that were once dominated by your intellects.
If you follow this way, the love that God has placed in your
hearts will grow as he always intended. You will be gUided and
directed by the will of God and not by your own wills, and this
same will of God will be made clear to you through the wishes
of your Bishop. So strengthened by this spirit of faith, by
priestly virtue, by apostolic charity and the promises that you
have rnade to God in the religious life, you will overcome
everything that has led you to resist God's will as manifested
through your Bishop. You will become faithful instruments in
the hands of God to carry out his plans of mercy for
yourselves and the great crowds of people for whom you have
offered yourselves up. Also, unity and happiness will reign in
your communities, and you will advance together towards a
life of virtue.
So be on your guard against:
• Rigidity of opinions and attachment to' your own
judgements;
• Arrogance in expressing your own ideas, hesitation in"
carrying out the wishes of the Bishop, seeking ways to
avoid their implementation or only partially carrying
them out;
• Showing irritation because the Bishop does not act
according to your own hopes and ideas; impetuous
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and insistent replies, expressing your own ideas in an
emotional and unbending way;
• Impatience, interior discontent, ascribing too much
importance to your intellect and the inevitable
discouragement which follows;
• Too much reliance on your own judgement; overinflated idea of your talents, intelligence, and
experience.
My dear confreres do not imagine that I fear you have these
faults, or that I am worried that you might resist or belittle the
person whom God has given you. Through him, God himself
wants to be among you to direct your difficult work which is so
close to His heart.
I have no such fears in your regard; I know your fervour very
well and the purity of your intentions. But you are all very dear
to me and the mission which has been confided to us is
engraved on my heart, so I must not miss any opportunity that
God sends to ward off possible harm that might befall
yourselves or the Mission. So watch over your feeble nature
which will be with you until the end of your lives. Live together
in perfect love and in obedience to your superiors, especially
your Bishop. Console and encourage him by you exemplary
and charitable lives, for that is what God wants you to do.
There is not much more to add to this long letter. I have
appointed Bishop Bessieux as Provincial Superior in that part
of the Mission that he will retain for himself, and Bishop Kobes
as Provincial in the area that will be confided to his care. Until
further orders, the Bishop in charge of Senegambia will also
be Provincial Superior for the members of the Congregation
living in Senegal.
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I have given both Bishops the authority to appoint and depose
local superiors and bursars of communities, under certain
conditions which you will find in the rules that I will send you a
little later. These rules will replace our provisional rules; they
are mostly the' same, with only a few additions which
experience has led me to include.
My dear confreres. I greet you all in the love of Jesus Christ
and his holy mother, ·in whom I belong entirely to you all,
F. Libermann, priest, superior

•

/
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Memorandum of Franc;ois Libermann to the
Bishops of Guadeloupe, Martinique and
Reunion 1
After his election as Superior General of the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit in 1848, Fr. Libermann began the protracted task of
setting up bishoprics "in the French colonies. He saw this step as
essential for improving the quality of the colonial clergy. Despite his
bad health and his many other responsibilities, he pressed ahead
with the necessary dialogue with Rome and the French government.
In this Memorandum, he gives wise and important advice to the new
Bishops appointed to Martinique (Bishop Leherpeu/) Guadeloupe
(Bishop Lacariere) and Reunion (Bishop Desprez.) It reveals a
. surprising knowledge of the current state of affairs in the colonies
just after the abolition of slavery. The new Bishops were ordained on
January 5 th , 1851and set sail soon afterwards.
The original document is very long-62 pages in "Notes et
Documents" - so we can only give an extract here. This passage
suggests the approach the new Bishops should take when faced with
the thorny relationships between Blacks, Whites and Coloureds.

June 2yth, 1850
...When you arrive in your dioceses, your own wisdom and the
grace of the episcopacy will help you to take a particular
approach when dealing with the Governors and the many
administrative pit-falls. I think that if you follow the general
recommendations given below, you will obtain the desired
results.

1

N.D.XII, pp. 281-286 (The whole document is pp. 245-286)

}. See Index of persons for notes on these three Bishops.
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•

As the Governors have all the powers of the Head of State
and outrank the. Bishops,' it is only right in everyday
relations that you cede honour and show them every
consideration in a fitting way. If this is done with the dignity
and decorum as befits a bishop, it will be well received by
the Governors.

•

While safeguarding all the rights of your spiritual authority,
it is perhaps better not to insist on issues which only affect
us indirectly and
distance and which are of minimal
Importance.;;-.>
_.
.,.;\"

•

As far as possible, foresee any conflicts that may arise and
be on your guard, so that you do not provoke the Governor
into taking steps which are beyond his own remit.

•

If the Governor finds himself in such a position, look for
ways of offering him an escape route which he can take
without compromising himself and, as far as possible, try to
give the impression that you had not noticed it.

•

If you take a moderate line in the way you deal with
questions of lesser importance and consequence, you will
maintain a harmonious relationship and work things out in
an amicable manner.

•

In this way, you will gain his esteem through friendly
relations and kind consideration while at the same time
maintaining the dignity of the Episcopal state.

Only the Governor outranked the Bishop; the Director of the Interior came after
him. However, the latter also had to be shown some deference because ,it was he
who related directly to the clergy and their attitude was often quite authoritarian.
There were 'fixed rules la.id -down regarding procedures when the Governor or
other high authorities came to the church.
1
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Forgive me for informing you of things that you surely know so
much better than I do. But I felt it would be useful to draw them
to your attention because they can be fraught with danger.
Another thorny problem you will be faced with is the political
and social situation in these countries. As soon as you arrive,
the factions will be scrutinising every step you take. I have
already had the honour of explaining to you the susceptibilities
which exist between these two groups, Black and White. They
will anxiously examine your every move: if one of them gets
the impression that you are favouring the other, you will have
a lot of problems ahead for you. But I am sure that the Holy
Spirit will guide you..
There are two lines of conduct you might follow. The first
would be to give the impression to both parties that you are on
their side. This would be extremely difficult or even impossible.
First of all, it would not be honest, and even if you did decide
to follow it, it would be impossible to maintain. Sooner or later,
circumstances would arise where your conduct would reveal a
preference for one side or the other, so things would then be
worse than ever. On the other hand, you might opt for
neutrality. But even if this path is more rational and priestly,
there could still be great difficulties. Everybody would rightly
feel that this is the line a bishop or priest should take; but in
practice, with the violent passions which exist in the colonies,
nobody listens to the voice of reason. Each faction would want
the Bishop to back them and oppose their adversaries.
The current positions of both parties would give them a certain
justification for their attitudes. The Blacks have justice and
religion on their side. They have justice because they are so
poor and helpless; as such, they have every right to expect
sympathy and support from the representative of Jesus-Christ
and his Gospel. The Whites, with their power, pride and spirit
of domination, will expect the Bishop to be an ally. He is also
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somebody of high rank and position in society, so they will feel
that he should come to their help to maintain the aristocracy
and good order. But by "good order", they mean a return to the
status quo before emancipation, when they believed that
Blacks existed for their sole advantage. Now their interests
and power have been severely curtailed and this trend will
continue. But far from being resigned to this, they are working
passionately for the re-establishment. of all they have lost.
They are blind and have abandoned all reason, so they will
expect the Bishop to be one of them.
Despite these difficulties, it is this second line of impartiality
that should be adopted, so we must now look at the exact way
in which it should be followed. I see three possibilities:
1) The first would be to take up a clear and well-defined
position as soon as you arrive and make sure that it is
well understood. This way has the advantage of leaving
no doubt in people's minds from the start and thus
closes the door on attempts by one or' other of the
parties to win over the Bishop exclusively to their side.
But this approach has something rigid about it and
could easily become unacceptable after a time.
Passions are strong and inflexibility could easily upset
both parties, especially the Whites. Their keyed up
minds would scrutinise each word used and conclude
that the Bishop was veering towards the· opposing
party. So for me, this declaration of principles would
seem to be a dangerous way of proceeding.
2) The second possibility would be the opposite: make no
initial statement of intent, but make one's mind known
by one's style of life, by conversations with individuals
or when men· from one or other of the parties raise
matters relating to the question. This procedure would
be adequate when ordinary difficulties arise; but the
colonies are in an exceptional or abnormal state and
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their problems are extraordinary, Uncertainty about the
ideas of the Bishop could easily produce a deep anxiety
in the minds of the people. They could conclude that
they. are surrounded by all sorts of intrigues and this
might lead to unrest.
3) The third possibility would be to present yourself, on .
arrival, as the representative of Jesus Christ, coming
amongst them with the love of our Saviour for all his
children and a deep concern for the whole flock. You
would talk in gospel terms of your mission and of your
plans to devote yourself to the service of the country
and its inhabitants, leaving them with the impression
that you will never get involved in any political
questions. However, your attitude to the questions that
have arisen should become evident through your
gospel-inspired language and behaviour. You must
always be the man of God who walks the path of peace
and charity, so essential to your eminent position. You
should be able to maintain this approach for several
months, because people will realise that you have only
arrived recently and are not yet familiar with the state of
the country. After a few months, tt.1ey will have learnt
what kind of man your are in your conduct and ideas,
so they will be slow to ma.ke wrong judgements about
you and some will have developed a certain affection
for you. If difficult questions are raised in your
presence, you will be able to withhold your opinion
because you are a newcomer.
Treat the Whites with honour and consideration according to
their.rank and social position. If they talk of the state to which
they have been reduced, you can show your sympathy without
giving the impression that you approve of slavery, because
this would not be worthy of a Bishop. Remain independent on
this question of rights as well as on the fact of abolition.
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If a Black wants to speak to you, welcome him with the
tenderness of a father. In this case, the tone of your
conversation will be simpler. Such conversations will rarely be
embarrassing: these are very good children who are talking to
their father, so they must be treated as such.
In relating to a coloured person or a friend of the black people,
relate to them according to their rank and position in society,
remembering that they too can be very sensitive because of
their ambiguous position. You can tell them that you are
greatly interested in the black people, that you will take
particular care of them and work to do everything possible to
improve the religious instruction and human development of
these poor children.
. I think it is very important that you think deeply about all these
questions and that you consult reliable men who know the
colonies well, but who are without prejudice or allegiance to
either of these parties. It is equally important to be clear in
your mind before departure as to how you will "Conduct
yourselves when faced with these important questions. Right
from the start, you will be called on to reply to different formal
addresses. Some will be in the name of everybody, but others
will be on behalf of one or other party. You must be ready for
such events, because your replies will be published the
following day in newspapers of different political leanings.
Remember that the word of a Bishop will be considered much
more important than in France, because these addresses will
contain at least allusions to disputed matters.
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Works of the Congregation in Europe
To Dom

Dom Sallie/, a Carthusian monk, had remained a close friend ofFr.
Libermann since they were together in the Seminary of Issy.
Replying to his request to take charge of a pastoral work in France,
Libermann spells out for him the ends of the Congregation: works in
Europe are not a priority for him ("up until now") but they are not
ruled out as long as they are in line with the Rule ofthe Spiritans. 3

May 30 th , 1851

My very dear Father,
I have made you practise a lot of patience in taking so long to
reply. Your letter went astray and I did not know your address.
I am very sorry, because the love of Our Lord which united us
many years ago kept you in my heart all this time and I now
see, with great joy, that you have not forgotten me either. I
have need of your help more than ever before, because I am
so weak, so poor, and so miserable, yet I should be strong

I

N.D. XIII, pp. 170-173

2.

See Index

:3

Libermann had already written to le Vavasseur on this same subject '- N.D. IX, p.

288. (October 14'", 1847).

"Our works in Europe Will concentrate on the poorest

classes, who are in great need in France: people like sailors, soldiers, workers in
general, and those who are even worse of! - galley slaves, prisoners and beggars.
No need to explain to you why these would be excellent works for us. I will just

talk about the thinking behind it, aport from the obvious good it would
accomplish and the side effect of making us more solidly established in this
country. Such works are not opposed to the general aim or the spirit of the Rule. It
is true that we did not think about them at the beginning, but that does not prove

that God was against it. It was impossible for us to consider it at that time: God

was leading us towards the "Work for the Block People", and yet we felt the need
to open out further, as can be seen when the Rule talks of poor, abandoned souls

in generafN.
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and rich in virtue. So please join your prayers to my desires
and intentions, in the silence of your desert where you live with
God alone; ask him and his holy Mother that I may sanctify
myself so as to sanctify others.
The proposition you have put to me is very much in line with
the spirit of our Congregation: evangelising the poor is our
primary end. But the Missions are the more specific aim we
have chosen, above all, those who are poorest and most
abandoned. Providence has pointed us in the direction of the
black people in Africa and in the colonies. Without any doubt,
up until now, these are the poorest and most abandoned of
peoples.
We would also like to work for the salvation of souls in France,
above all for the poor, while not abandoning those who are not
so poor. In France, we would suggest preaching in the rural
parishes and, above all, ministering to people of the poor
working class, whose needs seem to be the greatest at the
moment. To this end, it would be better if we lived in large
manufacturing towns, where the greatest number of workers is
living and where corruption and irreligion are unfortunately
widespread. We could then try to influence them on their own
home ground, as these people are generally out of reach of
the parochial clergy because they do not go to church.
So the works we would undertake would be extra-parochial. I
believe, as I always have done, that those living in
Communities must always take care not to encroach on the
work of the diocesan clergy, but, as far as possible, to direct
the people to their own local parishes. We would receive them
in our own churches if that was the will of the Bishop. If the
Lord wants us to minister in the vineyard of France, we would
be determined to work in perfect compliance with the bishops
and the clergy of the country.
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I was forgetting your question about enclosed retreats. We
receive priests for retreats into our houses; as regards lay
people, we have nothing for or against; circumstances will
guide us to the right decision.
As regards finance, we only want enough to live on. At
present, we are too poor to make any further sacrifice; it takes
us all our time to find enough for the running of the novitiate.
The Immaculate Heart of Mary will never abandon her
children, but we still have to survive. (You could perhaps help
us a little by sending us some Mass intentions).
I think there is no point at present in going into the details of
starting a house in the countryside. When God's moment
arrives and you have a proposal to put to us, that will be time
enough. At present, there is no possibility of starting another
house because our Missions will take up all our possible
personnel for the next three years.
In the meantime, if some priests want to enter our
Congregation who would be suitable for working in France, we
would accept them and put them to work in this country. It
would be neither prudent nor right for them to insist on staying
in France as a condition for joining us; we could not accept
them on those terms - they must be ready to join us
unconditionally. However, if we see that they have the taste,
the vocation and the capabilities for working in France, we
would be happy to go along with that and we would surely not
send them to the missions. To minister in France, they would
need a solid piety (or show signs that they would acquire it
during the novitiate), great self-denial and total dedication to
God, a good character and the necessary ability. We likewise
expect all these things from those preparing for the Missions,
although their capability could be less, as long as they show
sound judgement and no excessive excitability.
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If I had more time, I would have given you further news about
the Missions. But I must say a few words about Guinea so that
you can add this intention to your prayers.
The curse placed on the children of Cham' is indeed terrible
and the devil still reigns amongst them until today. You have
no idea what this struggle entails; we are engaged in hand-tohand fighting with this fierce enemy of souls. It is a terrible
battle, but Jesus is with us and Mary is protecting us, so we
will win in the end. The fight began at the end of 1843. Since
then, we have sent over 40 missionaries to Guinea: 10 of them
have died, in general, the most able; 3 can no longer work, 3
more have had to return to Europe to recover their health,
including one of the two Bishops. All the others are
experiencing unremitting suffering and privations. But not one
of them has given in to discouragement, which shows how
strong the help given them by Jesus and Mary is. On the
contrary, they would all be inconsolable if they were withdrawn
to go elsewhere. Those who have to return because of
sickness cannot wait to get back to their work. The coadjutor
Brothers have suffered slightly less; we have between 25 and
30; we have lost 3 and 2 others are more or less
incapacitated. With one exception, their perseverance is the
same as the priests.
There are far more inhabitants on this coast than the experts
have said. There are more than 50 million, all of whom are still
sitting in darkness. But good things are beginning to happen
and our hopes are high.
Dear Father, I want you to enlist in this terrible battle which
promises an abundant harvest. Join forces with us, you and
I See the- article of joseph Lecuyer on
and the curse _of ·C'!am",
Spiritan Papers no. fi, May-August. 1978. p. 33. Also "Libermann,
by
Paul Coulon, p. 595.
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your holy brothers; intercede for so many poor and lost souls
and for the missionaries who have to snatch them from the
is so pleasing
devil and hell. You will be doing something
to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, our good anq lovin!;! Mother.
Yours in the love of Mary,
I

J? Libermann

Frederic Le Vavasseur, co-founder ofthe Congregation ofthe
Holy Heart ofMary with Franfois Libermann and Eugene
·Tisserant
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Chapter V
Libermann, a leader of men
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People must be led freely, with kindness
and flexibility
To Father Gaudair/
In this letter, Libermann is replying to Father Gaudaire, an Eudisr.
The Eudist Congregation was trying to re-establish itself after being
suppressed at the French Revolution. It was experiencing much
difficulty and Gaudaire had asked Libermannfor his thoughts about
the reasons for it and what remedies he could suggest. It seems that
the aims of the Eudist Congregation wen, too vague, and that it was
involved in too many works which were not compatible with its
ethos. The Rules were not clear, the members or candidates for
membership were unsure about their real vocation, and the superior
was overwhelmed with work and inclined to be too rigid when
When Libermann looks at the possible ways of
dealing with
righting this precarious situation; he advises that the Rules should
not be imposed from above, but should be discussed by the members
of the Eudist community who can then have the final word on the
matter. In particular, this letter suggests that only those rules should
be kept which will be useful for the members. We can appreciate
here the flexibility which Libermann had learnt during his two years
in the Eudist novitiate at Rennes.

Rome 5 th july 1840
[...] I believe you should give in on certain points of the Rule
which are being questioned, such as poverty and stole fees, I
think people have already made up their minds on that, and
will probably not be open to further discussion. If you decide to
N. D. I, pp. 570 If.
} See index of Names

1
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concentrate on Junior Seminaries, I don't think you will need a
very strict rule. Poverty and other such matters were
necessary above all because of the Missions.
There is something else which crosses my mind. Those kinds
of Rules are all very well when they are adopted willingly. In
that case they can be very beneficial in a community. But
fervour doesn't always continue for very long, and none of you
have made a vow to be poor. If people are forced to live in
poverty against their wills, then we can only expect the worst
and, in any case, the desired effect will not last very long.
Nevertheless, all the needs of the members of the community
must still be met, and nobody should have to buy anything out
of necessity, but only when it seems useful. What really is
important is that everybody has the same form of dress, and
that simplicity and equality are observed by all the members.
[It would seem necessary that the superior of the community
agrees to have a house council, and take note of the opinions
of the members. It is also important that the members of the
council should not be sticklers for principles. Is Father Leray
sufficiently humane to be in charge of men?]
Father Leray is a good priest, who is full of zeal for the
Congregation and able to serve it well. On the other hand, he
is too severe and too emotional. He shows his strictness by
always adopting rigorous principles and wants the rule to be
perfectly observed, with no half measures. He demands all
that in a severe and harsh way which displeases everybody.
As for his emotionalism, he embraces ideas with too much
vivacity and pursues them almost aggressively. This
sometimes prevents him from seeing things clearly and leads
one to question his judgement. (What I really mean that he
has the tendency to make bad decisions). He also holds on
too strongly to his own opinions. I don't ever remember seeing
him giving in graciously in any matter whatsoever. If he does

414

seem to compromise, you can be sure it is only apparent.
Deep down he has not changed his mind in the least. All those
things are very harmful in a community and prevent him
achieving the great good he could do were he to be without
such failings. He really has to correct those faults and you
have the duty of trying to make sure he does.
When he examines things, he only sees the principle involved
and wants everything to conform to it. However, in difficult
matters, we can only act prudently when we take into account
not just the principles involved, but also the need to have one
eye on the situation as it exists. We must look at the men in
question and at the circumstances in which they find
themselves. I agree that we have to try and bring everything
back to first principles, but at the same time, we must be ready
to modify, explain, and apply the principles according to the
actual circumstances in which people are living. The person
who does not know how to bend and apply principles
prudently, should never be put in charge of such a work.
Neither can he be considered a perfect priest, even if he has
the name of being a miracle worker.
I take my leave of you, dear Father Gaudaire.
Your most devoted brother and servant in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, acolyte

As regards the three hundred francs, I intended to use them to
buy a man out of the army camp at Filouze so that he would
not be conscripted. If it is not needed for that purpose, please
send the money tome here in Rome. Father Cottineau will be
able to tell you if the man needs it. I have already sent him six
. hundred francs which I was given for that very purpose, so the
total now comes to nine hundred francs. I think that even that
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amount will hardly be sufficient. However, if there is any
money left over, you can send it to me. My address is,
c/o Signore Patriarcha,
Vicolo del Pinacolo, 31,
Rome.
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Moderation in judgements and decisions
To Father Le Vavasseur
A Letter of Correction I

In the "Notes et Documents", this letter is nine pages long. It was
written in reply to serious criticisms of Libermann made by Father
Le Vavasseur. 1he latter was once again in the grip of his old
demon, namely pure and absolute radicalism. 1his was of course iii
addition to his characteristic emotionalism. Le Vavasseur wished to
leave the Congregation oj' the Holy Heart of Mary and join the
Jesuits. the immediate cause was the arrival of Father Plessii, a
most disappointing young priest who had been appointed to Reunion
by Libermann.
Father Tisserant in his Memorandum mentions "The Temptation of
Le Vavasseur"] 1his refers to Le Vavasseur'sfirst serious threat to
leave the Congregation. Ihe temptation mentioned in this letter was
the second and was perhaps the most serious. We also know of a
third temptation - to abandon the Seminary of the Holy Spirit in
order to revert to the situation as it was before the ''fusion,,4
In this letter we can admire the patience and the pedagogy shown by
Libermann in leading Le Vavasseur back to the path of reason. At
the same time. he does not compromise on his principles: HI believe
that you are doing something which is disagreeable to God, {'.·1 if"!
were to fall into the same discouragement, I do not know how we
would stand before the judgement seat of God". We can also admire

N. D. VIII, pp. 28·36
'5ee Index of Names
3 N. D. III, pp. 6 ff.
, Cf. Letter of Pentecost 1850, N. D. XII, pp. 198·204: "It would be one of the
1

greatest faults ...."
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the personal struggle Libermann had to face under his burden of
responsibility.
We give the letter here in full despite its length, because it shows
Libermann at his best in dealing with people. He sounds like Saint
Paul when he gives the long list of responsibilities under which he is
labouring, without any self pity: "From the moment God placed me
in this work, I have never known a moment of peace or consolation
[ .. .]"

[Father Cabon wrote the following: this letter is very
difficult to read. For the first part, we have followed the text
published by Father Schwindenhammer, citing the
temptation of Father Le Vavasseur (Circular number 34);
otherwise the passage would be incomprehensible. In the
second part of the letter, we have accepted the
reconstruction done by Father Meillorat in his "Letters to
the Members of the Congregation", pp. 273

in

(For the eyes of Father Le Vavasseur alone)
My dear Confrere,

28 th January 1846

I feel an urgent need to reply immediately to your letter, in
which you describe the circumstances leading to the
repatriation of Father Plessis. I agree with your sending him
back here. I am to blame for admitting him into our
Congregation in the first place; it is for me to suffer any
embarrassment that resulted.
But you have hurt me deeply with your words of
discouragement and the false impressions you seem to be .
labouring under. Your letter speaks of deep despondency on
your part, as well as very serious worries about the future of
our Congregation. I am not reproaching you for having
plunged me into even greater sufferings; I see your words as a
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sword in the hands of God that he is thrusting into the depths
of my soul.
God has laid on my shoulders 1 the burden of this work which
entails much sorrow and demands great patience on my part.
God has also allowed people who are stronger and worthier
than I am to attack me, instead of supporting me in my
weakness. May his holy name be blessed! All will be well as
long as his poor continues to progress. It is moving forward
and, as I see it, will continue to do so more and more. You
speak of abandoning the work for which God chose you and
put you in charge from the start. Now you are in the depths of
depression, as I can see from your words! I believe that you
would be doing something most displeasing to God if you were
you to allow such thoughts to continue in your mind.
Be very careful, my dear brother: you do not know the plans
God has for you and you only see what is directly in front of
your eyes. You are not looking at things in God's way at all.
Like you, I cannot see clearly what Providence is doing, but I
know that you would be guilty of serious infidelity were you to
continue in such a frame of mind. If you went ahead and
abandoned this work and I did the same, I do not know how
we would be able to stand before the judgement seat of God.
Against every excuse you give for your defeatist attitude, I can
furnish ten more from my side. I am the one who has to bear
the burden of being superior. I have to carry all the worry and
responsibility for the work of God in which we are involved. I
To understand the reasons for
listing the heavy burdens under which
he is labouring, it should be remembered that it was Tisserant and Le Vavasseur
who were the initiators of the Congregation which Libermann now led. Their
duty, therefore, was to support, not undermine, the position of Libermann as

1

Superior General.
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am continually feeling the most violent shocks, from all the
afflictions and trials which divine Providence decides to send
to this work, including all the problems concerning the
Missions we are already staffing and those which we are going
to start. I am the one who has all the worries about the
novitiate, the courses of studies to be set up and the different
missionary communities. I have to bring some sort of order
into our lives, to perfect the Rules, and place the work on a
solid foundation. And I must do this more or less alone, with
only one confrere to help me maintain regularity of life here at
home, to write all the letters, to deal with different people, to
accept new candidates and to do a multitude of other things,
all of them bringing their own particular worries and concerns.
From the moment God put me in charge of this work, I have
never had a minute of peace or consolation, for my soul
seems to be incapable of feeling anything like that; on the
contrary, it is extremely sensitive to anything which causes
sorrow and God in his goodness has not spared me from
these things. Just imagine the pain, the heartbreak it must be
for me, not having a second during the day to spend on my
own salvation. You are aware of the burning and almost
continual desire I have to retire from the world and live a life of
solitude. I hate being involved in worldly affairs, with an almost
insurmountable repugnance, and yet I have to immerse myself
in such things. It costs me a great effort to deal with people
and I am doing it non stop. From morning till evening, I have to
get involved in directing the work and yet I feel extreme
revulsion and deadly boredom as a result. I am constantly
giving 'religious conferences, yet the least subject of prayer
which I have to give to the students causes me distress for
three hours beforehand. It seems that everything in me is
against my enjoying the duties in which I am immersed. I feel
no attraction for any of it, whether physically or spiritually.
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There is not a single fibre of my body, not a single movement
in my soul, which does not push me towards a life of solitude.
Nevertheless, I would regard it as a crime to even admit the
thought of abandoning these responsibilities. God has bound
me and chained me to this crucifying work, which is still so
dear to my heart. I am convinced that in order to obey his all
powerful will, I have to sacrifice all rest, all consolation, all
happiness and, even worse, all spiritual progress of my soul. I
weep bitterly for that, but I beg God to pardon my tears and
my sorrow and with my whole soul I once again place myself
under the will of God, which almost grips me by the throat. I
can say truthfully that I have never made the least attempt to
free myself from these chains. I would much prefer to be the
least in the kingdom of the Father and go there following his
holy will and working for the salvation of abandoned souls
rather than to be in the front row having abandoned the path
marked out for me by God.
You are thinking about deserting the work, because you feel
the pain involved. If I were to die before the work is placed on
a solid foundation, you would then be free to seek your rest
and follow the desires of your heart. But then those people, for
whom God inspired in you such great compassion, would
perish in their thousands and languish with the demons in hell.
Take great care, therefore, dear brother. You do not know how
much you still have to suffer for the love of God, nor how much
you must still sacrifice yourself for his glory. You want me to
let you leave Reunion. If I agreed to that, I would be
committing an enormous sin against God and against you.
You are bound to God and to the most holy Heart of Mary. Any
idea of breaking that link is nothing but an illusion. Many
servants of God have lost everything by allowing themselves
to be fooled by the false idea of a more perfect state of affairs.
If you look at the thing closely, you will see that your
imagination and self love lie behind all you are going through.
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You are finding it very difficult to be a superior, with all the
problems that go with it. I can't imagine how you would have
fared if Father Galais' idea of putting you in my place had
come about. For every gram of worry and difficulty you now
suffer, you would have had .fifty kilograms instead! I imagine
that in your present frame of mind, you would probably have
said that God does not wish the work to continue and that it
will never succeed. But I believe that there is no doubt
whatsoever that God wants it to continue and that he will guide
it to eventual success. The more I look at it, the more I see a
serious act of infidelity on your part in letting yourself be
tormented by such pain and worry.
It seems that you are dredging up again all the old concerns
you had about me in the past; but I can say, with absolute
candour, that it doesn't bother me in the least. You must not
let yourself be fooled in this way by the vivacity of your
imagination. You must take a good hard look at what you did
in the past and see that what is happening now is just another
temptation from the devil. Unless God in his goodness
protects you, you will reap a very bitter harvest.
To revert to the question of Father Plessis, I admit that I made
a big mistake in allowing him to be ordained to the subdiaconate and priestl1ood. As a result, I feel very remorseful
and concerned. But it is too late to do anything about it now. I
acted as I did through inexperience (?) 1 and due to a lack of
confidence in God. I sent Fr. Plessis to you because I thought
you would be able to rectify my error. Do not worry about

Cf. the introduction to this letter. The hesitation arises from the difficulty in
deciphering the original manuscript. The sections in brackets also indicate that
the meaning is not entirely clear.
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sending him back to me: you are doing so for the very best of
reasons.
Although I am the one who has to take responsibility for this
problem, you must not allow what has happened to lead into
the devil's trap. Do not be worried about the way I allow
candidates to enter our Congregation. The anguish I feel over
the case of Father Plessis will ensure that I do not make the
same mistake as easily again, I know, however, that we shall
probably make a similar .error in the future though, hopefully,
not as serious as this one. [Nobody, however experienced, is
free from the worry of making similar mistakes), Once I have
managed to put everything in order, there will be less cause
for concern, but that will take another two years. I think we
have less to fear at the moment in that regard. Most of our
missionaries will be coming from among our own students. We
have thirty of them at present: eight or nine have very solid
vocations. We are less sure about three or four others and
have more or less decided to part with two of them. The others
are good. They will be here for another two or three years, so
we shall have a better idea of how they are going to turn out.
You have declared war on me. But I think you are only playing
tactics with me (?) so I will do the same. (Now you can see
that I have abandoned the sadness that was apparent at the
beginning of this letter. I am back to being myoid cheerful self
once again. It is very important to have complete confidence in
God and to abandon oneself into his hands, even if it involves
suffering the most violent pain. That is how we become strong
with the strength of God himself). Now it is my turn to attack
you. I have already given you a hint of what is to come, but I
was only doing it to defend myself. Now I am going on the
offensive!
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I find you to be a very abrasive person. I presume that you are
not so violent with others as you are with me, otherwise you
would spoil everything you touch and turn the world upside
down whenever you encounter some difficulty or other.
Please, do not be so uncivil with people. You can make an
exception in my case, of course. You cannot imagine how
much suffering your attacks cause me, but never for a moment
would I dream of doing the same to you!
Try to realise that not everybody shares the same feelings that
you have. Be careful about your emotionalism and natural
energy. Whenever you are bowled over by something, you are
liable to say horribly severe things and in a most thoughtless
way. In such moments you are given to wild exaggeration
which smothers the action of grace and reason and chases all
wisdom away. It makes you extremely impatient, not of course
in what concerns you directly, but with the conduct of other
people and the administration of affairs. You then fall into
discouragement and have no idea how to get rid of it. Your
whole world turns upside down and there seems no way out of
the depression you feel.
You are of the opinion that I am not wise or prudent: I, on the
other hand, consider you to be extremely impatient. You want
everybody to be perfect without delay. You pay no attentionto
the difficulties which have to be met whenever a new work is
getting under way.
This brings me to the third observation I want to make: you do
not judge things in a practical, realistic way. You look at the
old Religious Orders in the Church, and you demand that·
everybody in our Congregation should live in a perfectly
regular way like
do. You are asking the imp0ssible and
your severity prevents you from seeing things as they are. We
are only in the process of getting established, but you are
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already judging and condemning all around you and drawing
false conclusions from your false judgements. Then you go on
to propose extreme measures instead. You must be patient.
We need a reasonable amount of time to establish ourselves,
so let us wait until things are a bit more stable and have taken
on a definite form. Do not expect perfection from the outset.
How could I possibly have been as rigorous as you demand
from the very beginning? The work was too fragile, hardly
established and my authority was still too weak. Look at
yourself and Father Tisserant, for example: if I had followed
the principles you now propose, both of you would have been
sent away or at least kept in the novitiate for another two
years. (Or, are you forgetting the problems you both had?) So,
if I had done that, would I have been acting wisely? Would I
not have been imprudent? When a work is just beginning, a
host of circumstances arise which do not allow us to interpret
general rules in a severe way. In fact, we are already much
closer than you think to observing all such principles. But for
some little time to come, we shall have to interpret general
rules very broadly. If you only realised how necessary
discretion is whenever we start to direct the works of God! You
have great need of that virtue, because you have allowed
yourself to follow your feelings with your eyes shut.
I am not denying that I have made mistakes: in fact, I am sure
I will mC!ke more in the future. Allowing Father Plessis to enter
our Congregation is a case in point. However, I believe that
my handling of the work has been wiser and more in
accc,rdance with the spirit of Our Lord than if I were to follow
your way of thinking. The work is now established and is
beginning to grow. Intelligent people who know a thing or two
about how communities should be are astonished that our
work has taken on such a regular form after a very short time.
Remember we are only in existence three or four years. Two
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years from now, when we have enough people for the work in
Europe, I am sure that our house will have the atmosphere of
a long established community. But if I had taken the severe
steps you wanted me to take, not a stone would remain upon
a stone as far as our work is concerned.
Let us take another look at the people who make up our
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary. I can say, without a
moment's hesitation, that all are fervent and solid, with the
exception of Father Plessis. One of our members lost his way
for a time because he was living alone in Haiti for far too long,
but he is now back on the straight and narrow road. I cannot
comment on Father Blanpin, because I have still not made up
my mind about him.
I repeat, you are putting forward a principle so rigorous that it
is absolutely impractical. You want everybody iIJ a community
to be so perfect and so full of self renunciation that they can
be treated like dolls in a puppet theatre. That would be a
beautiful thing, .but it has never been, nor ever will be, like that
in the Catholic Church. Certainly, the Jesuit Fathers are, to
say the least, one of the mostfervent religious societies in the
Church. However, if they were to be as rigorous as you
suggest, they would have to show the door to half of their
members. I can go even further and tell you, as a fact, that in
the Jesuits, respectable though they may be, hardly a quarter
of them have the inclination for self renunciation that you
demand as a necessary condition for entry into our society. I
don't know many Jesuits, I have to admit. I know a few of them
who are very admirable, but I also know a few who are very
weak and imperfect. In fact, I could say that they are inferior
even to Father Blanpin, from what I have seen of some of
them. And according to what you say about him, Father
Blanpin would be the least amongst us as regards perfection.
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So please do not judge like a juvenile in matters of such
importance.
Let me tell you the general criteria I try to follow when
considering the admission of candidates into our
Congregation. I only allow the entry of those who offer a
guarantee, a moral assurance in other words, of their
perseverance in the spirit of the priesthood. When I notice
defects, I try to correct them, or at least diminish them as far
as possible. If the faults are of a type to cause us to have
serious doubts for the future stability of the person in religious
life, I will send him away. Up until now, with the exception of
Father Plessis, I have only admitted people who fulfil these
conditions. If a person's faults do not cause us too much worry
and make us fear that he will disturb the community, I will
admit him. I have no doubt made mistakes and will continue to
do so in the future, but even the shrewdest person is not
immune from error.
I can prove to you that I am no easier to please than the
Jesuits. For example, Father Maurice caused me no end of
concern at the time of his admission into our society. He was
extremely timid and nervous; I have never met anyone so
intensely fearful in my life. He had a strange way of reacting to
events and a wild imagination which had led him into many
mistakes. But on the other hand, he was extremely pious. I let
him join us, not without reservations, and was full of fear at the
time. He went to work in our mission in Guinea, but because of
his wild imagination and extreme nervousness, he had to
come home. I had no idea what to do. Then suddenly, he
decided to join the Jesuits and he has now been with them for
a good eighteen months. Now the Jesuits know a thing or two
about vocations, but they still decided to keep him. Remember
that he suffered from serious weaknesses, which made him
act in a very irritating way the whole time he was with us. His
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faults could not be cured by our novitiate. So you see that we
have to interpret your principles less strictly than you would
like. We must always judge things in a practical way. I can say
that if Father Maurice applied to join us once more, with all the
faults he had the first time round, I would unhesitatingly refuse
to accept him.
Let me finish by saying that what I really look for in a possible
candidate is a community spirit, obedience, simplicity,
regularity and the hope that he will be able to live community
life to the full. ....
(Note of Father Caban on the· original manuscript: "In the following
passages, which are very difficult to read and understand. Libermann
talks of the question of relations between Bishop Collier of Mauritius
and Father Jacques Laval. Father Libermann was not satisfied with
the attitude of the bishop: the latter wanted to keep Father Laval in
Mauritius at all costs. but that would be out of the question if the
Congregation of the lioly Heart of Mary were to leave Reunion and
not set up another mission in Madagascar in its place. So Father Laval
will have to be patient for the time being. ")

You do not know what God is planning for you, so abandon
yourself into the hands of Providence. While you are looking
for light on the subject, carry on doing the good you have
begun and wait for God's moment.
I will answer one of the points you make in the letter I am
sending to Father Collin. Please read that letter when it
arrives. I am afraid I have said things a little roughly in this
letter. Please, do not be hurt. I do assure you that if the words
are harsh, there is no corresponding severity in my heart. May
the peace of God be with you.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. IJ.bermann, Priest ofthe Holy Heart of Mary
1
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Calming the excesses of impetuous
temperaments
To Father Arragon}

Arragon2 was a very generous missIOnary, who
nevertheless found it difficult to live in community. He had a very
fiery temperament which made him get angry at the slightest
provocation. That was why he wrote a very harsh letter to Father
Libermann. He was fUll of resentment against Father Graviere who
had been appointed Prefect Apostolic of Guinea. He was also very
unsatisfied with the way Libermann was running the Congregation
of the Holy Heart of Mary and how he dealt with the missionary
work of the confreres. Father Libermann sent him this letter which
contains many reprimands, but his fraternal kindness shines
throughout.
8th May 1846

My dear Confrere,
I received your terrible letter of 25 th March. If I did not know
you well, it would have caused me the greatest annoyance.
However, instead, I am going to tell you exactly what I think
with all the simplicity at my disposal.
1) If you continue along the road you have started to take,
even with the best will in the world, you are going to destroy
the Mission. At the very least, you will cancel out all the natural
gifts and graces that God has given you. You are going to be a
scourge for your confreres. You will only end up by
discouraging them and, what is more, you will hamper them in
their work. I therefore beg you, for the love of Jesus and Mary,
1
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See Index of Names
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to calm down and not allow yourself to succumb to this violent
side of your nature.
I will deal with everything you mention in your letter step by
step. But first of all, you react to things very abrasively and
consequently lose your temper far too easily. You can be sure
that the spirit of God is not present when that is happening.
Ask yourself seriously if this way of judging things is really
according to the will of God. Even if I were ninety years old,
with fifty years of experience behind me, I would not dare to
talk of things in such a critical way as you do. Your way of
speaking is full of presumption.' But I am convinced that
presumption is not at the root of your unfortunate way of
expressing yourself. God knows I am ready to listen to
everything you have to say on all sorts of things; in fact, it is
good that you tell me what you think. I only ask that you speak
with calm and moderation. Although I am morally sure that you
are not speaking out of presumption, you could end up in that
sorry state. In fact I feel you may already have begun to be a
bit like that.
2) Your language is too brusque, too harsh, too proud and too
bitter. For the love of God, do not put pen to paper when you
are upset. Calm down first and then write wisely. Just look at
what you have said: you want to call a meeting of all your
confreres in order to choose another superior and to refuse
the one I am sending you. Read our Rule and show me any
place where such an action is permitted. Look at the Rules of
every Religious Order in the world and show me one which
permits such a reaction. Examine yourself truthfully in the
presence of God and ask yourself if you are really acting
according to. the spirit of our Lord or of the Gospel. Supposing
I was the most evil person that existed and I was even worse
than you think; even if I had no confidence in any of you,
would that give you the right to refuse to obey the will of God
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as revealed through obedience? What would then become of
the virtues so necessary for community life? If people in all
conscience felt they could act like you, what would happen to
unity, charity and religious friendship?
.
3) You accuse me of not having any confidence in you all. You
could not be more wrong. If I do not put forward a person's
name to be a superior, ora Prefect Apostolic, does that mean
I have no confidence in him? I have shown plenty of
confidence in Father Bessieux, because I made him superior
instead of Father Briot. I have shown a lot of confidence in
you, because I appointed you as his first assistant in a
situation where the superior will probably be absent for long
periods of time. But I have to admit that your latest letter
makes me question my judgement. You are feeling great
resentment against Father Graviere. If you continue down that
road, God only knows what the harvest will be. Give the grace
of God a chance to do its work, be faithful, and do not give in
.\ to this brutal and violent tendency of your nature. Be as docile
\as a child, treat Father Graviere with respect and with the
affection owed to a superior as a representative of God. Your
language when describing him is outrageous. Just suppose he
does make some mistakes and that the good of the Mission
suffers as a result, what is that to you? It is not you who will
have to answer to God for what happens.
So go about things in a calm way and don't be turning
everything upside down with your impetuosity. All you speak of
has already happened, even before I received your letter,but
that does not mean that you have to continue bringing disorder
into the group simply because I have not followed your ideas and therefore do not know what I am doing!
Therefore I order you, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to
treat F<.i;ler Graviere with kindness, charity and the sort of
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attitude we should always have towards a superior. Why do
you want to discourage him? He was very hesitant to take on
the responsibility in the first place. He is serious but he is also
just, active and energetic and able to take decisions. I want
you to write to me by return of post to puf my mind at rest
regarding your attitude towards him. Do everything you can to
encourage him, to maintain peace and unity between the two
of you, and between you and your confreres.
4) As I understand it, you wanted me either to appoint nobody
as Prefect Apostolic or to ask Fr. Bessieux to accept the
nomination of the Holy See. But you must never set yourself
as the judge in such matters. Just like a child under
obedience, you must submit to the will of God through the
superior he sees fit to give you. If you have any remarks to
make on the subject, then make them with modesty, calm and
submission to the will of God. I love and sincerely respect
Father Bessieux, but I have never considered offering his
name to the Holy See as a possible Prefect Apostolic. Rest
assured that I have examined the whole affair in the presence
of God. You point out that Father GraviEHe did not spend a
long enough time in the novitiate. The reason was that
circumstances arose which could not be ignored so I was
obliged to by-pass 'the rule in that instance. I assure you it
brought me just as much heartache as yourself and the
accusation you are making against me is bringing it all back
again, with the self recrimination I feel at having been forced to
go to such lengths. I had decided not to send anybody who
had not completed the novitiate but I was reluctantly forced to
waive the rules in this case.
You are judging things from your limited perspective and you
are trying to make rules and criticise even though you have no
idea what is involved in running a religious congregation, not
haJing had any experience of it. I do not have to answer to
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you for my actions, but you can be sure that I never take
decisions without serious. reflection. You are acting very
wrongly, my dear confrere. If Father Graviere does not know
the Rule well enough, then it is up to you, by your good
example, to encourage him and remain close to him. Take
.. care not to pass remarks when you mind is so full of pride.
Calm down and speak with gentleness and modesty. You can
and should keep me informed about his way of acting,
especially with regards to the keeping of the Rule. This is your
duty, however never dQ it with a high opinion of your own point
of view, because you will only cause me embarrassment. After
all, I am not on the spot and therefore in no position to judge
the value of your observations.
5) You say that I never pay any attention to your advice. I
simply do not know to what advice you are referring. I have
always taken great care to act in accordance with your ideas. I
have. no other way of finding out what is going on out there
and that is why I am always pressing you for details. I suppose
you may be referring to the Australian venture, but your advice
has nothing to do with that. You are convinced, and have
repeated it in your letter, that this new Mission will be
disastrous for the Mission of Guinea. What more can I say to
get that idea out of your head? There is no logical connection
between the Australian Mission and the possibility of the
ruination of the Guinea Mission. I have told you many times
that Guinea will always be our most important Mission and that
we shall always take the greatest care of it. Your remarks on
that subject have no effect on me. If I were to send you ten
missionaries instead of the seven who have been designated,
would that be any advantage to you all at this moment in time?
Could you really use ten men? Leave me to do my duty in
peace; the general administration of the work rests on my
shoulders. You have not received the grace of state to reason
as you do. You claim that the Mission of Guinea is being run
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from France in a way that is diametrically opposed to the ideas
of the missionaries. That is entirely false; on the contrary, we
have adopted all your ideas and are in perfect agreement with
everything you have proposed.
I know you don't want us to accept Australia, but that has
nothing to do with the running of the Guinea Mission. You
have apparently serious reasons against the Australia venture,
but our decisions seem to us to be the correct way forward. Do
you really think I am going to follow your advice in a matter
which does not concern your Mission and go against my
deepest convictions which are shared by all the confreres
living here with me at La Neuville? Even if all of us here
thought that you were wiser than we are, we would still be
bound to disregard your opinions because you do not know all
the facts. So do not blind yourself with your violent prejudices.
I am committed to Guinea ten times more than you are and I
have a much clearer picture of the overall situation than
yourself. I also have more experience than you and in no way
am I prepared to see the Guinea mission compromised.
6) You accuse me of never writing to you. First of all, the
majority of your letters do not seem to require any reply. They
contain facts and figures which we found very useful and long
may they continue to arrive here. I would like to have replied to
all of them but I am under very heavy pressure of work. I have
nobody to help me in the administration and I have to give
priority to what is most important. Try to see things from the
others' point of view. I can only do what is possible, even if it is
not as much as I would like. Perhaps when I am able to hand
over my task of running the novitiate to somebody else, I will
have more time to encourage our missionaries. I always
answer when an answer is necessary or useful. Probably my
letters do not arrive as quickly as you would like because of
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the vagaries of the post, but I have written to you more than
eight times.
7) You complain that I have not given you clear instructions
about jurisdiction. I told you as much as I could in one of my
letters and I assured you that I was working at it. Nothing has
been decided as yet and I am going to Rome myself and will
get a decision. I have already told you by post not to build
anything in Dakar until everything is clarified by Rome, but you
have gone ahead and built there. Perhaps you did not receive
my letter in time, or maybe I wrote too late, but I could not
answer any sooner. I would ask you to cease any construction
work until all doubt has been resolved, but remember that
such matters are not concluded in a day. We must have
patience, which is the most important virtue for a missionary.
8) You say that I am being fooled by the Ministry. That is
completely false: I know exactly what I am doing. Your words
are that "once again I am sending missionaries to their deaths,
but this time they will not go"! When you talk like this, you are
sinning against a man who loves you more than your father or
mother ever did. I would prefer to die myself than lose any of
you. You say that they will not go. I know that strictly speaking,
they have no obligation to go, but you have committed a fault
in saying such things. I also say that they should not go: I have
asked Father Graviere to make a thorough examination of
every aspect of this business. I have written the same thing to
all of you (probably in a letter to Father Briot), telling you not to
go to unhealthy places.
My principle in dealing with the Government is as follows: we
can progress without them but not against them. If the
Government opposes us, there is no future for the Mission.
We have to take their susceptibilities into account while, at the
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same time, acting in accordance with the directives of our
religious authorities.
9) You said a terrible thing in the third point in your letter:
"Take care that your missionaries, whom you and your revered
councillors despise and revile, do not treat you in the same
way." My friend, please do not write when you are angry. As
regards Fr. Schwindenhammer to whom you refer, he is
innocent of every accusation you make against him in your
intemperate words. Calm down, I beg you, for you are
offending God. When I go to Rome, I will have to give an
account of my relations with the Government and I am sure
they will approve of my approach. If not, then I will follow
whatever orders the Roman Curia gives me.
10) I think it is a good idea for the Brothers to submit their
letters to be read before posting, with the exception of those to
the Superior General or the Director of their house in Europe.
I am very hurt by what you have said about Father
Schwindenhammer because he is sacrificing himself totally for
the Congregation. He is completely devoted to it and he has
no less interest in it than myself. He has a very good mind and
he is a devoted and committed priest. I have no idea why you
have suddenly taken such a dislike to him. It was not he who
took the decision regarding Australia, but if he had done so, it
would have been an excellent choice. Stop worrying about
Australia; you are getting all worked up about non-existent
problems. Even if I had fifteen missionaries at my disposal. I
would not send three more to Guinea. The initial steps must
be based on a sure and solid foundation; only then will the real
needs become apparent and you will then receive the
necessC'.ry personnel to meet them.
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As for Father Graviere, you are guilty of gross exaggeration
and your abrasive attitude will make it impossible for him to
relate to you. Father Schwindenhammer had nothing to do
with his appointment. I had to act quickly because a decision
was urgent. It is not for you decide what I should do. because
you are not in a position to know all the elements involved.
Your duty is to encourage your superiors when they have
difficult decisions to make. That is preferable to causing them
further pain by criticising their actions which they only manage
to carry out with the greatest difficulty.
Be very careful in your relations with the Muslims. Never say a
word against Mohammed and do not act impetuously or you
may ruin everything. Follow the path that you decided on at
the beginning - to win their confidence.
I pray with all my heart that our Lord will grant you peace,
moderation, docility and charity. Don't be discouraged for
having let your temperament get the better of you. Return to a
peaceful frame of mind and God will be with you. I embrace
you from the bottom of my heart in the love of Jesus and Mary.
I am at your service,

F. Libermann, priest
PS. I cannot see which case of conscience I have not answered. It
seems to me that I have replied to all your questions.
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The art of leading a community
To Father Lossedar

Father Lossedat 2 went with Father Tisserant to Santo Domingo
(Haiti) in February 1844, but he returned after a year because of the
political problems there. He was sent to Guinea in December 1845
and was appointed the new leader of the community of the Holy
Heart qf Mary. His first impressions of the mission qf Guinea and
the missionaries working there were not very good. Once again, we
see in this letter of Lihermann to Father Lossedat an exhortation to
he patient and tolerant so as to he able to accept with flexibility the
different ways others have of doing things. Here is Libermann at his
best in guiding people. For him patience and gentleness are more
effective than confrontation.

Father Lossedat,
Apostolic Missionary,
Goree, on the Coast of Senegambia,
via Le Havre
My very dear Confrere,

13 April 1846

I had already written to you a few days before the arrival of
your latest letter of 4th March. So I imagine my letter will make
you rather concerned when you receive it, because you did
not know that your second letter had not yet arrived and so I
was not answering the questions posed in it.
However I know my man and I flatter myself that you also
know me. You are aware, my beloved brother, that I am
1
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always very ready to console you in all your sufferings as soon
as I possibly can. If only it were possible for me to spend a
year with you all in Guinea! But that is not what God has
decided; he has no need of me in the Missions. I would have
answered your letter even sooner than this, but I was
unavoidably absent from the Mother House.
I am glad that you did not send me your "terrible" letter
because you have not been long enough on the coast of Africa
for all your observations to be correct, especially as regards
the way we should be doing things out there. It takes time to
get to know the real situation, so I believe you cannot hope to
know the policy to follow until you have been there for at least
a year or eighteen months. After some more experience, you
will find that things will become much easier.
It is difficult for me to find the sort of man you would like to be
head of the Mission; I don't have anybody to hand at the
moment. However, I think you will come to realise the qualities
of Father Graviere and recognise that he is the best man for
the job. He is serious, self possessed, thoughtful, and has very
good judgement. I think you will find him to be a true friend
and I hope that he will appreciate you and be supportive for
you.
I can imagine how difficult the Mission is, but perhaps you are
tending to exaggerate some of the difficulties because of the
sufferings you are undergoing. Let us place our confidence in
God and believe that Mary will never abandon us. I am sure
that there are even greater difficulties awaiting you which you
have not yet dreamed of. Our Lord is with you; with his help,
you will pull through. So keep pressing forward, doing the little
you are capable of, because it is He who blesses our work. He
is very good at making up for our mistakes!
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We tend to fix on a perfect idea of how things should be and
we expect everything to turn out exactly as we have planned.
That is not the way God works. He wants things to be
imperfect and weak at the beginning, so we must submit to his
will, do the best we can and leave the outcome entirely in his
hands. So rest in perfect peace when things are not going as
you had imagined. I am sure that often enough, your ideas will
turn out to be right and true; but getting upset, feeling hurt,
worrying and fretting achieves more harm than good. The way
a wise man acts in such a situation is to tone down his own
views and follow the general consensus as far as possible. If
you see that your confreres think differently from yourself,
even when it is obvious that they are aiming only for the
second best, it is better not to be too rigid and contradict them.
We must leave each person the freedom to follow his own
ideas and do good in his own way. That is how we encourage
and get the best out of people; we allow everybody to do
whatever good they can in their own way. It would be
preferable if they had other ideas, but what can we do? They
don't have other ideas and that is all there is to it.
If you try to force people to follow your opinion all the time,
more often than not less good will be achieved; you will even
end up by confusing and discouraging them. You have no idea
how important it is to be tolerant. It is impossible for everybody
to agree on everything all the time. If we are not tolerant, we
will stop any good being done. We will end up in confusion
and lose that peace of mind which is so necessary for us. That
is how we discourage others and as often as not, end up being
discouraged ourselves. But if we allow each person to act in
the way he thinks best, according to his character,
considerable good will result. Of course people are going to
make mistakes and be imprudent, but in time, they will learn
from their experience and improve, in line with their own
character. It is a very important principle for all action that we
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should beware of aiming at an ideal perfection. It is good, of
course, to plan how things should be done to ensure a
successful outcome and we have to look for the best means
for carrying it out; but it is even more important to know how to
modify one's approach, how to be flexible and accommodate
oneself to the people, things and circumstances that we
encounter.
You will never be able to do things exactly as you have
planned - that is a pipe dream! If you want to be successful,
stand apart for a moment and be ready to listen to others.
Otherwise, you only end up shattering yourself in the face of
difficulties which arise. I have always admired your sound
judgement, but you sometimes cling too much to your own
point of view when it comes to the implementation of your
plans. You sometimes do not make enough room for the
character and temperament of others and you can be
intolerant of the way they do things.
This approach can be harmful in three ways:
The first concerns you. Your methods are bringing you much
suffering and heartbreak. My dear friend, you know how much
I hate to see you in pain and my only concern is to remove the
cause. You must learn to put up with the faults of others and
be ready to accept a job half done, or even badly done. To
achieve peace of mind and be fit to do great and important
things for God, you should strive to arrive at a kind of holy
indifference to the things you cannot cure. I guarantee that you
will bring healing to bad situations if you learn to bear with
them when there is no alternative.
The second concerns your neighbour. If you do not walk
along the path I have indicated, you will be disturbing your
confreres. You will prevent them from achieving all the good
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they could on the road on which they are travelling. This will
. happen especially with weak characters, who are never far
from depression. You will discourage them and you are
running the risk of making them commit many faults and acts
of imprudence as a result.
.
The third is a mixed bag. By being tolerant and knowing how
to accept the others the way they are, you will acquire a
certain influence over them. You will not only do the good of
which you personally are capable, but you will be a great help
to the others in their struggles. But if you cannot keep silent
about the least faults which you see in the actions of your
confreres, you will soon find that everybody turns against you.

I imagine that I have greater influence over your confreres
than you do. That is because I try to be tolerant of their faults
which cannot be corrected. I even put up with their irritating
habits, some of them extremely offensive, leaving each to
follow his own way, while trying to improve the approach of
each one in so far as that is possible. Nothing is ever achieved
by force, contradiction or resistance: but success is never far
away from the man who knows how to bear with people, and
to be tolerant, gentle and calm.
I will go even further. Not only do I not aim to make people
change their characters and natural way of acting, but I am not
even interested in correcting the faults they exhibit in their
actions. My aim is to achieve whatever is possible. Then we
can enjoy seeing the good taking place which would probably
have been lost by acting in a more intrusive way. For example,
if you ever tried to make Father Arragon moderate, polite, and
attractive in his manners, you would be chasing shadows - you
might as well try to stop the sun in its course! But if you deal
with him in a friendly manner and let him do things his own
way, without doubt you will have the good effect on him which
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I have described. Bunf you give the impression of being hurt
or show signs of disapproval or revulsion, you will then get the
bad results that I have described.
So leave everybody as they are with all their foibles. God has
made them that way, and for the most part they want to do the
best they can. You have to encourage them, and each of them
will achieve good in proportion to whatever talents they have
received from above. Do not seek to find your own consolation
in others; rather, try instead to console and encourage them.
Be master of your own sour and you will be in command of the
whole world. That is the sort of leader you must try to become.
Do not weaken. You are suffering, and you will suffer even
more, but your pains will enlarge your soul. I can assure you
that I suffer and will suffer as much and probably more than
you. I am at least as sensitive to pain as you are, but is that a
reason for discouragement? I don't think so. By the grace of
God, that will never happen. Do we really need to tell the
whole world about our sorrows? Of course not. I never moan
about things. Be firm with yourself and you will do great things
for God, but if you do not know how to be patient, you will
never achieve what God intends for you. You must strive to
dominate yourself, to suffer without drawing attention to it, to
offer God your pains generously, to be patient with yourself
and sacrifice yourself, and to be patient with others in spite of
all their faults and failings. You love great and beautiful things
and here you have the greatest and loveliest of all. Ask the
Lord to give you this treasure.
I will try and arrange the new appointments in a way that will
.set your mind at rest. Perhaps we could arrange things so that
you could explore the coast further and maybe set up another
mission, either alone or with Father Graviere. In any case, we
will try and do everything for the best. Father Graviere is on
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the spot, so he is better placed to judge what is right for you
all.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann,
Priestof the Holy Heart of Mary
PS. I hope I have managed to answer all the points I
remember seeing in your letter. I am very busy at the moment.
We read out your letter in the refectory and I have sent a copy
to your father. Please write some letters which can be read out
in the refectory and then sent to the Association for the
Propagation of the Faith (APF). Of course, I also want you to
continue to share your thoughts with me and keep me up to
date on developments.
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The key to educating young Africans
To Father Chevalier, Principal ofthe school at Dakar}

In this letter, Libermann is gLVing Chevalier good pedagogical
advice, to help him set up his educational establishment for young
Senegalese students. It is necessary to read the letter to the end, in
order to judge the sense of certain expressions which could seem
unjustifiably critical of the Africans. What Libermann is saying is
that all people of every race have their characteristic faults and the
message of the Gospel purifies them.
23 November 1847
My very dear Confrere,
I am taking this opportunity to write you a short letter. Because
of the amount of correspondence I have to get through at this
moment, I cannot write at greater length.
The letter you wrote to Father Boulanger has given us all
much pleasure and encouragement. I hope your young
students will benefit from the ordered life they are now leading.
Above all, try to develop their characters in the best possible
way by giving them a really good education. Bring out the
good in them, and correct what is not so attractive. Encourage
the development of any activity and potential that you may find
in them.
Please understand, that by "correction" I do not mean any
form of repression. I do not expect you to be rebuking them all
the time; rather, I hope you will use wisely every possible
1
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means to help them overcome what is defective, without
making them fall into other faults of character in the process.
That happens so often if correction is given in the wrong way. I
am very pleased with the way you are doing things. It agrees
completely with the idea that I have of the depth of character
of these students and their needs and inclinations.
I believe that we strengthen the character of these good
children. We must give them a pride in themselves and bring
them to appreciate the liberty and equality that they share with
all the children of God. We must banish any idea of inferiority
from their minds, because that will only increase their natural
weakness and lower their self-esteem. That would be a terrible
thing to happen! Once they understand and are fully
convinced that they are in no way inferior to the Europeans as
regards their natural talents, it seems to me that their zeal for
the salvation and advancement of their fellow Africans can
only increase. I believe this is so, because when they realise
that their compatriots can, and must be, on a par with
Europeans 1 as regards intelligence and nobility of soul, they
will not fail to feel the deepest and most compelling desire to
raise themselves up. If, as a result of your efforts, there
appears among them some person of energy, with a lively
faith, generosity and intelligence, who can tell what great good
they will achieve?
You are doing a very important work so try to carry it out with
dedication and wisdom. Study in depth the character of the
Africans, their mental calibre and their way of doing things. Do
not judge them superficially: that is what we get from those
Libermann was no great admirer of the Europeans involved in trade on the
African coast. By "Europeans" here he must mean the missionaries. coming from
Europe, who have acquired, by their education and formation, a certain elevation

1

of soul and intellectual development.
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who only see what is on the surface and, unfortunately, that is
how many people in the world react to them.
Looked at superficially, they are people who are abandoned to
all that is vicious in their nature and they have no means of
raising themselves up out of that sorry state. But if you were to
take a successful man, for example, who had fallen into the
depths of depravity, and then wash the mud from his face,
bind his wounds, clean him up and give him good food and
new clothes, you would find you are dealing with a fine man.
The very look on his face will have changed completely.
However, be on your guard against a premature optimism;
don't be too quick to jump to conclusions but be realistic in
your assessment. The character of the Africans, just like the
Europeans, has its shortcomings as well; but it is
compensated by other qualities. So make sure that your
judgement is not superficial. You would do well to have indepth discussions on this whole subject with the bishop. Meet
him often, tell him what you have seen and heard and listen
carefully to what he has to say. He is more gifted than all of
you by nature and by grace, because of his long experience of
men and the special gifts that he has received from God
because of the responsibility that has been given to him.
Please tell Father Gallais 1 and Father Durand 2 that I could not
write because I was suddenly taken ill. But assure them that
they are not forgotten.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. libermann
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary

1
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Teaching a young seminarian
to develop a strong character
To Adolphe Godejro/

Libermann had taken the young Adolphe Godefroy under his wing.
He took a close interest in this junior seminarian who had been
placed in his charge. Adolphe had stayed for a short time with
Libermann at La Neuville. He is trying to encourage an energetic
and brave approach to life in this letter, by advice which is both
manly and friendly. As in the letter he wrote to Father Chevalier the
previous year, he shows his talents as an educator of adolescents
preparing them for their future life. He talks here of Adolphe 'sidea
·
.
. 2
oifb ecomzng a priest.

My dear young friend,

Amiens, 3 rd January 1848

I was very happy to read what you say in your letter. I was
also
by the marks you got in your studies, even
though you are not among the first in the class. Be
courageous, work with perseverance and your success is
assured. Such application will help you in two ways; as well as
success in your studies, it will strengthen you against many
temptations. You need courage for that, but I am sure that you
have plenty.
My good friend, aim at developing your character and
increasing your energy and enthusiasm. You are still young,
1
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, N. D. X, pp. 275-276. In a letter to Father Dupont (31 July, 1848), Libermann
refers to some difficulties that young Adolphe came up against in the junior
seminary of Rouen. Eventually, he became a priest in that diocese, ending up as

parish priest in a small parish.
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so you have time to work at these things which are so
important. You owe it to yourself. A lazy man is always good
for nothing. He is just a man of straw, bending with every
breeze, who can be broken very easily. Weakness,
nonchalance, and timidity make him incapable of undertaking
anything worthwhile for the glory of God. It is nothing short of a
miracle if he keeps any resolutions made in a moment of
generosity; in fact, it is most unlikely that he will ever make
any such resolutions. He will even have trouble carrying out
his ordinary daily duties. You have been a child until now, so
you have had some excuse for being weak; but from now on, it
will be your fault if you do not fight against this with all your
strength.
I am looking forward to seeing you in the coming holidays and
I expect to find you full of strength and energy. So, dear
Adolphe, let's get down to it. Stand on your own two feet,
march forward, give yourself a shake, make the most of life,
take yourself in hand. Now is the time to get dovyn to it, and
remember that each moment lost will be an opportunity which
will never return. You must now become a real man: not a little
girl, but a man who appreciates the efforts made by his
teachers on his behalf.
This is what you have to do:
1) As regards your daily life: don't pamper yourself, always
looking for comfort. Be hard on your body and let it know that
you are in charge. Francis Xavier is a good example to follow.
When he was younger, he was just like you, but he learnt how
to deny himself and become master of his body. Everything
else I recommend to you will be based on his example; God
blessed his efforts and he will do the same for you.
Be very energetic in everything you undertake. When you are
on recreation or go on walks, do the kind of exercise which
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tires you out, rather than strolling gently or sitting around lazily.
Have no fear of either heat or cold. Don't be tender and
indulgent with yourself, as if you were a young woman; a soft
and delicate priest would be a shameful, even a monstrous
sort of thing. The priesthood and self-indulgence are mutually
exclusive; you can have one or the other but not both. A weak
priest only leads people to hell. I have declared war to the
death on your lethargy because I love you so tenderly. Be full
of energy, and do everything with enthusiasm with your school
friends and in every other part of your life.
If you are allowed to play games in the seminary, don't pick
the easy ones: chose those which are the most physically
demanding - like football and gymnastics. In your studies,
never be satisfied to remain at your present level. If you find
yourself. in the bottom half of the class, make every effort to
reach the middle rank. If you reach that position, then don't
lean back and say "enough is enough"; you have to try your
best to get into the top half of the class and even to take the
first place. You can do it, believe me! I can just imagine you
laughing at what I am saying; cut out the laughter and get
. moving! Pull yourself together and start working at it right.
away. I don't want you to turn into a Sister Softy or a Brother
Lay-about!
2) Regarding regularity: Be prompt, exact, trustworthy - but
always with a smile on your face! As soon as the rising bell
sounds, throw off the blankets (you can tidy your room later!)
and jump out of bed. Wake up, and don't mooch around like a
zombie! At night, don't curl up into a ball and don't make a
fuss every time you feel unwell.
3) Your spiritual life: Here also, you need energy and
enthusiasm. If you are soft and self-indulgent, you will perform
your religious exercises casually and with a lack of
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commitment. You will never grow in virtue if that is how you
carry on. You will meet all kinds of serious temptations and
you will be unable to do anything about them. Do your
religious exercises regularly and with enthusiasm, not in a
half-hearted way, allowing your mind to wander down all sorts
of bye ways. Make a good preparation before you receive the
sacraments of confession and communion and receive them
often. You must be strong if you want to be a priest, otherwise
you would be useless to Our Lord. Such a priest would only
be a burden to Him and He would vomit him out of his mouth!
So all this is my Christmas present to you - a wonderful
present, if you make use of it!
I must leave you now, my dear friend.
May God bless you,

Libermann
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Educating young bishops
To Bishops Bessieux and Kobel

Bishop Bessieux and Bishop Kobes boarded the ship "Acheron" at
Toulon on 1 it February 1849. With them were six priests. three
Brothers and six new Sisters of the Immaculate Conception of
Castres (the "Blue Sisters") who were on their way to Gabon.
On 20th March, Libermann received a letter from the two bishops. It
was dated Cadiz, 28 th February. In it, the bishops demanded more
missionaries as a matter of urgency. They insisted that Libermann
should concentrate on sending men to Africa rather than to the
French colonies under his care. If he did not agree, they threatened
to contact other religious orders with a view to obtaining the
required personnel.
Libermann fell gravely ill towards the middle of April. On 5'h June
he left Paris to recuperate in Lower Normandy, in a town called
Lande de Louge. He was staying with the family of Father LeonMichel Le Vavasseur2 It wm from their home that he replied to the
letter of our two bishops.
.
Lande de Louge, 13th June 1849

My dear Bishops,
I am writing to you jointly because I am not well enough to
write many letters at the moment. I am sending you these few
lines to assure you and our dear confreres about my present
situation and that of our two houses. The cholera which has
been raging throughout Paris has not affected us here. We
lost Father Musson with typhoid fever. There is cholera at
Amiens, but Notre Dame du Gard has not been affected. The
1
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epidemic is getting less and I hope that the good Lord will
protect us from such a scourge in the future.
As for myself, I have been seriously sick for the past two
months and have been unable to do any business whatsoever,
even writing letters. I was in danger of death on several
occasions. The illness started with high fever but then I felt
better and started a kind of convalescence; but I had a relapse
with very violent colic and much pain on the side of my liver.
This all happened when the cholera outbreak was at its peak
as a result of the tropical temperatures we have been
experiencing in Paris, with thirty five to forty degrees in the
shade. I was not out of danger by any means, because all
illnesses seemed to be ending up in cholera, and more often
than not the kind which takes people off without delay.
However, I recovered from that relapse and the
convalescence seemed to work for about two days. Then I had
a second relapse; I had a severely upset stomach and I was
sent away from Paris to this house in the country, owned by
the parents of Father Leon Le Vavasseur. They have taken
very good care of me in the eight or so days I have been here,
so I am now feeling much better. The fever left me on the third
day and my stomach settled to the extent that I consider
myself cured. However I will not be returning to Paris until I
have made a complete recovery.
I am still too feeble to reply to the two letters you sent. I will
only say that I felt very upset because your letters were seen
by our confreres in Paris; the first was actually addressed to
Father Lannurien 1 and the second arrived when I was at my
lowest ebb and it was read by the confreres.

1
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What you wrote, how you wrote, and the fiery words with
which you made your demands, caused a great deal of
concern for everybody in the Mother House. For my own part,
I was worried, not about the matters involved, which we can
discuss later, but because it concerns questions of the utmost
importance; but you seem to have come to your decisions in a
thoughtless and excitable frame of mind. You appear to have
ignored the feelings of the rest of the Congregation because
there was virtually no consultation on the question. You
threatened to contact other religious orders if I did not
immediately give in to your demands and all that was
contained in the letter you wrote even before arriving in Africa.
Your second letter, written from the mission itself, underlined
what you said in the first and caused further pain to all the
confreres.
I have used my enforced rest to think seriously about the
whole matter. While I was considering the affair, I was
convinced that I would soon be meeting my Maker because I
was so ill. I assure you, that in those moments, when mere
human considerations seemed of no importance Whatsoever, I
was just as hurt and worried as I am at present. For the love of
God, please use more moderate language, think of the whole
Community and do not speak in a way calculated to bring
disunity into our ranks.
I expect you from now on to stop being indifferent to what
concerns our Congregation of the Holy Spirit. I am certain, for
my part, the tone in which you write is only your unfortunate
way of putting ttlings. If your really were indifferent, I assure
you it still would not lessen the sincere regard in which I hold
you both. Nor can it diminish the commitment with which I will
do everything possible for the good of the mission. But writing
as you did muddies the waters and causes awkwardness and
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disharmony. Why do you think Propaganda Fide' has put
. missions· in the hands of religious congregations, allowing
them to propose candidates to beVicars Apostolic? Surely it is
because Rome wants to see the Missions being run in a
concerted way. This unity is so important and even necessary
for the success of the mission, but it is simply being destroyed
by your brusque and abrasive way of expressing yourselves.
You mentioned in your second letter that you have the grace
of state. It was read out to me when my sickness was at its
height. I felt in mortal danger and I said to myself: "If I were to
appear before God, what. would what would I have to say
about the attitude which lay behind these letters?" I was
certainly convinced that they were not written under the
influence of the grace of state!
I would not use words like these unless I was sure that I could
depend on your feelings for me and that you were convinced
of my love for both of you. You are bishops, and I am nothing
but a poor man, but I know who I am speaking to and you
know me well enough to allow me to speak in this way. So I
tell you that you have leapt into enumerating your needs far
too quickly and in words which are severe and rigid. That is
not the way the Spirit of God works. I am convinced that if you
do not deal with matters more gently, slowly and wisely, you
will reverse all the good that has been done in your mission
and may even cause it irreparable damage.
For the moment, I will limit myself to saying the following: I am
sorry if I have caused you any suffering and I forgive you for
what you have said to me. Your words caused me anxiety
rather than suffering, but I place all my trust in God. It is He
who will guide and enlighten you.
1
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I will deal with this matter at I more length in another letter. To
put your minds at rest, I can tell you that we have all but
abandoned the idea of sending personnel to the colonies. We
are convinced that we are doing the right thing because of the
great needs of your mission of Guinea. It looks as. if our
negotiations regarding Mauritius will not come to anything.
That means we will probably be able to send you more
missionaries than we had first intended. You are just
beginning the rainy season out there, but if you want us to
send somebody to you before Autumn, then let us know. Tell
us also if the mission is willing to pay for their outward
passage. From all appearances, the Government is not very
eager to cover the costs.
I beseech you once again, not to be so impatient, severe, or
thoughtless in the way you run the mission. Do not cut
yourselves off from the Community, and do nothing without
consulting it. If you carryon as you have threatened in your
two letters, you will cause nothing but confusion.
Father Briot is busy seeing to the purchases you asked him to
make. There is one point however which needs clearing up. In
the matter of wooden planks, you have asked for twenty five
cubic metres. With that number of planks you could build a
whole town! All the forests of Alsace and the Vosges would
not suffice to supply enough wood and the cost would run into
more than a million francs. I presume that somebody has
made a mistake. I have asked Father Briot to buy a
reasonable quantity of planks, unless you indicate in your next
letter just how many you want.
Please write a letter which can preserve and increase the love
between us. I can assure you that it has not yet diminished,
but I have to admit that we are worried.
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Please give my warmest regards to all the confreres' .
My dear Bishops, I remain in Jesus and Mary you most
devoted and poorest servant.
F. Libermann, priest

A further letter from Libermann to these bishops on the same subject can be
found in Chapter VI, Text 7.

1
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Advice on financial administration
To Bishop Bessieux1

This letter shows the prudence which Father Libermann sought to
instil in both bishops of the Two Guineas concerning the proper use
offunds. Even though they had overspent their financial allocations,
he was still able to speak with fraternal charity to them and make
excuses for them in the light of their inexperience. He also makes an
important statement about administrative policy: even though they
are bishops. the mission belongs to the Congregation of the Holy
Spirit. They cannot do just what they like without taking the
Congregation into consideration.

Dear Bishop Bessieux,

30 th August 1850

It is a long time since we have sent you any news. But first of
all, I want to comment on the material affairs of your dear
Mission.
Since last year, Bishop Kobes had been asking me to
approach the Propagation of the Faith in Paris on his behalf,
seeking funds to build the church of Our Lady of the Gambia.
He was asking for an extremely large amount of money so I
hesitated to carry out his wishes. I was pretty sure I would not
be successful and I did not want to antagonise that same
Society. So I asked them for ten thousand francs instead of
the fifty thousand the bishop wanted. I had come to realise
that the Council was not prepared to spend large amounts of
money on buildings; there was no way they would agree to
give fifty thousand francs for the bUilding of a church, no
1
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matter important the missionaries reckoned it to be. But
Bishop Kobes insisted that I make that request, so I went
ahead and presented it exactly as he wished, whether for the
building of a church or of a mission compound.
It was a very large sum and when added to your own note
asking for funds, it was indeed a substantial amount of money.
However, I wanted to avoid causing the two of you and your
missionaries any worry, and at the same time to maintain the
perfect harmony which exists between us. So I presented the
case but I am afraid the result will not please either of you. I
learnt indirectly that the central Council of Paris was less than
pleased with your requests. They are also very unhappy at the
overspending that has taken place in Guinea and they now
fear that because of a lack of good administration, the Mission
is in a state of collapse! They told me to expect an official
letter from the Council expressing these fears, which would
also inform me of the wishes of the Council for the
missionaries to save as much money as possible. They said
they would even ask me to send fewer missionaries to West
Africa, since they felt that we had sent too many already.
I am not trying to alarm you; this is a passing storm and there
will be no lasting consequences. It is possible they may
reduce our allocation this year, but even that is not certain.
But there are a few things to which I would like to draw your
attention:
1) In the first place, you must take greater care in spending
money. You have to economise, without, of course, putting the
health of the missionaries at risk in any way.
2) While continuing to seek the salvation of these poor,
abandoned people, you must try to be patient and calm in all
your apostolic activity. Continue to be energetic in your work,

459
but in a spirit of prudent direction and administration. God
readily gives such a spirit to those he has chosen to guide his
work. He will give to you and Bishop Kobes the wisdom,
prudence and moderation so necessary for what he has
entrusted to you. You need courage, peace, interior humility
and confidence in God alone, but always linked to a healthy
Christian distrust of your own opinions and strengths.
3) You need to develop a robust attitude, not so much to fight
against external opposition, although that will certainly not be
lacking, but to struggle against yourselves in the midst
sufferings, contradictions and obstacles, so as not to be
worried or overmuch depressed by them. Learn how to bear
such troubles with the calm expected from a true man of God.
4) Do everything in your power to maintain peace and unity
between you two bishops and between both of you and
ourselves. Do all you can to preserve this solidarity and make
it even stronger. It is the only possible way of achieving any
good and of being able to face the innumerable difficulties
which you will continually meet.
5) In all the things I am doing for you at this end, you must
allow me a certain latitude. You are well aware that I desire
the good of your Mission as much as you do. But if I feel that I
should follow a different course to the one you recommend, I
obviously have my own very good reasons for doing so. You
ought to know by now that I am not stubborn in holding on to
my own ideas come what may. So if I act contrary to what you
expect, you can presume it is in the best interest of the
Mission. Also I know the situation here at home better than
you do, so I am able to adapt to circumstances in a way that
you may not understand. If Bishop Kobes had not been so
insistent on my putting his unreasonable demands to the
Propagation of the Faith, and if I had not feared a rift between
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. myself and the two of you, I would have thought twice about
asking for such a large sum of money. Personally I would have
asked for forty thousand francs less and would possibly have
got more than they actually gave us. I would also have spared
both of you considerable embarrassment, because these
people now consider you are unrealistic in demanding so
much and think that you are not good administrators. If I had
followed my own instincts, I would not have raised their
concerns for the future of a mission which they now consider
to be "lost" - that is the very word they used!
But I repeat that you can set your minds at rest because I
guarantee that this storm will cause no permanent harm. Their
fears 'will abate, but try to make things easier for me by being
wise and moderate in the way you run the Mission, without of
course abandoning your dedication to the salvation of souls.
When the wind blows into the sails of a ship, it starts moving
forward. But if you leave the boat entirely at the mercy of the
wind, it will soon go off course and be in danger of hitting the
rocks. It is the wind that pushes the ship forward, but it is the
experience and skill of the captain which will ensure that the
wind is used to the greatest effect.
I would ask you not to discuss these matters yet with bishop
Kobes. I am going to write to him myself at the end of the rainy
season, to tell him what I have just said to you. I will not talk to
him for the moment for fear of upsetting him and bringing on
some sickness.
Now I have to mention another matter which is very important.
Bishop Kobes said one day that to help the novitiate, you were
ready to donate one thousand francs for every missionary
priest we send to you in Guinea. I personally think that things
should be done on a more regular basis. That would be better
since it would be more consistent with our Rules, which say

I

461

that the different communities around the world should help
towards the upkeep of the Mother House, in other words, of
the novitiate. With a regular annual contribution, we at home
would be able to calculate much better the amount we would
receive year by year and could more easily measure our
resources against our personnel. Finally, the reason which
seems the most important to me is that by giving a fixed help
every year, the Mission would be united to the whole
Congregation and see itself as part of the family. The Mother
House would then be able to keep itself going and send new
children out to the Missions.
If, on the other hand, you pay a thousand francs for each
missionary you receive, you would be treating us like
strangers. There is something· not quite right about that,
because we end up with two spheres of interest facing up to
each other. On the one hand, we have a Mission making an
agreement with a Congregation in order to get missionaries,
and on the other, a Congregation entering into a business deal
with a Mission. The latter is an abnormal and inconvenient
way of doing things. It is unfortunate, because it is based on
mere justice and self interest and not on the charity and unity
expected of a family. It comes from an idea of Bishop Kobes,
(which I consider wrong) that has been the underlying cause
of all the troubles that arose between us soon after we set foot
on the coast. I do not know if you also agree with this point of .
view.
The idea I am criticising consists in the belief that as soon as
you were named Vicar Apostolic, the Mission stopped being
that of the Congregation and became your own. I regard that
opinion as being both dangerous and inexact. I think it is
dangerous, because it could give rise to disunity and cause
discouragement in the Community. It could also produce a
certain coolness among the African missionaries in their
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relations with the Mother House and, as a result, cause them
to be unfaithful to their Rule of Life. It would all depend on the
attitude of the bishops who come after you.
The idea in my opinion is also inexact. I believe that the Holy
See confided the Mission tqour Congregation and chose men
of this Congregation to be bishops who would govern it. Only
the bishops have the power, and only they have the
responsibility as regards the administration of the mission.
That is why the Superior General has no other right than that
of giving advice and making observations about things, but he
cannot interfere in what concerns either spiritual or temporal
rule. So if I am correct, the Mission is yours but it is also ours.
But it is neither yours nor ours separately, but belongs to the
Supreme Pontiff who has asked the Congregation of the Holy
Spirit to work there and for you to administer it. Because of
that, the result is perfect union between us in the same work
for the glory of God, each playing his own part.
I now return to what I said earlier about the offer made by
Bishop Kobes. I felt that the moment was not right for bringing
up the question of an increased subsidy towards the rising
costs of running our training programme in France, so I simply
accepted the offer that he had made. Since we have already
sent twelve confreres to the mission, we ought to receive
twelve thousand francs (1,000 francs for each one). I wrote to
Bishop Kobes suggesting that we retain only 8,000 francs this
year, so as not to impose too great a burden on the mission all
at once, and that we would take the remaining 4,000 next
us
year. I told him that the Propagation of the Faith had
54,000 francs, including the 4,000 francs for Galam. Father
We are talking here of the Bakel region in the upper reaches of the Senegal
river. For more information on the opening of this mission see N. D.
Complements, pp. 315-316.
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Briot had already sent him a statement of the amount of
money he had received, the expenses incurred and the
balance that remains in his account.
But we were stunned when, Bishop Kobes, who seems to be
determined to pile on the pain, sent us more demands for
goods, which not only used up all the 8,000 francs that we
were to keep for the novitiate but also put the mission in debt
to us for 3 to 4,000 francs. We were obliged to sell some
shares immediately to cover the costs. If that situation were to
be repeated in the next two years we would be forced to send
away half our novices.
Please look into the matter and give Bishop Kobes some
advice, but with gentleness, calm and moderation for fear that
it might make him too upset. Bishop Kobes is a man of great
potential. He has very good judgement, but because of his
lack of experience and maturity, he rushes into things and is
unable to manage people and finances very well. He always
stands on his authority when he is dealing with us. I fear he
has too much confidence in his own ideas. He seems to me to
take things on with great enthusiasm but with little reflection as
to the likely consequences. He really must learn to act calmly,
wisely and according to the mind of God. I beg you, my dear
bishop, always act with prudence and moderation. God is with ,
us, so everything will work out well in the end.
.
As you are anxious to open the Mission of Galam with Father·
Arlabosse in charge, and as Bishop Kobes seems to be of the
same mind, I have been working on this plan and everything is
now in order. The Government is giving 15,000 francs for this
year, so joined together with the 4,000 francs coming from the
Propagation, it should cover the costs of establishing the new
mission and allow the missionaries to survive until 1851 with
no difficulty. The Government is giving the missions 9,000
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francs per year, plus 1,000 for the repairs. Father Arlabosse is
leaving for Guinea with Father Blanchet and Father Simonet.
There will also be three Brothers: Brother Marie, a carpenter, a
Brother shoemaker and Brother Jules, who can turn his hand
to anything. That is not the little Brother Jules, who left the
Congregation for health reasons.
Propaganda Fide has not judged it opportune to set up the
Vicariate of Senegambia just yet and the Prefecture of Saint
Louis cannot be reunited with Senegambia for the moment.
We must be patient because it will all happen in due course. I
am not giving you the details now: I think I already talked
about them, but in any case, Bishop Kobes will tell you all
about it.
Your letters of May and June made me happy, in spite of all
your pains and difficulties. I can see that your soul is filled with
peace and confidence; that is a sure sign that the Spirit of God
is with you.
You told me that you have given up any idea of getting
involved with the culture of the local people. Your reasons
seem right and proper, but it is difficult for me to offer any
advice on the matter. Always follow God's inspirations and he
will bless you. It is possible that what is not to be attempted in
one particular place, may meet with success elsewhere. In this
case, it may serve you better to have a general rule. See and
judge for yourself; God will guide you and he will bless you.
Do not worry about the missionaries in Senegambia. Only two
or three of them are causing problems for Bishop Kobes. We
always have to expect difficulties from a few individuals; we
must correct them and support them for some benefit will
come of it in the end. Here at home, we are taking great care
to accept only those who have a good and flexible
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temperament. But people can change a little when they go on
the missions and that makes it difficult for us to know in
advance how they will eventually turn out.
I think perhaps you are being a bit severe on the question of
fasting and abstinence, but your reasoning on this matter has
impressed us. Once again, I say that God is with you so you
should act as he inspires you. You will learn by experience. If
fasting and abstinence can be kept up, then undoubtedly you
do well in introducing it. I approve of your ruling as regards the
Community. There is no difficulty about hearing the
confessions of confreres during the time of prayer. Our Rules
only forbid hearing the confessions of lay people at that time,
in case we use it as an excuse to give up prayer altogether.
You also ask about recreation: we add an extra fifteen minutes
to recreation on Sundays in the novitiate, so we can easily
allow the same for the missions.
I am very unhappy at not being able to send Father Graviere
back to you. He is not well and it will take a long time before
his stomach is better. It would be wrong of me to send him
back to Africa in his present state of health. Senegambia is
losing a good missionary in Father Ronarc'h. At present, he is
at Notre Dame du Gard, but I fear there is no hope for him as
he is dying of a chest disease. He may still live for another
year or two because only one lung is affected, but it is still very
serious.
My own health is fairly good apart from rather frequent attacks,
which means I have to be extra careful. Father Le Vavasseur
from Reunion is with me now; he is going to stay at the Paris
Seminary where he will be the Superior. That will give me the
chance to spend five or six months each year at Notre Dame
du Gard.
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The bishops for the colonies have been named, so I am
extremely busy getting everything ready for them. I will be
freer when it is all over and I will be able to get down to
sending letters to my dear confreres in Guinea. Please be
patient for another two months. I presume the bishops will
have left by then and I will be at liberty once more. It is very
important for the glory of God to put the colonies on a sound
footing, but it will not happen unless I pay serious attention to
the matter. It is worth any trouble and making a little sacrifice
of my time is nothing new to me.
At the end of last year we all met at Notre Dame du Gard. We
had a council meeting to regulate all sorts of things which
lasted a full week, with five hours a day of discussions. Then
we made our retreat together, during which I gave a daily talk.
We finished with the solemn renewal of our consecration to
the apostolate. Our Rules contain no text for such a renewal,
so I composed one for the occasion. I am sending you a copy
which you can also use. Those of us in vows renewed them in
private before the Blessed Sacrament. Only Father Le
Vavasseur was allowed to renew his solemnly in the presence
of us all.
Please give my warmest regards to our confreres. I embrace
them in the love of Jesus Christ. I will write as soon as
possible to dear Father Lossedat. At the moment I am too
busy dealing with the departure which is to take place today,
so I have no time to write just now. I had hoped to do it in the
last few days but I have had migraine for three days and could
do nothing. Today, thankfully, I am a little better, otherwise I
do not know how I could have managed to write this letter to
you.
Your devoted servant in the love of Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann, superior
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When a missionary can no longer work
because of sickness
To Father Pierre Logie/

2

Father Pierre Logier entered the novitiate at Easter, 1849. He left
.f(Jr Guinea the following year. but had to return to France a little
less than twelve months later due to some kind of mental illness.
However, he improved sufficiently to be able to lead an almost
normal life at Notre Dame du Gard where. he taught theology. There
was a long delay in sending him back to Guinea. He finally made it
there but died soon after in 1859 at the age or thirty-three. How
should one carry on with one's life during a time ()f'inactivity caused
by health problems?
Paris 6th May 1851

My very dear Confrere,
May the peace of our Lord Jesus Christ fill your soul!
I have just been having another look at your letter of 13th
February and I hope that my reply will encourage and help you
to remain in the peace of Jesus and Mary. May it also help you
to live in humility of heart and submission to the good pleasure
of God, whatever the cost.
The goodness of Jesus has chosen you out of many other
seminarians to offer up yourself for his glory and for the
salvation of the poor and unfortunate people of Guinea. Let
God decide for himself how he wishes to sacrifice his victim.
For your part, keep your soul in peace and your heart in
contentment because you are at the disposal of Our Lord who
does what he wants with you.
, N. D. XIII, pp.138-139
2

See Index of Names
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What else can you do apart from leaving yourself in his hands
in order to be all that seems good to him? The best and most
perfect thing you can do is to remain completely submissive
and abandoned to his will. You seem to be unhappy because
your Superiors are making you do menial tasks; I know you
would much rather that they used you for some great work in
the service of other people.
But there are two ways of working for the salvation of souls,
one active and the otlier passive. The active way consists in
instructing people and performing the other outward functions
of the sacred ministry. The passive way means suffering
according to what God decides for us. I can assure you that
the second way is infinitely more useful than the first. Look at
the Immaculate Heart of Mary and the sufferings she endured
for the salvation of the world! Mary never went about
preaching the Gospel of her Son, but suffered in her heart;
that was the personal apostolate given to Mary. But was she
not the greatest of all the Apostles? And Jesus himself left the
work and incomparable success to his apostles, while he
suffered and died for the salvation of the world, showing us
that the true apostolate consists in self-immolation. So accept
your sufferings with peace and love.
Now you have no need to go searching for something to do for
tlie glory of God. Never say to yourself that you are not as
useful as another person. For the moment, God has given you
an apostolate of suffering and later on, you will work for him as
and when he sees fit.
Above all, have peace in your soul, happiness in your heart,
and calm in your mind. Don't worry about anything, absolutely
nothing! Be like a little child in the bosom of his loving family:
he has no worries and spends his days full of happiness.

.... ,
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May you be filled with the peace of Jesus and Mary.
I remain yours in their holy love,

F.Libennann,Superior
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Faith-filled words for a dying person
To Brother Auguste Pagnie,J

Brother Augusti was scarcely out of the novitiate, when he was
diagnosed as sufFering from advanced tuberculosis, which at that
time was incurable. Father Libermann had great affection for the
Brothers and in this letter he is preparing him for death. Bv this
time. Libermann could/eel his own strength/adingfast. His leller is
full of kindness, the spirit of the Gmpel and simplicity of heart when
faced with death.
Paris, 26 th July 1851

My very dear Brother,
I have heard that it would ease your mind to receive a letter
from me and I now hasten to satisfy your wishes.
You have to be patient, for the moment of glory is getting
nearer. The wedding feast of the spotless Lamb is about to
take place, but the preparations for it involve a lot of work and
pain. The closer you get to that great day, the more you can
expect to suffer. Prepare your soul for that by,humility,
recollection, the love of God, gentleness and mortification in
your suffering.
Let me explain these things to you:
1) Humility. Consider your soul it its smallness before God,
who is completely good and merciful. Think about your sins,
your weakness and your faults and so keep yourself small
1

7.

.

N. D. XIII, pp. 243,245
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before him. You must feel very tiny and full of gratitude for his
infinite goodness towards you. Be full of confidence, for he
loves you and wants to take you to himself. His plan is to place
you in the assembly of his angels and saints, to let you sing,
praise, bless and adore for ever the infinite mercies he has
shown you.
2) Recollection. I think, my very dear Brother, that there is no
need for you to try to spend all day in prayer. You must not
make great efforts to do that, but turn your mind to Jesus
whenever you can. Repeat again and again simple little
prayers. If you don't have enough strength for that, just make
them in your mind. Concentrate on sacrificing your whole
being, heart and soul, to Our Lord.
3) The love of God. You are probably not able to have feelings
of love for Jesus at the moment. They are not at all necessary:
love consists in being perfectly submissive to his holy will,
accepting not only your pain and sickness, but also the
mistakes, forgetfulness, and negligence of those who are
looking after you. Bear with all of that for the love of God and
with the desire of pleasing him. That is to be your way of
loving.
4) Gentleness. Imitate Jesus with whom you are going to be
united for all eternity. He was as gentle as a lamb towards the
people who tormented him so horribly and maliciously. You
are his beloved child, and must resemble him by the loving
gentleness and patience you show towards your dear brothers
in religion. You have this advantage, which Jesus did not
have: He was tortured by people who hated him, whilst you
have only small things to put up with from those who love you
tenderly and wish to make you happy. I underline that point,
because I have learned from experience that sick people,
once they are weakened, are liable to become impatient. Be
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careful about that, my dear Brother, so that you remain close
to Jesus and Mary. When you are annoyed, look at your
beloved Saviour and glance at your gentle and loving Mother.
Look into her eyes, for she will encourage you and strengthen
you.
5) Mortification. My poor child, you will probably be astonished
that I am speaking to you about mortification. But I am not
going to tell you to impose penance on yourself in addition to
what the good Lord is giving you already. Although your pains
are not fierce, it takes a great deal of courage to bear them
when they are' so continuous. Lift your mind and heart to
Calvary and God will give you the strength you need. When
you are tired of being in bed, consider Jesus with his torn
body, covered in blood, hanging on the wood of the cross,
attached to it by nails. When you feel thirsty, think of Jesus
who felt the same! When you find it hard to breathe and
experience heart palpitations, look at Jesus hanging there,
with his swollen chest and his weakness of heart and
remember that all of that was undergone for love for you.
Finally, my dear Brother, don't be preoccupied about the food
you are getting or other pleasures of this world. You no longer
belong to this earth, but to Jesus. You are his child, one of his
angels, and you are destined to follow the Lamb wherever he
goes.
Farewell, my dear child. I shall come on the 9th or 10th of
August. You can surely wait until then! However, it may be
asking too much; if you want to depart sooner, ask your good
Master to take you. I will not forget you before God.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,

F.Libermann, Superior
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Supporting a Superior who has a
Difficult confrere in his community
To Father Graviere1

Father Jerome Graviere was "a serious man, of proven virtue. with
a strong mind and a firm and constant character" (N. D. VII. p.
437/, He had previously met with difficulties while running the
community of the Holy Heart 'of Mary in Senegal. Now he was
superior of the house in Bordeaux and was faced with other
problems caused by certain members of his community. He
complained that Libermann was not offering him sufficient support
in his difficult task. He replies to his complaints and shares with him
his own experience in looking after communities 3

Paris 22 nd October 1851
My very dear Confrere,
The document which I enclose is addressed to you but
contains advice and observations which are meant for the
whole community and so I am writing it in such a way that you
can show it to Father Vaugeois. This letter I am writing now is
for your eyes only and contains advice and observations that
concern' you, either as regards your own self or concerning
your function as Superior of the Community. I shall speak
frankly and simply but please realise that what I am saying
comes from an affectionate heart and that there is no element
of rancour or displeasure involved. I really wish us to be of one
mind and hope that the running of our different communities
will be a copy of what is happening here in my own
1 N. D. XIII, pp.331-336
) See Index of Names
3 Cf. leller to Father Lossedat, 13'" April 1846, N. D. VIII, pp.109-115
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community. That is why I want to speak quite openly, without
holding anything back from you.
1) You seem to think that I tend to take the side of a confrere
against his superior. This is totally untrue and furthermore, it
would be stupid of me to act in that way. That is not at all the
way I treated our priests in Guinea when you were there. All
the facts you brought up from some time ago in no way prove
that you are correct in what you say now. Some of them are
wrong and others do not apply to what we are discussing at
this moment. I will tell you exactly how I act in such situations.
a) In the first place, I do not, nor ever have decided
against a superior, even when he was in the wrong. On
the other hand, I do not tell the Superior he is right
when he is wrong: that is to say, I do not support his
error, above all, when it concerns a point of our rule. I
will rather examine the act or the words of the superior
which led to the objection being made, explaining his
conduct to the plaintiff. But sometimes, I give no
explanation at all, simply saying that the superior had
his reasons for acting in this way and reminding them of
the obedience to which we have committed ourselves.
b) I am very cautious when dealing with confreres who are
less than perfect, stubborn, or under a certain strain. I
try to speak to them with moderation, gentleness and
discretion. That is probably why you are not very happy
with me. Your own character is still rather inflexible; you
are a bit peremptory and cling to your own ideas.
Because of that, you feel that my words do not always
conform to your 'opinions or wishes and you go so far
as to misinterpret what I said to the confreres who
made complaints about you. I shall return to this point in
a moment. If that is how I act when a superior is in the
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wrong, all the more reason for me to act like that when
it is the confrere who is at fault.
You also add that I listen too readily to people who are
dissatisfied. You mentioned this to me in the past. But I
have no choice but to listen to those who have
complaints. If I refused, I would be closing my heart to
all who are unhappy. Their situation would get worse,
and I would be putting myself in a position where I
could no longer help them. For the love of God, put
away all such ideas and pay no more attention to them.
Such thoughts are just temptations; you should realise
that and act accordingly. I believe these feelings come
to you because you are still over sensitive, inflexible
and attached to your own ideas. You have struggled for
a long time against those weaknesses, but you have
not yet won the war.
Let me tell you now what I usually say when dealing
with such a case. I state clearly that we are never right
when we are against our superior. Even when we are
right, we are wrong. Try to have the same attitude. Be
closely united with me in heart and mind and in the way
you treat your confreres. Help me in my task of guiding
the community over which you have been placed, so
that I in turn may be better able to assist you.
Above all, take great care never to complain about me
in front of your confreres, nor show the least
displeasure, even when I happen to be totally wrong. If
you did this, you would be failing God, harming your
confreres and undermining your own authority. How
can you expect your confreres not to grumble when
they hear you doing exactly the same thing? Moreover,
the authority of a superior general will always be more
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respected and his gUidance more readily followed than
that of a lesser superior. So the criticism uttered by the
latter about the superior general will always, sooner or
later, have a bad effect on morale and especially do
harm to confreres who are trying to be faithful. I am
saying all this to you, not because I have received
complaints against you, but because it is natural for us
to mention any displeasure we feel. For that reason, I
consider it useful to warn you and I am sure that you
will heed my advice.
2) As regards keeping the Rule, I am fully convinced that you
are devoted to it and that your confreres say the same thing
about you. Nevertheless, I would like to mention that I have
received some complaints in this regard. Perhaps I am using
the wrong word, for they were more accurately "observations".
I have, of course, judged them for what they are worth,
realising that what has happened might be because of the
exceptional situation of your community, that probably caused
a certain amount of non-observance of the Rule. Moreover,
Father Schwindenhammer's visit has given me further proof of
your commitment in this matter. But I feel I ought to repeat to
you what I have heard. Please do not try to guess who sent
these remarks to me and do not get upset by them: it is normal
for all of us to feel that some people are against us.
It was meritioned that sometimes you have acted against the
rUle, on the principle that the superior of a community has the
right to do so. This complaint had no effect on me, because I
cannot believe that you would think that way. But I wondered
if, because of the difficulties you are having with Father
Vaugeois, you might have said something which although not
reflecting that this is how you feel about the rUle, might have
led some confreres to think along those lines, especially, if
they feel disappointed about some decision you have made in
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their regard. Please do not bother yourself about such small
problems, but put them all down to experience.
Be careful how you say things, so that your confreres will
always see that you are basing everything on the rule and on
obedience whenever you exercise authority. Avoid giving the
impression that you prefer your own will to what is prescribed
in the Rule or to the desires of the superior general. Since all
authority of a lesser superior comes from this twofold source, it
will be respected when it is clear that his way of running a
community is always consistent with those two foundations. I
consider this the most important point to remember when
guiding a community and trying to maintain a good spirit
among the members.
I will now speak about the guidance of your community. I know
you are in a difficult position, having to deal with Father
Vaugeois 1 who has an awkward character and has lost the
religious spirit. I greatly sympathise with you for all you are
going through because of him. Be patient and have courage
and confidence. When the moment is opportune, we shall be
able to send you help - and we will try to make that day come
sooner rather than later. I trust that God will then give you
much consolation in compensation for what you are suffering
now. For the moment, try to live in harmony with him as far as
possible.
It is unfortunate that he looks for advice from outsiders. I
would have liked to forbid him to go to confession to them, but
I was afraid he would lose his temper. Anyway, I do not think
that such an action on my part would remedy the situation. If
Father Vaugeois was forced to go to confession to you, it
would in no way change his attitude towards you. He wants
1

He left the Congregation three years later.
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perfect freedom of action in his work for the soldiers, and
wants to do everything according to his own ideas. But it is not
only himself who is involved. He is trying to use Brother Louis
for his own ends.
We need to distinguish between two situations here - the
internal and external organisation of the work - because
Father Vaugeois is doing just that. As regards the internal
organisation, it would be well to give him as much latitude as
possible regarding taking classes, giving instructions and
religious conferences etc. However:
a) The superior must know everything that is going on,
and make the decisions regarding all that concerns the
discipline and good order of the house and the rules.
For example, he has to agree to the times of meetings,
how long they last, and so on.
b) Secondly, the superior has the right to intervene in
everything that concerns the internal direction of any
work undertaken by any confrere. In practice, however,
he should leave people as free as possible, unless in
exceptional cases it is imperative that he gets involved.
Generally, a superior should not block confreres in the
practice of their works of zeal, or hamper them in any
way. He would be doing exactly that if he wanted to
interfere in the internal affairs of a work for which a
confrere is responsible.
As regards the external aspects of a work, for example,
relations with outsiders like military authorities, soldiers in their
barracks and benefactors, in principle, such relations with civil
and ecclesiastical authorities belong to the superior. Once
your small community is properly set up, that is how things
should be. However, at present, it will be difficult for you to
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control Father Vaugeois in this way. Nevertheless I will insist
that no arrangements are to be made with outsiders without
your approval. I shall write to Father Vaugeois stating this and
making clear that he must not deal directly with the authorities
himself.
As for Brother Louis, he is to take orders only from you. Not
only may he not be employed in the work, except with your
permission, but the exact details of his employment are to be
regulated by yourself. Otherwise, Brother Louis will be
uncontrollable. You will need to take great care that he does
not get involved with outsiders. He would be a disaster and will
end by' acting very imprudently, to the detriment of the whole
Community. Father Vaugeois said in his letter to me that
Father Schwindenhammer had put the work for the soldiers
into his hands. That is not exact: Father Schwindenhammer
said to me that he did nothing of the sort. In actual fact, it is
not the place of a Visitor, but of the Superior, to take such
decisions.
. To sum up, I ask you to be gentle in the way you deal with
Father Vaugeois. Please remember his weakness and
imperfection. Do not say anything that might hurt his pride and
avoid, as much as possible, any friction, disputes or even
discussions. Do not stand on your authority when you are
speaking with 'him. You must always be very determined to
uphold the Rule and good order, but in practice you should be
gentle, moderate, and humble. Please read the two chapters
of the second part of our Rules, from page 166 to page 184.
In my letter of the 21 st , I did not talk about the gifts and
stipends which Father Vaugeois frequently receives. Once
again, in principle, every gift made to members of the
Congregation should be accepted only with the express
permission (in certain cases, with the presumed permission) of
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the superior. And what is received should be handed over
purely and simply to him, with no benefit to the person who
received the gift. However, I think it will be difficult to force
Father Vaugeois to keep this rule. I will therefore content
myself with telling him that the Rule states that all gifts and
stipends be handed over to the superior.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
Fr. Libermann

The Superior General was able to encourage the missionaries at a
distance by using" Visitors ", who were equivalent to Legates.

.•
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Libermannand Apostolic
Communities
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Ecclesiastical authority and the Religious
Charism
To M. Le Vavasseur

1

Writing about the respect that must be shown when explaining the
'Workfor the Black People' to Bishop Collie/, Libermann expresses
his thoughts on the relationship that should exist between Episcopal
authority and a religious community. Tn the Church, authority must
always respect the diversity of vocations and of works.

Monsieur Le Vavasseur,
Sub-deacon in the Seminary of Saint Sulpice, Paris
Rome, July 12th , 1840
My very dear Brother,
We must thank and bless Our Lord and his Mother from the
bottom of our hearts for all the goodness they have shown and
. all the encouragement they have given us. If our discussions
with Bishop Collier work out well and the Lord blesses our
plans, then things should progress satisfactorily. We have
reason to hope that the Bishop will take steps in Cambrai to
get us a small house; if he has not yet promised it, it is
because he is still not sure of success,
What I like very much about the Bishop is that he does not
approach things purely from his own interest. Of course, he is
concerned about the good of his diocese, but, at the same
time, he does not want to harm the work that we are
1

N.D. II, pp. 85-88

2
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proposing. He can see how it would help him, but he does not
give the impression that he wants the project to fit in with his
own ideas and visions at all costs; he is happy to let us follow
the will of God, according to the ideas that Our Lord has given
us about the work to be undertaken.
This approach is something I have not met anywhere until
now, yet I believe it is very wise and in conformity with God's
will. Most people want to change and organise matters
according to their own ideas, but very often this opposes or
even destroys the plans of God. It also goes against common
sense: those who have been planning such projects have a
much better idea of what. is needed than somebody who is
looking in from the outside and is therefore more likely to
judge superficially. Moreover, those who have devoted
themselves completely to a plan which God has prompted
them to undertake can lose some of their enthusiasm when
they are forced to abandon half their project and settle for
something that differs considerably from His original design.
We all have the same problem; we end up by putting too much
of ourselves into the venture. Whenever we judge as men,
relying completely on human reason, this is how things will go.
We feel we have to change and modify things, for there are no
two minds which think alike; each individual has his own point
of view. But when we try to look at the problems through the
eyes of God, we will reach agreement more readily, because
we are all placing our trust in the same God and his designs.
We will be ready to yield to others and not be so keen to
scrutinise every detail of their plans to see if they are making a
mistake. We realise that even if they are lacking experience,
they will eventually acquire it by God's grace; and if they are
men of good will, they will revise their ideas when they
discover that they are wrong.
When I went to see Cardinal Fransoni, he said nothing about
making changes; I soon learnt that it is the policy of the
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Propaganda not to disturb people but to let them follow their
own path. The Cardinal was talking about one country that is
very much in need of help, but. he suddenly corrected himself
in mid sentence, saying, "Excuse me, I was forgetting that
your project is aimed solely at the Black people". Everybody
else, apart from the Propaganda and Bishop Collier, wanted to
change things so that they would reflect their own point of .
view.
There is no great difficulty about starting the novitiate next
year. However, it might be good to delay a little so that I can
visit some dioceses and look for suitable priests that the good
Lord may be calling to this work. In this way, we could form a
complete community from the start and not have io send men
out to the missions who had not had the experience of living
the Rule in its entirety.
It would be better if we could begin immediately, but that is not
possible. So we must delay the opening until the end of winter.
It is good not to act too hastily in case we start running ahead
of the good Lord; our job is to follow him faithfully, step by
step, not to get there before he does. In any case, it would be
difficult to decide anything in the next two months. After that,
we will have a better idea of how matters are evolving. So let
us follow the inspirations that the Lord sends us, in the same
way as a ship's course is dictated by the direction from which
the wind is blowing.
On the subject of money, I have no particular needs at the
moment. But I think it might be wise to keep some in reserve
in case God wishes me to make a small tour of some French
dioceses as I mentioned above. Other needs could arise as
well.
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I wrote a letter to M. Bureau a long time ago, but since then,
nobody has said anything about him. In your next letter, let me
know how he is getting on and if he is persevering with his
good intentions.
I am happy to hear of the good morale of all our dear
confreres. We must pray constantly to our Lord and the
Blessed Virgin that they will all grow in holiness and
commitment. May the peace and love of our Lord, Jesus
Christ grow and increase in your soul and in the souls of all
those dear confreres.

'f

Yours in the love of Jesus and Mary,

F. Libermann
P.S.: Please send me news of M. Maigna 1 .ls he alive or
dead?

1

.

M. Ma"lgna was a seminarian at lssy. At first, he was opposed to Libermann, but

later became a fervent disciple, Maigna had said: "If you only knew how I much I
,
detest you!": Libermann replied, "If you only knew how much !'love you! ". (N.D. ,,:':
,

I, p. 290)
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The Provisional Rule of the Missionaries
of the Holy Heart of Mary
(1840-1845)

Below are some extracts fro"! the Provisional Rule that Franr;ois
Libermann wrote in Rome while he was waiting for Vatican
approval for the projected "Work for the Black People".. This
original text was corrected and modified at La Neuville' during the
first years of the existence of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of
Mary and was finally printed in 1845. 1t was never officially
approved by the Holy See but it encapsulates the missionary vision
of Libermann which he later harmonised with the much older rule of
the Congregation ofthe Holy Spirit in 18491

Part I, Chapter 1
The Congregation of the Missionaries of the Holy Heart of Mary,
the means of attaining it
its aim

1) The congregation of the Missionaries of the Holy Heart of
Mary is a family of priests who, in the name of Our Lord
JesuS Christ and sent by Him, dedicate themselves
completely to announcing his Gospel and to setting up his
reign amongst those who are the poorest and most
neglected in the Church of God. The following articles flow
from this:

1

This volume appeared in printed fo;m in October of 1849, under the title,

"Regulations of the Congregation of the Holy Ghost, under the invocation of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary, intended to explain the spirit of our Constitutions, to
assure the perfect fulfilment of the duties they impose on its members and to
determine the details of its organisation and administration", The full text can be
found in N.D. X, pp.450·569.
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2) They must see themselves as Apostles sent by Our Lord,
Jesus Christ. For this reason, they must announce
everywhere the holy maxims of His Gospel and engrave
them deeply on their own hearts; make known its holy
mysteries and the commandments of God to those who do
not know them; bring back to Him the souls who have gone
astray and feed those who are on the right road with His
love and sanctity.
3) They must not forget that if they are establishing the love
and the reign of Jesus Christ in others, they must first of all
establish them in their own hearts, as firmly and perfectly
as possible.
4) Their divire Master is sending them to the poorest of
people; therefore, they will only take on missions amongst
the most neglected and abandoned.
5) They will be totally committed to these poor people, seeing
themselves as their servants, having no other thought,
desire, or concern than the salvation of their souls.
6) They will consider themselves as totally unworthy and .
incapable of carrying out such a lofty vocation on their own.
They will place all their trust in the Master who is sending
them and do everything possible to conform perfectly to the
great plans that God has prepared for them.
7) They must live closely united to Our Lord, Jesus Christ,
seeing him as their superior, their sovereign master and
their chief. They will stand before him as good disciples,
ready to listen to him and carry out his orders in all things.
They will obey him with love and trust and live like children
who want to please him in everything and to glorify him
everywhere and always.
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8) Their life will be a life of faith, united to Our Lord, Jesus
Christ. He will be for them the source, the principle and the
soul of all their works. He will be their light, their virtue and
their love. They must love him in all things, and love all
things in him and for him.
9) They will learn to appreciate the incomprehensible sanctity
of their Master, and do all within their power to reproduce it
in their own person, imitating his virtues to the highest
possible degree. They must never feel they have done
enough until people see in them and in their lives the One
who has sent them, their holy, loveable and gentle Master,
Jesus Christ.
10) They must become so filled with the spirit of holiness of
Jesus, and act so much under the influence of his grace,
that their words and actions will convey this same holiness
to all those with whom they come into contact.
,

Part I, Chapter 2
To whom is the Congregation consecrated?
1) Primarily, the Congregation is consecrated to the Holy
Trinity. The whole reason for its existence is to establish
firstly, the glory of the Trinity in its members, and then
amongst all those people with whom they come in contact,
particularly those to whom they are directed by the Holy
Trinity.
2) Secondly, we belong and are totally consecrated to Our
Lord, Jesus Christ. We have been given to Him by His
Father to carry out the work that He wishes. It is He who
sends us to this part of His vineyard; it is He who gives us
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His grace and strength. We must also work exclusively
according to His plans and under His direction.
3) These first two consecrations are essential for all types of
apostolate. What distinguishes us from the other workers in
the vineyard of the Lord is the special consecration of our
Society, its members and its works to the Holy Heart of
Mary. Her heart is eminently apostolic, on fire for the glory
of God and the salvation of souls. For us, she is a perfect
model of apostolic zeal and an abundant and ever-flowing
spring for our inspiration. We turn to her with complete
confidence, knowing that she will gain unceasing help for
us and our work.

\
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Bishops and Missionary Congregations
To Ignace Schwindenhammer

I

1846 was the year when Libermann put the final touches to his
"Memorandum on the Black Missions in general and that of Guinea
in particular ,,2 He finally presented it to the Propaganda on August
15, 1846. Throughout his stay in Rome, he had been making constant
changes to the text in the light of his meetings with different people.
He kept his closest collaborators informed about these changes,
especially his right-hand man, Ignace Schwindenhammer. 3 He wrote
at least three times to him during his stay; the final 8-page letter,
which stretched across several days, is reproduced below.

Rome, August 4th, 1846

My very dear Confrere,

In your letter of July 201h , you raise a very important point.
Your thinking on the subject is full of wisdom and your fears
are well-founded "ex communiter contingentibus".4 But I am
convinced that we should continue along the same lines,
without any hesitation. I shall explain why.
1) First of all, I feel it is useless to take precautions in this
matter. A peaceful atmosphere in the missions depends
entirely on the good will of the ecclesiastical Superiors and
the moderation and prudence of the administrative and
legal decisions taken by the superiors of the
Congregations. You can rest assured that however great·
the observance of the rule and the love of his Congregation
1
2

N.D. VIII, pp.

Cf. Paul Coulon: "Libermann, 1802-1852", Cerf. 1988, pp. 434-455. Cf. also

(( Memoire Spiritaine »), no. 3,
p. 19 : « Un memoire secret de Libermann
3

See Index
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.

a 10 Propagande en 1846 »,

in the light of what is happening at present".
.•. - .
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by a missionary Bishop, as soon as he is put in charge of a
Mission, he will want to assert his authority.
There are so many examples of this. A Vincentian priest,
noted for his regularity, piety and many talents, refused to
take on the leadership of several missionarY dioceses for
fear that he could then no longer belong to his Society. He
finally accepted on condition that he would continue to be a
member of the Vincentians. But soon afterwards, despite
his continuing piety and fervour, he withdrew from his
Society so that he could fulfil his duties completely
independent of his religious family.
It is in the very nature of things that once a man is put in
charge of a Mission, he will gradually detach himself from
the rule he once observed. God said that a person will
eventually have to separate himself from his father and
mother so as to devote himself fully to his wife. It is
something so natural that contrary examples would be
extremely rare. Fr. Colin, the Superior of the Marists who
has been with me for the last fortnight, told me several
times that he prefers to have outsiders as bishops in his
missions because they feel obliged. to show more
consideration to the Superior of the Congregation. I
managed to talk him out of this policy. The Vincentians, the
Picpus Fathers and the Marists all have bishops drawn
from their own ranks who were trained by their own
societies, and they all have very large Missions. The
Jesuits have some large Missions which are not headed by
their own members. Only the "Missions Etrangeres" have
very few compared with other societies, and this is
because of their particular form of organisation.
2) Turning to two subjects in particular, if we can only have
one bishop, my intention would be to retain M. Boulanger1
J

See index
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to help us. If we can have two, I would still keep him - at
least that was my thought when the letter was written. Let
us return to the question. As regards M. Truffet,1 even if we
kept him at home for ten years, he would never be a
perfect community man. What we must build on is his good
will and excellent qualities - his great devotion, humility,
gentleness and spirit of reconciliation. For M. Truffet to give
of his best, he needs a certain independence, either within
or outside a community. He will always appreciate devotion
and regularity and would understand the need of this for
his confreres. He would retain this ideal much better if he
were not a superior or member of a community. If he were
a Bishop, his style and approach to things would be seen
to advantage and would not annoy others. But the contrary
would be true if we put him in a community. Being a
bishop, he would remain attached to the community and
would observe at least some of the rules, which would be
sufficient for the others to admire him.
The case for Haiti is a strong one and I have always been
attracted to it; but this is not the opinion here in Rome.
They want the situation to be regularised before the work is
taken up again. I have been told that that the moment of
Providence for that country has not yet arrived. So it looks
as though we will not be involved in Haiti, even though I
would have liked to help with its salvation. May God be
praised in all things! Keep all this confidential and give the
impression that you know nothing about it.
Regarding M. Boulanger, he would benefit to a certain
extent by staying in the house a little longer. But the letter
and the spirit of the rule would never be so indelibly
imprinted on his soul that he would not forget it completely
after two years or so as bishop. But it would be enough if
1

See index

493

he were to retain an appreciation of the value of the rule
and community life as a means of strengthening the
fervour of his missionaries. I believe that this would be
sufficient because the bishop must not be the superior of
the community and the representative of the Superior
General 1 : a separate superior is necessary. This is a
difficult point, but I cannot go into all the details at present.
Suffice it to say that Fr. Colin, who felt the same as you at
first, came round to my way of thinking. It is a subject that
needs a lot of discussion.
All the problems that can arise with a Bishop are the same
with a Prefect Apostolic, and perhaps even more difficult in
that case. Because the more one's authority is not very
great, the more one will be in the shadow of the Superior of
the Congregation. And yet in the eyes 'of Rome, the
Superior of a Congregation will always be in the wrong in
case of a disagreement with a Prefect Apostolic, just the
same as with a Bishop. You would never believe the extent
to which the authority of the Superior of a Congregation is
whittled down vis-a-vis the ecclesiastical superiors in the
Missions. One would never succeed in unseating a Prefect
Apostolic, except for reasons of immorality or heresy.
4) (Number "3" is missing in the original text). So far, I have
given you negative reasons; here is a positive one. Our
Mission of Guinea is' very difficult as we have already
experienced. If it becomes necessary to begin again (i.e. if
the mission fails completely), our present good reputation
in Rome would take a long time to restore. We would lose
the trust of the Propaganda and opportunities to
consolidate our Congregation and our Missions. But with
the appointment of one or two bishops, the work would be
It was not long before Libermann changed his mind on this point, giving the
bishops the authority of a provincial. Cf. N.D. XI, pp. 21-25.

1

494
strengthened and the future assured. Moreover, the good
of the Mission has an absolute need of the episcopacy;
without it, it will hardly advance. And our Congregation
needs it to inspire public confidence. Fr. Colin, whom I
consulted, is very emphatic on this point.
I have always felt very strongly the need for the' episcopacy
and since my arrival here, I am even more convinced. It is
a subject that worries me greatly. But if, finally, the
authorities give me nothing, I will still feel at peace; it is all
in God's hands.
"

5) You will probably be astonished to hear that I am asking not
just for Vicars Apostolic but also for resident Bishops, as
well as the erection of an Archbishopric for Senegambia.
My reason is that if we want to establish peace between the
Heads of Mission and the Congregation, if we want to
protect the spirit of our rule and our communities, then this
is the best way to proceed. You must find this paradoxical
as there is no apparent connection between the two. But
you are not aware of what is happening: everywhere in the
Missions, there are conflicts between the Heads of Missions
and the Superiors of Communities regarding the temporal
administration. If there are any exceptions to this, they are
very few.
6) They stem from conflicting interests - those of the Head of
Mission and those of the missionary group who are working
under him. The missionaries try to curtail the powers of the
Bishops or Heads of Mission, while the latter want to
centralise everything on themselves. With each one pulling
in opposite directions, it finishes with both sides being in the
wrong and no end to the struggle is to be found. Rome
always supports the Head of Mission in a dispute, even
when he is in the wrong. Often the Society is not even
consulted because for Rome, the first .priority is to establish
that the Mission is ruled exclusively by the. one who has

\1
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been appointed by the Holy See. Any objection raised by
the missionaries tends to be pushed aside. If an apostolic
constitution had been drawn up to regulate this subject, we
would know how to proceed, but no such document exists.
In any case, it would not be easy to establish such an
agreement as both sides would surely raise many
objections.
But some solution must be arrived at. I see war on all sides
and I would place the main blame on the Communities, but
not entirely. The Communities tend to push their own
interests aM place much emphasis on obedience. The
Superior Generals want to preserve their areas of influence
and act according to the powers given them by the rules of
their Society. This power inevitably comes into conflict with
the authority of the Head of Mission in certain areas.

i
l

I have made a close examination of the mind of the Holy.
See on this subject and I find that it disapproves, and has
always disapproved, of Congregations acting in this way.
So this is nof a procedure that we should adopt. In any
case, we are, and always will be, too 'weak to struggle in
this way. The Jesuits have suffered from this, and also the /
Marists, in circumstances where it seemed that the opposite ....
would happen. I do not like to act contrary to the mind of the
Holy See. The spirit of. God is not in these on-going
struggles.
Therefore, I want to try a different approach which could
perhaps circumvent these problems. It will not disturb
anything .and stands a good chance of success. I believe
that once we have three or four residential bishops, the
rules that we could draw up with them would stand a better
chance of being respected. Do not assume that such
agreements WOUld. be to the detriment of the Community.
By then, those with the best intentions would outweigh.
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those who were less well disposed. They would meet in a
synod from time to time and sort out the disorder caused by
bad will and other faults of a particular bishop. The synod
would give a certain guarantee to the rights of the
missionaries and the observance of their rules. (This would
not be the case with Vicars Apostolic: they do not constitute
an Episcopal body and so they cannot convene a synod). If
a good Metropolitan bishop is chosen, a man of peace and
good will, he could do much to conciliate the different
parties. Perhaps Rome could give him special powers and
he could act as a mediator. He would gain more attention
than the superior of a Community, so a bishop who acts
badly would not always receive a judgement in his favour. If
a Bishop was constantly unreasonable, as has happened
several times, and relations. became impossible, his
annoying behaviour would be counterbalanced by the rest
of his colleagues in the province. They would eventually be
called on to recommend a successor who would follow the
majority opinion (Once the Mission is well organised and
there are several ecclesiastical superiors of different ranks,
the Holy See will consult them rather than the Mother
House when it comes to appointing others to their ranks).
I explained my idea to Fr. Colin and we discussed it at
length. He finally decided to follow the same path. He
cannot present it yet to the Propaganda because the man
who would be appointed Metropolitan is the worst in his
missions. In any case, it would not depend on him because
he already has six Vicars Apostolic. He decided that he
would write to them, suggesting that they make the request
to the Holy See.
.
I told you that I would ask for resident Bishops and an
Archbishop. But when I saw that there were major
difficulties to overcome at present and this would lead to
interminable delays, I decided to postpone the request for
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. some time and simply ask for a Vicar Apostolic, so as to
avoid the difficulties experienced by Fr. Colin. If there had
been several appointees, this one would have been the
Archbishop. So it is essential that the right choice be made.
Let me know, with reasons, your opinion of the two
confreres in question. What is needed is somebody serious
with a good temperament, a bridge-builder who will be able
to exert a certain influence over those who will join him
later. Let me know what you think; they may ask my
opinion before I leave Rome. I am pretty sure that nothing
will be decided before Christmas, or even later.
I am coming to the end of my Mass intentions so please put
me down for another thirty. I still have sixteen. I am sure
that this letter will arrive before I have finished them, so I
will continue to say Masses according to your intentions.

\

They will tell you at Louvencourt that I will be writing to you
shortly, but don't wait for such a letter; my letter to them
should have left several days ago, but now it will be posted
at the same time as this one.
Tell M. Truffet and Percin 1 that I will write to them as soon
as possible. I will try to talk again with the Secretary of the
Propaganda on the subject of Haiti in the hope that they will
take some positive action. They are very busy at the
moment, but I would like to get it finished. If I cannot finish
this week, I shall try again next week.
Greetings to yourself and all the dear Confreres in Jesus
and Mary,
::

F. Libermann
Priest of the Holy Heart of Mary
I

See index
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P.S. I hope I will be able to tell you of my departure in my
next letter. It will not be until after the plenary assembly of
the Cardinals. I am keeping very well.
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News from France and advice to the
missionaries in West Africa
. To the community of Dakar and Goree]

In Rome, on Novemher 7,h, 1846, Fr. Blanpin, a member or the
Congregation, was cured in the church of Trinita dei Monti near the
Piazza di Spagna. It was witnessed by Bishops Luquet and
Pompallier. Lihermann gives a lengthy account of the event in this
letter to the Dakar community. He also gives news of the acquisition
for the Congregation of the old monastery at Notre-Dame-du-Gard
(20 kilometres from Amiens). the sale or the house at La Neuville and
the temporary move to Fauhourg Noyon, near Amiens.
Ihe letter also prepares the missionaries for their new situation of
having a double authority in the Mission: a Vicar Apostolic and the
Superior General. At the same time, he defines his role as Superior
General in relation to the confreres working in far-off missions.

La Neuville,
December 27th, 1846
My dear Confreres,
It is some time since I sent you some news. I took the
resolution to write every 6 weeks and I never let it go beyond 2
months. From now on, I will keep to my words. It is a pleasure
for me to be in contact with you. I will not be able to write to all
of you every 6 months, but I will write to several and I will
always reply to your letters. This time, I was prevented from
writing to you because of a heavy cold. The doctor
condemned me to complete rest, so I lost a full three weeks.
Now I am completely cured again.

1

N. D. VIII, pp. 388-399
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The good Lord has sent a great blessing to the Congregation
through the cure of Fr. Blanpin. As you know, he had lost his
voice completely; he had been unable to speak for two years
and the situation was getting worse. It was said that he would
not recover for five or six years and even then, he would never
be able to preach again. It was a great affliction for himself
and for all those who know him. I brought him to Rome with
me, in the hope that the climate of Italy would do him some
good, but the situation worsened and the doctors
recommended that he take the waters in the Pyrenees.
I sent him there, but by the end of the season, he was worse
than ever. He told me that the doctors advised him to return to
Rome for the winter so he asked for permission. I hesitated at
first, but I felt I could not deny this to a missionary who had
lost his voice in the service of the Lord and the poor black
people. I also had the feeling that the Blessed Virgin would
cure him for us in Rome, and this feeling was shared by
others. Shortly after his arrival, he was in the company of
Bishop Luquet and also of Bishop Pompallier from Oceania
and another priest who was in contact with Mother Macrine, a
polish sister. She had suffered a prolonged martyrdom for the
faith during seven years, spending much time in prison. She
managed to escape from her Russian guards and eventually
arrived in Rome, where she became well known for her
sanctity. The bishops were very touched by the plight of Fr.
Blanpin and they advised him to seek out Mother Macrine in
the hope of being cured. So he went to her and she told him to
celebrate seven Masses in honour of the Sorrowing Virgin
Mary and another five in honour of the five holy wounds of Our
Lord. She also promised to pray for him.
He celebrated these Masses, but there was no improvement.
So he returned to Mother Macrine in rather a bad mood but
still full of confidence in the Blessed Virgin. It was the morning
of October 8 th • The sister told him to kneel before a statue of
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Mary that had recently been blessed by the Pope when he
visited this holy religious. She told him to invoke, the names of
Jesus, Mary and Joseph in as loud a voice as possible; he
succeeded in doing this, but with a very faint voice. Mother
Macrine prayed again for some time and told another sister
who was there that he would be cured and that his voice
would be stronger than it was before the sickness hit him. She
told him to repeat these holy names every hour and to add an
Our Father and a Hail Mary. Fr. Blanpin continued doing this
until four in the afternoon. He then returned to Mother Macrine
and told her that his voice had improved but it was still very
weak. So she made him kneel once more in front of the same
statue of Our Lady and she said to him: "In the name of Our
Lord, Jesus Christ, pronounce in a loud voice the name of
Jesus". He did as he was told and found that he was
completely cured of his sickness. He recited the Te Deum at
the top of his voice in front of all the Community. That evening,
when he returned to the hotel, he was speaking quite
normally.
There was a young artist there whom I had often exhorted to
return to God during my stay in Rome, but to no avail. But
when he saw thatFr. Blanpin was cured, he was so impressed
that he converted, went to confession and communion and left
Rome shortly afterwards, determined to mend his ways. A few
days later, Fr. Blanpin was presented to the Pope. He gave
him permission to celebrate a thanksgiving Mass on the altar
that would be erected in the room in front of the statue where
he was cured. The Pope also gave him his blessing, saying; "I
am blessing this voice that the Blessed Virgin has restored to
you so that it may become apostolic like the voice of Saint
John the Baptist, not to preach in the desert but for the
salvation of a great number of people". Fr. Blanpin has not yet
returned from Rome, but he should be with us soon. We have
all made a thanksgiving novena for the blessing that the Lord
has sent us.
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Everything is going well here and God continues to bless us.
The house at La Neuville· is no longer big enough for our
needs, so we have bought the house of the Orphans at
Faubourg Noyon and have built on another twelve bedrooms
as the old building was scarcely habitable. Having bought this
house, Providence sent another blessing that will be very
beneficial. The Trappists were forced to abandon the Abbey of
Gard, because the new railway had cut their property in two
and the line ran very close to the monastery buildings. A lay
man bought the whole compound and then sold off different
sections of the land. The proprietor sold the buildings and the
surrounding property.
The bUildings consist of a large house 60 metres long, a
beautiful church consecrated to St. Peter (40 metres approx.),
stables and several other buildings - a farmyard, a brewery, a
bakery, washrooms etc. The total area is about 10 acres,
including the courtyards and the farmyards. We paid 36,000
francs for the whole property. They had been searching for a
buyer for 18 months, which is why we were able to get such a
good price. In fact, we wanted to withdraw temporarily from
the deal, but because of the imprudence of the person who
was acting on our behalf, we found ourselves legally bound to
accept the contract. On that very day, three other potential
buyers turned up, so six hours later, we would have lost the
property all together. It includes everything necessary for a
community - enough land to provide vegetables for the two
communities, sufficient cider to last the whole year, plenty of
fruit and sufficient grass to support five cows for the whole of
summer and part of the winter.
Our community of 30 students has already moved in. The
house is isolated and healthy. The young men are very happy
with it and the rule is being observed perfectly. I go over there
once a week. The house where I am will be the novitiate. We
already have some novices and are expecting another in a few
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days' time. We have sold the house at La Neuville to the
Ladies of the Sacred Heart, who will retain the chapel. It was
painful for me to sell this house, but the advantages of the
house of Gard were very many and we needed the cash to
buy it. We sold La Neuville for 20,000 francs more than we
paid for Notre Dame du Gard. By next year, we would have
been obliged to spend money on extending La Neuville
because of the number of students; we were already greatly
pressed for room and, as a consequence, it was difficult to
observe the rule and in winter, 30 plus people would have
found it impossible to take recreation. With the 20,000 francs
we were able to payoff the total cost of the house in Faubourg
Noyon. If we had kept La Neuville, we would have had to find
another 20,000 francs to adapt the house for community living,
and that would have been impossible.
I am giving you all these details because I am sure that
leaving La Neuville must make you as sad as it makes me. But
I am convinced that this is what God wants. We will stay at La
Neuville until May and then move to Faubourg Noyon. The
building is called the 'House of the Holy Heart of Mary'.
I was hoping to be able to give you the result of my recent visit
to Rome, but I have not yet received a reply to my
Memorandum. I hope it will not take much longer. I will let you
know when I hear something.
That is enough about us - let us now talk about you.
I would give anything to be able to spend a month or so
working and suffering with you, to have a better understanding
of your problems and difficulties and to be able to give you
more informed advice and encouragement. I assure you that
my mind and heart are with you very often. Every time I
celebrate Mass, I pray fervently for you all. If only I were a
better person, you would be showered with graces by now!
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But if I do not obtain all that I ask on your behalf, as a group
and as individuals, it is not through lack of begging the Lord.
So pray that I may become a better person so that I can give
more help to you and your work.
I beg you, my dear confreres, to love me as I love you tenderly and in Our Lord. I am not asking that for the pleasure
of being loved; God knows that nothing is further from my
mind. But if we love each other in that way, if we are united
perfectly in charity, it will be a great help towards your
sanctification. It will also help you to be faithful to our rule, to
advance in apostolic virtues and the perfection of our
community life. It is a great need and a consolation for my self,
and for those who will replace me when I have gone, to be
able to support and encourage you in your labours and to help
you with advice about keeping the rules. So far, I have been
unable to do this as much as I would have wished because of
all my work and preoccupations and you have probably
suffered from my neglect.
You must forgive me; I have suffered as a result infinitely more
than you have. I know I can say this without distorting the
truth. If it is a need, a duty and a consolation for me to be your
supporter and consoler on this earth, it is also the case for
yourselves. It is very difficult for you to protect your interior life
and find possibilities for recollection. You have so much to do
in your ministry, you are surrounded by distractions and your
worries are very numerous. On all sides, you are surrounded
by difficulties: problems and sufferings coming from the
Climate and your material needs, from things that are
upsetting, from temptations, from your personal relationships.
This is particularly the case in these early stages, when order
is not yet established, the works not clearly defined, and your
experience still limited.
You must be assailed by so many difficultiesmisunderstandings and worries, stemming from self-love and
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other imperfections; disappointments, discouragement and
irritations. If you add to this the many external difficulties, then
you are faced with a host of obstacles to your growth in the
priestIY..::i.nd apostolic virtues. Perseverance in your good
resolutiOi'i"s must be very difficult. So you have a great need for
someone who loves you tenderly, who desires your
sanctification and who can speak with the authority of Jesus
Christ to guide and advise you along this road that a divine
and loving Providence has mapped out for you.
You are surrounded by so much work and worries, while we
here are living in an atmosphere of silence and calm. But
perhaps that puts us in a better position to examine what is
necessary for the sanctification of each one of you and the
supportive role of your communities. So do not hesitate to ask
for help and advice with confidence and love and with an open
heart.
Let all of you, together and as individuals, be ready to receive
the advice and words of consolation that we send you. My
dear confreres, you must guard against a thought which is
terribly deceptive and which can deprive you of all joy and
support on this earth. The idea is this: 'The people at La
Neuville have no idea what life is like out here, so how can
they give us any useful advice?" Rest assured, my dear
confreres, that if such thoughts enter your minds, they are
coming directly from a poisonous pride, from an inflated
confidence in your own ideas, so I beg you never to entertain
such ideas. They will lead directly to the destruction of the
Congregation aRd do great damage to the trust which must
always exist between superiors and other members of the
Community, as well as the good relations between Mother
House and missionaries.
We do not have the necessary experience of the interior life of
the communities to lay down rules for them or to direct
individual confreres; it is at the level of the particular countries

"'
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and stations that such things should be sorted out. So there
will be as many rules as there are communities and such rules
will vary according the judgement of the superiors and senior
members who will succeed each other in such communities. If
we are performing a human work, we can use human
reasoning; but if it is a work of God, he will give us the grace of
state that we need to direct the work and the individual
confreres involved. Always put your trust in the Lord and guard
the precious gifts of humility and perfect obedience in your
hearts. Have the same gentle and trusting love for us that we
have for you and you will find that these destructive thoughts
will never penetrate your minds.
You are probably very surprised that I dwell so long on this
point; you cannot see the necessity because your hearts are
free from the sort of feelings that I have been describing. I beg
you not to think that I have such suspicions in my mind; I am
simply trying to forestall these temptations that could easily
arise in times of suffering and to warn you that these thoughts
are extremely destructive. The devil could easily use such
weapons to sow the seeds of disunity and discord amongst us.
I put my trust in God and in our good mother, Mary.
The enemy will never succeed in destroying the perfect union
that exists between the missionaries and ourselves. It would
be the worst wound that he could possibly inflict on my heart.
God would not allow such a terrible thing to happen to us. I will
do all that I possibly can to alleviate your sufferings and
labours that I would dearly like to share with you. If I fail to
bring you all the encouragement you need, I beg you not to
ascribe it to any lack of good will on my part. My heart fills with
emotion every time I think of you and I can say in all humility
that our good Master has given me a sincere love for all of
you, and for each one in particular.
If you find that some of my advice is disappointing and does
not measure up to your needs, do not judge me harshly.
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Sometimes, despite my desire to serve you and help you in
every way, prudence dictates that I say things that you will not
fUlly understand and that I am not in a position to explain in
greater detail. I often have to weigh my words, to remain silent
or speak with great reserve on some subjects. But I suffer just·
as much as you do from these unavoidable restrictions on my
openness, so please do not add to my suffering by misjudging
my motivation.
If I have to give a decision that is contrary to your own ideas
and beliefs, do not condemn me. First of all, you could be
mistaken. And do not forget that I have to look at things in their
totality, so I may see dangers in things that you find
completely innocuous. But my greatest worry is that by
condemning my judgement and getting upset about it, you are
condemning your own dear friend. I hope that the Lord, in his
mercy, will not allow such faults to prevail.
Forgive me for giving you so many recommendations, but for
some reason I feel the need to say these things to you to warn
you against an evil that could ruin not only the Congregation
but also your own mission and the sanctification of your souls.
I can sum up my thoughts like this: let there be peace and the
unity of perfect charity between us.
Observe the rule as well as you can. You know that neither
you nor I have the authority to abolish a rule on our own.
Neither can an individual exempt himself from it. The future of
our rules in the Missions depends on you. If you keep them
now, those who join you later on will also keep them. If you do
not keep them, the responsibility for the future will rest on you.
Fulfil all the rules, even the least, but above all the rules
concerning prayer and monthly and annual retreats. It is not
easy to spend a considerable time· in prayer when you are
preoccupied with so many thoughts during the day. These
same thoughts can return during prayer time so that you feel
that you could use your time better than this. This is a false
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conclusion. The time that we spend struggling with distractions
is very pleasing to God and far more useful to the soul than we
realise. You will sometimes feel like abandoning the retreats
for various reasons. If you have not already had such
temptations, they will come sooner or later. The more you are
faithful to the rule, the more you will enjoy peace and be
pleasing to God. But once you start neglecting it, this peace
will be replaced by trouble and agitation. Keep the silence as
far as circumstances allow; it will help your recollection and
prevent you from wasting time.
Have recourse to· God in all your sUfferings and
disappointments. Humble yourselves before God and submit
to his divine will. Remember that patience and a humble trust
in God make the missionary invincible, but you need time,
courage and a limitless trust in Our Lord. If we lack patience
and trust, discouragement comes knocking on the door. As
soon as difficulties arrive, we feel we have failed and our
courage drains away.
I pray that God will help you to observe all these things in
peace and love and that his grace will fill your souls.
I embrace all of you in the love of God and I remain totally at
your service.
F. Libermann
Priest ofthe Holy Heart ofMary
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Libermann and Le Vavasseur,
Co-founders of the Congregation
To M. Le Vavasseur

1

Frederic Le Vavasseur, the
of the Congregation and a
close friend of Libermann, had undergone a period
deep
depression and discouragemeni in 1845 and it continued for a long
time beforefinally leaving him, Libermann began to write this letter
to him on April 27''' 1847 and finished it on May 3'd It shows the
deep love and respect that existed between the two men and now that
the storm had passed. he wanted to bring Frederic back Fom La
Reunion to work alongside him in Paris. We also learn from this
letter that the mission to Australia had failed and that the confreres
were being withdrawn. Libermann goes on to speak of the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit, with whom his own Congregation
had been having talks with a view to a possible merger, Since the
election of M. Legual as Superior General on April 29/" 1845, the
possible success of this plan was receding, but Libermann continues
to follow the matter closely. The whole of this important letter is
reproduced below.
Amiens, April2ih , 1847

My very dear Confrere, .
I cannot imagine why I did not write to you for such a long
time. You must be feeling rather depressed and in need of
some encouraging words. For my part, I do not look on what
has happened to you as something to grieve over. On the
contrary, my heart filled with joy as soon as I heard of the
wonderful change that God in his kindness had brought about
in your soul.
1

N.D. IX, pp. 128-135. Cf. N.D. VIII, pp. 28-36 for a letter of Libermann which

throws more light on the crisis.
7. See Index.
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I have often thought that my letter before last, which I wrote
after the change, may have caused you some suffering. But
on further reflection, I think it was correct, because I said that
the terrible storm that had hit you was a strong temptation, so I
never felt any resentment against you. In the circumstances, it
was a heavy weight for me to bear, but the Lord did not allow
me to sink under it.
I feel that this regrettable period has done us both good. We
needed this sort of thing and eventually, it will bring glory to
God. It has certainly been beneficial for yourself. Even if the
only result of the storm had been to give you a distrust of
yourself, an awareness of your weakness and some
knowledge of your faults, it would still have been a blessing.
But I am sure that our good Mother will not stop there. No
doubt, she has already given you abundant consolation. You
will have more strength to walk along the path that God has
prepared for you. By his grace, you will acquire gentleness,
constancy in his service, true humility, confidence and
abandonment to Jesus and Mary and a patient and sincere
love for others. You may also receive many other graces that
God has destined for you from all eternity.
•

The trial was also necessary for me. The mission of Guinea
had been going much better than before and we were making
good progress in France. But there was a danger that this
sudden success would be harmful for me. I was in need of a
counterweight to keep my balance, so God sent me one. I
must say, in all truthfulness, that the affliction was all the more
painful for me because the source came from you. You were
the confrere who had always brought me great joy and
consolation when I thought about you; I had a stronger
attachment to you than to all the others. You were someone
with whom I loved to talk and share my worries.
I would have liked to have had you always by my side, to
discuss our plans, our troubles and our joys. My hope was that
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we would never undertake anything without our mutual
understanding and agreement, that we would be one heart
and one soul in the love of our Lord and his Blessed Mother. It
was at this point that God stepped in: he allowed us to be torn
apart like a reed. But he has always remained with us and the
time of trial has now come to an end. Our good Mother has
prayed on our behalf so God will not abandon us. Henceforth,
we shall be united by his grace and love and so we will build
our work according to his plans. It will not be our work but his and that of his Blessed Mother.
We shall be completely united and try to be more faithful to the
voice of our Master and build a solid foundation for his work. It
is God who has brought us together to carry out his plans and
who can separate what God has united? Until now, we were
not ready for God to unite us perfectly; our minds were not
sufficiently prepared to receive the spirit of God who would
enlighten and unite us in perfect harmony.
I have come to realise that in order to be able to speak
together of the many things involved in firmly establishing this
work of God, we should be in closer contact with each other.
We need an atmosphere of peace and recollection, humility,
gentleness and the love of Jesus. We have to decide on basic
principles, draw practical conclusions from them and apply
them to our religious family as it is at present. This is the way
we will mould its spirit, set up its administration and ensure its
future existence. There is so much to do, and so much that
needs to be discussed.
The time has not yet come to decide on a stable and
permanent shape for this undertaking, but we have to work
towards that for the future. We can only do this if we are
together and I have always felt that this is what God wants us
to do. Together, we should be guided by His spirit alone in all
prudence and wisdom. So please examine this proposition in
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his presence. Ask yourself if you would now be able to work
for this with me and that we could do these things together. If
you agree, then I hope that God in his goodness will bring you
to us here in France. We would live in the same place, at least
for a short time, or rather for as much time as it takes to
complete our task. Like that, with the help of God and the
protection of our loving Mother, we will strive to be faithful to
his inspirations and prepare this work as He wishes.
Let me know as soon as possible what you think. I have kept
one of our best priests here, Fr, Boulanger, who could replace
you (in Reunion) for as much time as would be necessary. He
does not have your experience of the colonies so he would not
be able to direct things as well as you are doing. But he is a
mature and experienced person, about 40 years old, serious
but pleasant, likeable and polite. He is a good preacher and a
shrewd assessor of men, experienced in the ministry and an
able administrator.
Please don't reply, "I am ready to do all that you command me
to do" I want to know exactly how you feel about this
suggestion; I am not looking for blind obedience in this case.
We need a perfect, full, complete union of minds and hearts so
that God may use the two of us as if we were one person.
There must be no more premature judgements, no more fixed
positions; otherwise, I would have to conclude that God's
moment has not yet arrived. We would have to wait a little
longer, but I am sure that his moment will come, if it has not
already arrived.
If we are convinced that this moment has in fact arrived and
that you see no objection to Fr. Boulanger replacing you, let
me know as soon as possible, He would take the next
available ship so that you could be here by the summer of
1848, It would not be good to arrive at the beginning of winter
or any other cold period.
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It would be good if you could send me a thousand francs, in·
case the Government is not willing to pay for the passage of
Fr. Boulanger. If they do pay, then he could take the rnoney
back with him for the Mission of Reunion.
May 3 rd

A few days ago, I wrote to the Minister for a passage. If they
are cooperative and agree to the appointrnents of Frs. Jerorne
Schwindenhammer, Thevaux and Thierse, perhaps I will send
you Fr. Boulanger imrnediately so that you will have time to
help him settle in before you return here.
We have been thinking of replacing the Mission of Australia by
another in Southern Africa ("La Cafrerie'). We need a healthy
mission where we can send our missionaries who cannot
manage the climate of Guinea - otherwise, what could we do
with them? There will surely be some like this. I have learnt
from Mgr. Bessieux, who has been with us for the last
fortnight, that the future of the Mission in Guinea is looking
brighter. He indicated some places where mission centres
must be set up; but if we start imrnediately in Southern Africa,
our forces would be stretched to the Iirnit. Moreover, I have
great reservations about taking on a Mission under the
jurisdiction of a bishop who is not a member of our Society;
our confreres in Australia suffered greatly in identical
circurnstances, so I think we should proceed with caution. We
would need very precise information and a detailed
understanding so as not to repeat what happened there.
Bishop Truffet 1 has left with four missionary priests and two
others who will set up a school and catechism classes. Before
. his departure, I clarified the relations between himself and the
missionaries. We drew up and both signed a written
agreement on several points. I will send you a copy, and also
"1

' See Index.
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the Memorandum (with explanations) that I presented to Rome
last year. I will give them both to Fr. Blanpin for you, with any
more news that arrives in the meantime.
I have recently sent a packet of letters for our missionaries via
the Minister. I received your two notes. I would love to have
bought you the things that you asked for, but this year has
been very bad financially. Everything is so expensive and I am
not sure how we will survive. Since last October, we have
spent 30,000 francs simply on food, the support of the
missionaries, a few clothes, a bit of furniture and necessary
repairs to the house. Added to that, our income has gone
down by 3,000 francs as a result of buying property and
building.
It is sometime since I talked to you about the Congregation of
the Holy Spirit. Things seem to be going a little better in their
house, but the future remains uncertain. That Society would
not survive if it was no longer responsible for the Colonies.
Things are problematical and I have heard doubts being
expressed to the Director of the Colonies. Elsewhere, I heard
that the Vincentians will be asked to take on this burden of the
Colonies. I am not sure whether I should rejoice or lament at
hearing such news. On the one haod, it would mean that each.
Colony w6Ula- have a Congregation which would work
specifically for the black people; moreover, their seminary for
the secular clergy would inspire more confidence amongst the
good local priests. On the other hand, the Vincentians are
more powerful than the Congregation of the Holy Spirit and in
conjunction with the Government and with their support, the
Holy See would no longer have any control over the clergy. If
residential bishops are appointed, this problem would
disappear and perhaps this would also be the case if Rome
decides on Vicars Apostolic.
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The Director of the Colonies has told me that the French
ambassador in Rome is actively negotiating an understanding
regarding the colonial clergy. The reply I will get from the
Minister to my request for the appointment of three of our
missionaries to Reunion may indicate the way things are
heading. If the reply is negative, it will prove that the affair with
the Vincentians is at an advanced stage. If it is hesitant, it
would indicate that there is still some doubt. If it is affirmative,
it could mean either that the discussions with the Vincentians
have fallen through or that they intend to leave us in Reunion
and that we would come to some sort of arrangement with the
Vincentians. I imagine that with so many other missionary
commitments, the Vincentians would not have sufficient
personnel to man all the colonies. The Propaganda will want
to have a strong authority in the French colonies and it would
never allow the Superior General of the Vincentians or any
other group to have control over the secular clergy. Rome is a
little wary of the French Vincentians; their Superiors are
believed to be too Gallican and excessively close to the
French government.
I must finish now, my dear confrere. I hope that henceforth,
peace will reign in your heart. Abandon yourself to Jesus and
Mary, whatever might happen. I will write to our dear confreres
via Fr. Blanpin who I think will soon be setting out. I embrace
them with all my heart. It would put my mind to rest to have
more news about Mauritius.

F. Libermann
Priest of the Holy Heart of Mary
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The integration of the Holy Heart of Mary
with the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
To the communities ofMauritius and Bourbon 1

Libermann addresses this letter to the communities of Mauritius and
Bourbon (Reunion) and gives details of the "fusion" to put their
minds at rest2 It is dated December 2(jh, 1848. Another copy,
slightly different, was sent at the same time to the communities of
Dakar and Gabon. Libermann had been elected Superior General of
the combined congregations of the Holy Spirit, while his
predecessor, Fr. Monnet, was appointed Vicar' Apostolic 0/
Madagascar on October ]'"d Meanwhile, on May 20th. 1848. Fr.
Bessieux had been appointed Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas
with Fr. Kobes as his Coadjutor (September 22"d of the same year).

December 20 th , 1848
My dear confreres,
I can now finally give you positive and joyful news concerning
recent events.

1) News of the Congregation 3
a) The union of our Congregation with that of the Holy
Spirit.
·1

2

N.D. X, pp. 338-345
Amongst the many writing on the "fusion" are the following:
•

Michel Legrain : "Une union de congregation au XIXe siecle», an article
in the book by Paul Coulon, entitled" Libermann, 1802-1852",pp. 695-

727.

•

Michel Legroin: «Le Saint Esprit et Ie Saint (reur de Marie: pn?/iminoires
une union de congregation ». It is in the revue « Memoire Spiritaine »,
no. 7, p. 7. The sequels are in no. 8, p. 7.and na.12, p. 34.
3 These headings are not in the original letter; they have been introduced here for
the sake of clarity.
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I have always had the feeling that the union of our two
societies was in the plan of God. They have the same work
and move in the same direction. It would be strange if divine
Providence had brought two societies into existence for the
same work, which could easily have be done by one. The idea
had been put to me persuasively in Rome in 1840 by some
excellent men, but they were unaware of the reasons behind
our decision at that time. It was said, "You are erecting one
altar facing another; the Society of the Holy Spirit is already
doing this work, so we have no need of you". So even though
this was not really true at that time, Fr. Le Vavasseur and
myself made several approaches to Fr. Fourdinier1 , the
superior of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit. We agreed to
enter his Society on condition that we could live in community
and that we would not work in parishes but devote ourselves
to the black people. But the moment of God had evidently not
yet arrived. We were still too weak and Fr. Fourdinier did not
agree to us living the regular life. So our efforts came to
nothing.
When Fr. Fourdinier died, I made some new, indirect
approaches, but God's moment had still not arrived. The
obstacles were insurmountable. But now, finally, the work of
God is ripe and everything is in place for· the project to
succeed.
If we had remained apart, the Society of the Holy Heart of
Mary was in danger of complete failure, or at least the work
would have dragged along for many years with no assurance
of ultimate success. Now that the union has been completed,
the scope of our works has been greatly extended and we
have all that is necessary to accomplish our plans. The
advantages will be felt immediately in Guinea; we will no
1 Fr. Amable-Jacques-Celestin Fourdinier (1788-1845) from the diocese of Arras,
the l' superior general of the Society of the Holy Spirit (1832-1845).
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longer have to compete with a society which is approved both
by Rome and the Government. As a result of this union, we
will now have, to a certain extent, sufficient resources to run
our novitiate and provide what is necessary for our
missionaries when they are sick. With this in mind, and
knowing that after the union we can still retain the same spirit
that we have always had and our devotion to the Holy Heart of
Mary, I was convinced that 'both Congregations would profit
. from coming together. This seemed to be the will of God and I
believed it would meet with the approval of all the members.
Everything necessary has now been completed. The
Propaganda was very much in favour of this union and all our
requests to them have been granted. I went personally to
Rome in October to expedite this business. Although it was
still their holiday time, the officials completed the formalities
with great speed. The Secretary of the Propaganda told me
that the Cardinals, at their general congregation, were very
satisfied with this fusion and broke into spontaneous applause
at the end of the session.
However, things could easily have come unstuck! Having
worked out all the details of the agreement with the members
of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, Fr. Loevenbruck 1 was
chosen to take the documents to Rome and present them to
the Holy See. He is an excellent and trustworthy man, but
having arrived in Rome, for some extraordinary reason he did
not dare to speak of the conditions that we were submitting, so
Propaganda approved the fusion with no conditions attached.
That is why I quickly went off to Rome myself and, in fact,
none of my propositions met with the slightest difficulty once I
was there.
So the conclusions were as follows:
1

See index
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The Society will be consecrated to the Holy Spirit under the
invocation1 of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. We used this
phrase on the advice of the Propaganda, so as not to
jeopardise the approval of the French government which the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit already enjoys. Propaganda
assured me that the words "consecration" and "invocation"
have the same meaning in the title of the Society: saying that
the Society is consecrated to the Holy Spirit under the
invocation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary is the same as
saying "the Society of the Holy. Spirit and the Immaculate
Heart of Mary". Therefore, I had no reservations about
agreeing to this formulation so as to avoid any possible
problem of recognition by the civil authorities. I had also
previously consulted the Bishop of Amiens, the Provincial of
the Jesuits, the Superior of Saint-Sulpice and Fr. Desgenettes,
and they were in unanimous agreement on this point.
b) The Constitutions

The Constitutions of the Holy Spirit are already approved by
the Holy See and they will be adopted by us with a few minor
modifications. I will send them to you later, along with the rules
of which I will speak below. Meanwhile, just carry on as we
always have done, because there will be no changes.of any
importance to the way we live as missionaries.
I asked for two changes to their Constitutions:
•

As regards poverty: we will continue to practise it as we
have done until now.

•

Regarding the Second Order: Fr. Leguay had admitted a
Second Order into the Society of the Holy Spirit which,

The original draft, in Libermann's hand, was first written with the word
"consecration"; but the same word is then corrected three times.

1
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in my opinion, would simply complicate matters. Also,
the Sacred Congregation in Rome had only agreed to
this step half-heartedly because they also feared it
would create problems. So the second order is now
suspended and will soon be abolished by decree. There
should be no problem because hardly anybody has
joined the Second Order.
c) The Rules

I have been given full power to draw up rules for the
application of the Constitutions as regards organisation,
administration and interior discipline for the spiritual progress
of the Society. The Cardinal was happy with this proposition.
Once we have practised these rules for a few years, we have
only to submit them to the Propaganda and they will be
approved. The bulk of the work on them is already done; I
simply have to add the finishing touches.
As you know, for a long time now I have been preparing to
correct the provisional rules of the Holy Heart of Mary, as
authorised by that same rule, so this is nothing new. As we
. now stand in the Congregation, I have been given wide
powers to adapt these rules. The Society of the Holy Spirit has
never had any organisation or regulations for communities on
the missions; this means that its former members will not be>
put out by these rules because nothing contrary ever existed.
So you can see, my dear confreres, that you will lose nothing
of those things which maintained the fervour, regularity and
spirit of our Congregation.
d) The situation in Paris

Fr. Monnet, the superior of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit,
has been appointed Vicar Apostolic of Madagascar and will
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probably set out for there during the month of February. For
the moment, he is staying with his family. I remain the superior
·of the Congregation.
I have now moved to Paris with Frs. Lannurien, Briot and
Franyois. Each year, I will keep one member with me until the
house is running smoothly. Frs. Warnet, Gaultier and Hardy of
the Community of the Holy Spirit have stayed with us; all of
these men are extremely well disposed towards us. It would
be good if you could write us a letter of encouragement to the
confreres.
Our theology students have come with us to Paris, so as to
strengthen the spirit of the house, which already has some
excellent men. The Novitiate and Philosophy students remain
at Gard, with Frs. Schwindenhammer, Boulanger, Le
Vavasseur and Clair. 1
This whole episode, which is so important for us, has now
been completed. I am sure that God will bless us because this
is what he wants us to do. But I would very much like to have
your opinions. I wrote to you several times but I was unable to
wait any longer for your replies; I had to act in the interests of
the Congregation, the works that God had confided to it and all
of you who make up the membership. I went ahead, knowing
that you would approve because of your confidence in me.
2) Regarding Guinea

Fr. Bessieux has been appointed Vicar Apostolic of the Two
Guineas, with Fr. Kobes as his Auxiliary. This decision was
published while I was in Rome. I would have liked Fr.
Bessieux to come back here so that we could discuss the new
situation with him, but that was not possible. Bishop Kobes

I

Sec Index
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has just been consecrated at Strasbourg, and he will leave
shortly to co-consecrate Mgr. Bessieux. The latter will retain .
the title of Callipolis while Mgr Kobes will be bishop of Modon
or Methone. Mgr Kobes is a man of considerable renown and
sound judgement. Without doubt, he is the most outstanding
member of the Congregation and in proposing him for bishop
of Guinea, I was making a big sacrifice; it would have been
most useful to have him in the Mother House. I am hoping that
he will set sail soon, accompanied by a few priests. So finally,
this poor Mission, dear to our hearts, will be strengthened and
will have every reason to rejoice. I pray that it will never have
to suffer again as it has up until now.
In this house in Paris we have over 50 theological students, of
whom 20 belong to our Congregation and have transferred
from Gard. Amongst the others, it seems that a certain number
will also be asking. to enter. The Novitiate and Philosophy have
remained at Gard, with 11 and 12 students respectively. The
Congregation itself now has 43 members: 35 from the former
Society of the Holy Heart of Mary and the rest from the former
Society of the Holy Spirit.
Devotedly yours in the love of the Hearts of Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, priest, superior
(The following are the concluding lines of the version of this letter
which was addressed to Dakar and Bourbon.)
Your poor mission has been left a long time without a leader; I
am hoping that now everything will work well, in accordance
with the merciful plans that God has for the poor people of
Guinea. The appointment was made while I was in Rome (I
left on November 151 ). Bishop Kobes is now consecrated and
he will leave as soon as possible.
I
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From every point of view, Bishop Kobes is one of the most
remarkable members of our Congregation. It would have been
difficult to make a better choice. Those of you who already
know him will be aware of his many qualities and his spiritual
progress has undoubtedly added considerably to these
qualities and to his strength of mind. In suggesting him for this
responsible post, the Mother House has made a big sacrifice
in favour of Guinea, but this Mission is so dear to our hearts
that we would have done anything for its future.
We have more than 50 theologians in this house, including 21
who belong to the Congregation and were formerly at Gard. A
number of others will be asking to enter. At Gard, there are 11
in the Novitiate and 13 in Philosophy. There are about 15
Brothers at Gard and 3 in this house. In all, the Congregation
numbers 43 members - 34 from the Holy Heart of Mary and
the others from the Holy Spirit.
I have no time to give you more details at present; Mme Bertie
has just informed me of her imminent departure.
May the peace of Our Lord, Jesus Christ, be with you all! Be
united with each other by the same love that unites me to you.

F. Libermann, superior
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Different worries about the Mission and the
Congregation in France
To Bishop Bessieuxl

This long letter, which we reproduce in its entirety, took many days
to complete -from January 21''' to February 2nd, 1850. He deals with
many points which are causing him anxiety:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Bishops Bessieux and Kobes had written a letter to Libermann.
threatening, in rather intemperate language, to invite other
Congregations to work in their missions if Libermann could not
supply sufficient personnel. Ihey feared that he was giving
precedence to the Colonies over the needs of the Two-Guineas.
Libermann 's'initial responsi was brief, because he was
recovering from a serious sickness; here, he treats. the problem
at greater length.
Complicated. relations with the Archbishop of Paris since the
''fiUSlOn
. ".
The Castle of Mautevrier, offered to the Congregation.
Libermann's involvement in the erection of bishoprics in the
French colonies.
An invitation to join in a government plan for supplying
chaplains for French ships.
Missionaries for Senegal, Bourbon and Mauritius.
Possible missions in Whida (present-day Benin)), Asinie and
Grand-Bassam (Ivory Coast).

This 'important letter shows how Libermann approached the
problems fqcing the Mission and the Congregation.

1 N.D. XII, pp. 14-19
th
, N.D. XI, pp. 128-132, (June 13 , 1849): In this Anthology: Chapter V, Text 7.
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January 21 5 1, 1850
Dear Bishop Bessieux,
I presume Bishop Kobes forwarded my letter to you both,
written from Lande-de-Lange. 1 Please do not get too upset by
the contents; the storm has now past and we are once more
on good terms. For the love of God, let us strive to maintain
good relations amongst our confreres-in each of the Missions,
between the different Missions and between the Missions and
those in Europe. It is our duty-you, the elect of God, and
myself - to work hard always for that unity.
I am no longer worried about inviting another congregation to
work with us in Guinea. I know that henceforth, you will work in
close collaboration with us and that you will always act in a
spirit of gentleness and trust. I will speak more on this subject
a little later. My only fear is that there might be a
misunderstanding which would arise between the missionaries
and the Mother House. I have only noticed a few little sparks
coming from Senegambia; this does not necessarily means
that there is a disagreement, but it does worry me at times. It
is up to you, who have received an abundance of divine grace
through your consecration, to pass on to the missionaries
confided to your care a spirit of gentleness, love and unity with
the rest of the Congregation. I have not detected the same
spirit in the missionaries of Senegambia that is to be found in
Gabon, Bourbon and Mauritius. I am telling you this in
confidence. Be vigilant, because it is a spirit that could 'be
harmful if it is allowed to spread. What I have noticed is a
tendency to grumble and to jump to conclusions about us. I
have not received news about the missionaries for quite along
time; Bishop Kobes is the only one who writes and his letters
1 This was a country house of the Le Vavasseur family, where Libermann had gone
for convalescence after his prolonged illness.
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are always very reassuring. I feel that if I had been able to
reply to all the letters, they might have written more frequently;
but if this spirit of unity and mutual love really existed, they
would still have written to me, realising that it was impossible
for me to do otherwise.
Throughout 1848, I was completely taken up with revising our
Rules so that our' union with the Congregation of the Holy
Spirit could take place. It was very urgent and I only completed
the work just before I had to leave for Rome. After that, I still
could not attend to everything because I had to make the
necessary corrections, often working until after 11 at night.
And then in 1849, the uniting of the two societies was very
time-absorbing during the first few months. I subsequently fell
seriously ill for 5 months, during which time I was unable to do
anything and writing was out of the question. When I finally
recovered around mid-October, I was able to get back to work,
but there was such a back-log awaiting my attention that I had
to concentrate on the most important things. Then five or six
more pressing matters arose (more on these later) to which I
had to devote a considerable amount of time, finishing only
just before Christmas. I have never worked so hard in all my
life as I did during those last three months, but God in his
goodness gave me sufficient health to see me through. Then I
was hit by some other minor ailments for the next ten days
which made it impossible for me to write to all our dear
missionaries via the eight new ones who have just set sail. So
now that I am able, I am trying to catch up on all this
correspondence.
Frs. Boulanger, Morel, Tangy, Thierard, de Regnier, Duret,
Bourget and Ramboz have just left for Senegambia, along with
Brothers Michel, Julien, Antoine and Charles. 1 There are also
four Sisters of the Community of Castres who are heading to
1

Notes on all these men are to be found in the Index.
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Our Lady of the Gambia. At Easter, I will be able to send you
more missionaries, slightly fewer than the present group.
Please let me know how many you would like to have.
After that long introduction, let us get down to business:
1) The question of having another Congregation in our
missions

I have nothing against such a step in principle, but I think it
would be better to wait a little; it is a very important matter and
I feel it would be premature to make, such a decision at this
stage.
a) Although we have now been on the coast for six years, the
Mission is only just beginning after' many set-backs and
difficulties. There was no organisation before your arrival. I
believe it would be imprudent to introduce different
elements from the start. The foundations need to be solid
before inviting members of another society to work with us.
b) Your knowledge of the country is necessarily incomplete as
yet because you are in the very early stages of your
involvement there. You cannot know whether such or such
a group of people are stable and capable of perseverance,
'or whether to place a community in this or that place. You
run the risk of proceeding in. a haphazard way, whereas if
you are patient for a while, the way forward will be more
secure. You cannot yet be sure if your overall plan is the
best for the Mission; what seems right at the moment may
have to be changed in the future. Such changes could
complicate the placement of new missionaries and the way
they approach their apostolate. If you are just dealing with
our'own Congregation, you can proceed as you .wish, but
with others, you would have to take many other
considerations into account which could turn out to be a
greater obstacle than you imagine at the moment.
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Although I am such a lazy, lukewarm sort of person, I am
sure that even I would be upset to see so many souls
being lost while the details of our strategy are being sorted
out. And I can see that my suffering would be a lot less
than yours, since the special grace you have received as a
bishop and the responsibility you have for the salvation of
these poor souls makes you all the more determined to
help them: Even if I were a better person, I would never
have the same commitment as yourself. Nevertheless, the
thought of their perdition breaks my heart and I would hate
to think that any human consideration or blind love for the
Congregation would lead me to contribute to their being
lost. So if I express the opinion that we should not be in too
much of a hurry, it is precisely because I believe that such
haste could greatly endanger these poor souls. In pressing
ahead immediately, perhaps a greater number would be
saved here and now, but in the long run, ten times more
would be lost. Reflect on this seriously in the presence of
the Lord before making any decision.
If you do decide to go ahead now, I will not place any
obstacle in your way. All I ask is that you inform me in
advance so that we can come to an agreement regardiRg
everything that will affect the good of the members of the
Congregation. Here, I will just add two other difficulties that
I foresee which may persuade you to think again.
c) A very important factor to consider is finance. I have some
doubts if your present resources are even sufficient for
your immediate needs, with the arrival of 16 new persons priests, brothers and sisters, another group that I will be
sending you at Easter and further reinforcements in one
year's time, including brothers. This year, the Propaganda
has cut your allocation and will possibly do the same again
next year, with all the political troubre that is going on in
France.
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If you ask for personnel from another community, you will
have to give a fixed sum to each missionary every year,
whereas our men will be living with you and sharing your
penury. You are convinced that you will have enough
resources, but it is difficult to see what you base this
judgement on. For me, it is vital that you wait until such
income is created. The creation of money would involve an
initial investment, considerably greater than you envisage.
An estimate is not sufficient in such circumstances: you
need to be sure. And it will give rise to another difficulty. If
our missionaries have to undergo even the smallest
privations, in times of temptation they will start murmuring.
But it will be a lot worse if there are even greater privations,
especially if they affect their health. This would be bad
enough, but if the members of our Congregation want to be
put on the same footing as those of other Congregations,
you would be obliged to give in to their demands as well.
So your desire to have more missionaries at your deposal
could end by you having less. It would be a cause of
discord and misunderstanding amongst your personnel.
For the moment, I doubt very much if you would be able to
finance such a scheme, but you are in a better position to
know this than I am. Add up the number of missionaries
you have, including those who will be arriving shortly, plus
those who will join you at Easter and the end of the year,
including the sisters and brothers. Try to work out their
expenses, plus the money that needs to be spent on
completing what you have started-houses, chapels,
furniture etc. You must also put some money aside for
unforeseen extraordinary expenses. Add on to all this the
cost of bringing another Congregation to the Mission and I
am sure you will realise that you simply do not have the
me'ans to do so.
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d) Finally, another great difficulty would be to find a
Congregation which would want to enter into such a
commitment. If it is only a question of supplying a few men,
I doubt if it would be worth their while to take on all the
difficulties that it would entail. The only ones who could
make any serious contribution would be the Jesuits; all the
others would only be able to manage a very few
missionaries. The possible exception could· be the
Salesians, but in view of the recent events in Piedmont and
Savoy, they would not be able to take on even the smallest
corner of Guinea. As regards the Jesuits, I doubt if they
would be willing to accept. They already have many
missions and they are now preparing to return to Italy (they
have already re-possessed their houses in Rome and
Naples). They are also re-occupying their educational
establishments in France. So I am sure they will now have
considerable difficulty in staffing the very many Missions
they have already opened, particularly as they re-Iaunch
their colleges in France.
Having decided not to send any more missionaries to the
West Indies, I told the Provincial of the Jesuits that I would
probably be approaching them to set up two communities one in Martinique, the other in Guadeloupe. But he told me
that it would be impossible for them to take this up, so
there would be no hope that they would take on a Mission
which would entail many more people.
There might possibly be a few other small congregations in
France that could be asked, but they would have to be
approached with great caution. Those that are more firmly
established would refuse because they have all their needs
carefully worked out.
If, despite all I have said, you want to go ahead and invite
another community, I will be ready to help you from this
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end. But I think it would be wise to consult the Propaganda
and send them a copy of my observations at the same
time. I am sending a copy to Bishop Kobes so that you can
come to a decision together. I regard this whole matter as
one of primary importance and I fear you could be
exposing yourself to inextricable problems.

I will now move on to other business:
2) Problems with the Archbishop of Paris
The former Constitutions of the Fathers of the Holy-Spirit
placed that Congregation under the immediate jurisdiction
of the Archbishop of Paris, because at that time, the only
house of their society was in Paris. In 1847 (before we
joined with them in 1848), their Constitutions were
corrected and official approval was given. Under those new
Constitutions, the Archbishop only retained ordinary
jurisdiction and the society now came directly under the
Holy See. Immediately after the union was completed, I
informed the Archbishop and a great storm broke out. The
matter has now been referred to the Propaganda so that
an amicable conclusion can be reached.

3) The chateaux of
A noble family of Vendee unfortunately lost their only son
in an accident that occurred in the chateaux where they
lived. They offered us the house and surrounding grounds
for our novitiate, seeing it as a house where prayers could
be offered up for all the deceased of their family. The
castle is very large and could take up to 80 people. There
are beautiful extensive gardens, a farm and a forest. We
will take over possession of the house and garden
immediately, and later on, the farm and the forest.
Altogether, it should bring in a total of around 7,000 francs
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revenue. It is very complicated from the legal point of view
and there will be some delay in sorting it all o"ut; but we
have already taken steps to ensure our possession and the
right to the revenue. Our intention is to move the Novitiate
and Theologate there during the next holiday. The castle is
situated in Maulevrier, a small town in the diocese of
Angers where the people seem to be good Christians.
Please pass on this news to our dear confreres. Tell them
they are doing great work for the glory of God, and when
they get old and can no longer work in Guinea, they will be
able to retire to this pleasaht spot and live in restful peace
after the exhausting
of their earlier years.
.

\

,

4) The burden of colonial affairs

This new responsibility entails a great deal of work, leaving
me hardly any time to breath. These poor colonies have
been in a very bad state for ,a long time. The seminary here
in Paris had only 30 students for the colonies, but we are
now going to receive a budget for 60 students which, I
hope, will be sufficient for present needs. We are also
going to have three resident bishops for Martinique,
Guadeloupe and Bourbon (Reunion). Two or three months
ago, we had almost despaired of somebody for Bourbon,
but with the new Minister, things are now going much
better. Bishop de Langres has been a great help in this
business.
5) Chaplains for the navy

Another heavy burden has now presented itself. The
Minister for maritime affairs wants to launch a system of
chaplains for the vessels belonging to the State, a project
that could do much good. I have been dragged into this
affair and it is taking up a great deal of time. Chaplains will
be provided for every ship that carries more than 500
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people. The idea is that religious bodies will be approached
and they will be given houses in the ports from which to
operate. Chaplains returning from voyages would stay in
these houses and they would be replaced by others on
board ship. This would give them the opportunity for some
community life. The plan was to offer us a part of this work,
because we would not be in a position to do the whole
thing ourselves. With the help of other Congregations, we
would eventually be able to meet the religious needs of the
crews.
I felt I should not refuse outright, in case this was God's
way of expressing his will for us. But I could not accept it
unless people presented themselves for this special
vocation. The missionaries could not be employed in this
work-firstly, because it is not their vocation, and secondly,
because we do not have enough people for our own
needs. So from what I have said on the subject, you can
see that there is nothing for you to worry about since the
work would not take away a single missionary from our
principle works.
But it is still not sure that they will continue with the plan to
make us responsible for a part of this work so I have done
nothing to push or impede it. I don't want to be responsible
for our taking on such a burden, but if this is what God
wants us to do, he will send us the men to carry it out. If it
does happen, it will be very useful for our Missions.
6) Regarding Senegal

I had proposed to the Government that Senegal be set up
as an Apostolic Vicariate. The Admiralty was in favour but
the Ministry of Religion was against, so I am not pursuing it
for the moment. I believe it will be possible later on. As it
was so difficult to contact you at the time, I wrote to Bishop
Kobes on the subject.

;y 3'1B
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I suggested two possible plans:
- The first was to make Senegal a Vicariate and join the
inland territory to it as far as the river Gambia. The
Vicariate of Guinea would take in the left bank of this same
river
- The second suggestion was to divide your Mission· into
two parts: Senegambia would be one Vicariate and Guinea
the other. The Vicariate of Senegambia would stretch as
far as Sierra Leone (or another place, the name of which I
have forgotten). Guinea would remain with you. With this
plan, each of you would have an Auxiliary. Bishop Kobes
would send his Auxiliary to Galam. As regards Senegal, we
would wait a little until the Government itself proposed that
Senegal should be annexed to Senegambia. This would
eventually happen, because Senegal could not remain a
Prefecture if it is encircled by a country which has two
bishops. I have had no reply from Bishop Kobes so far
regarding this second question so I will leave this project to
one side. Not haVing succeeded in making Senegal into a
Vicariate, .I am going to appoint a Prefect for Saint-Louis
and Goree.
7)

Our missionaries in Bourbon and Mauritius are doing very
well and their spirit is excellent. They are observing the
Rule and live in peace and harmony. For a period, those in
Mauritius were so overworked that they neglected the
Rule to an extent; but Fr. Le Vavasseur, who is the
superior of that province, spent some weeks with them
and restored things to normal. Everything is going very
well, but our confreres are wearing themselves out.
Unfortunately, I can't send them any help because we
don't have the money. I am sending you a resume of what
they are doing; Fr. Francois will tell you more about it.

SPIRITAN
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Please tell our dear confreres on the coast that if God has
not seen fit to give them the same success as their
brothers working in the islands, their sweat and labours
are just as acceptable to the Lord as the work of those in
Bourbon and Mauritius-perhaps even more so. Their task
is to lay the foundations of a future building; they sow, and
the harvest will follow on afterwards. The work of those
who sow or lay foundations is not as rewarding. Those
who come after them will build the house of God on these
foundations and will be able to admire its beauty. They will
clear the land and sow the seed: their successors will
joyfully reap the harvest. They will plant with much labour
and suffering: those who replace them will water the
ground and enjoy the fruits of their hard work. So let them
be full of courage and perseverance. All their reward will
be waiting for them in heaven; their brothers will have
some joy and consolation in this life, but it is the same joy
that is being kept for the others in the next life. Both
groups are working in accordance with our Rule and the
spirit of our Congregation; this is my great consolation and
something for which we should all be very grateful to God.

8) Your letter of October 13th arrived at the end of December.
We were very worried that we had heard nothing, so we
were delighted to get it. It is now clearer for me where we
should go from here:
a)
Whida. I met a French man recently called
Christophe Colomb who spent
13 or 18 months at Whida.
He was also in Abomay and he thinks it would be better to
start a mission there. Apparently, the King of Dahomey and his
people are very attached to the French and they would be
delighted to have missionaries living in the capital. M. Colomb
beiieves it would be better to settle at Abomey rather than at
the trading post. He reckons that the French living there could
be an obstacle to the work of the missionaries, whereas the
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king and the chiefs would be happy if they were to start
schools and teach the people French. From Abomay, they
would be able to enter the kingdom of the Ashantis and they
would be well received, but he advised against approaching
them from any other direction (I cannot recall the reason he
gave for this piece of advice). He is coming back to see me
again and I will try to get him to put something in writing so
that you will have a clearer idea of what he is saying. This
same man, M. Colomb, is very much against the agents of
Regis 1. Apparently, he had an argument with them because
they were doing everything to stop the local people learning
French. He advises that the missionaries be very wary of
these agents, but M. Colomb is obviously very angry with them
so it would be better for you to weigh up all this advice on the
spot.
b) Assinie and Grand-Bassam. I was happy to hear
your good news about this area. We will do all we can
to send you more men at Easter, providing the amount
we get from Propaganda is not too small. So far, we
don't know how much they will send. We have already
received 10,000 francs and the rest should arrive in
March. But I fear the total will hardly reach 30,000
francs; if we add that to the 17,000 francs from the
Government, it will give us 47,000 in all. The total
personnel of your mission is 54, including the brothers
and the sisters. You have 42 children in Gabon and 13
or 17 in Senegambia. So I am worried you would not
have enough to manage if I send you extra personnel.
However, there is no need to worry because God will
take care of the needs of his servants. I am going to
write to Bishop' Kobes because his reply will reach me
1 For more information on M. Regis, see the article written in "Memoire
Spiritaine", no. 14, p.lS: "M. Victor-Regis, Ie P. Libermann et Ie Dahomey (18411846)", by Pierre Triche!.
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before yours. I will tell him the same things and if he
sees no problem, I will send you the men available at
Easter.
I want to share an idea with you that seems good to me, but
not having any practical experience of the Mission, I may be
mistaken. This is why I only give you advice with hesitation; it
is up to you to examine it and decide on its worth.
In view of the great extent of your Mission and the shortage of
resources at your disposal, it seems to me that it would be
better not to spread the missionaries too thin on the ground
but to concentrate on two or three important places and
gradually build them up as the missionaries arrive. Meanwhile,
financial resources can be improved by the setting up of
agricultural centres. This would involve extra financial outlay in
the initial stages, which in turn would restrict the number of
missionary personnel who could be supported. But once the
resources are established, you could then move forward and
safely augment the number of missionaries. After a few years,
you would be able to support around 100 priests, brothers and
sisters. But if you take on too much from the start, without
sufficiently calculating your resources, you will not be able to
keep up with your financial needs. This would have two
unfortunate consequences. First of all, the health and even the
lives of the missionaries would be put at risk, working as they
are on the dangerous coast of West Africa. It would also lead
to discouragement amongst them; you would ,have to remain
at the status quo without any hope of expansion or'
development, or, even worse, you might be obliged to
withdraw everybody to move elsewhere.
Great prudence is needed in the early stages of a Mission or
else you can find yourself going down a dead end. If that
happens, the only possibility is to withdraw. Remember that
your Mission only began effectively one year ago; before that,
there was no plan, no organisation, no objective and nobody in

538
charge. All this was due to the disasters that overtook our
confreres. From what you write in your letter, Assinie and
Whida would seem to be the important points on which to
concentrate. You could then' enter the kingdom of Ashanti
through Assinie and the kingdom of Dahomey via Whida. If
you cannot get into Ashanti country from the Assinie coast,
you should be able to do so from Dahomey, according to M.
Christophe Colomb.
February 9th
9) It now seems likely that we will be asked to take on a part of
the project for naval chaplains. A house would be provided at
Brest for as many men as we can manage, from which they
would fulfil their duties as chaplains on sea-going ships. But
there is no fear that Guinea will suffer as a result. On the
contrary, it could eventually increase the number of
missionaries that we can produce by swelling our resources
for the novitiate and making us better known in France. If we
can provide 30 chaplains, as we have been asked, we would
receive 30,000 francs a year and we could use it to support
the novitiate.
10) Bishop Kobes tells me that we will receive 1,000 francs for
every missionary that we send you. That seems a reasonable
figure and I would undertake to lower the charge as soon as
we are in a position to do so. This is why I will rejoice greatly if
the good Lord blesses the chaplaincy plan.
11) Fr. Bousquet came to us, but unfortunately, his health is
too precarious, so we decided, regretfully, to leave him in his
own diocese. But his visit was not a waste of time because he
brought Fr. Mas with him, whom you also know, and he will
stay with us. But it is a shame about Fr. Bosquet because he
impressed me 'very much.

539

12) Fr. Le Vavasseur has arrived from Bourbon and will be
with us in a few days. I asked him to come back when I was
sick because I did not know how things would turn out.
13) I was interrupted several times while writing this long letter
and cannot remember what I said, so please excuse any
repetition.

P.S.: I spoke to you about the chaplaincy project, but alas, it
seems to have been more or less forgotten. But this will have
no effect on the Mission, apart from the money that it could
have provided towards running our novitiate. But God will
prOVide.
Please pray for me.
Your poor servant,
F. Libermann, priest
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Relations between the Congregation
and the Missions

To Fr. Boulanger, in the mission oj Our Lady oJthe Gambia!

In this letter to Fr. Boulanger. a mIssIOnary in Senegambia.
Libermann gives guidance on financial administration. lIe then
moves on to a subject which IVas one of his greatest concerns
towards the end of his life: how to preserve the unity of the
Congregation when faced with potentially conflicting allegiances in
the mission fields.

Dear Fr. Boulanger,

November 13th , 1850

It is a long time since I last wrote to you. I feel the need to do
so, even though I have nothing special to say. I have just
written a long letter to Bishop Kobes about several matters, so
no doubt he will bring you up to date. But there is one question
that I raised with him which I will repeat here: it concerns
finance. Your bills hit poor Fr. Briot, the bursar, like a hail of
bullets! I had just informed him that the Propagation of the
Faith 2 is not likely to increase its generosity at the moment.
The budget for Guinea this year is the same as last year; they
claim that the missionaries are spending too much, as M.
Choiselat3 told me in the nicest possible way. If their appeals
this year are good, I hope to receive slightly more from them,
but not mUCh. So we will have to economise, but in such a way

1

2

N.D. XII, pp. 462-469
This refers to the "Propagation of the Faith", a society for giving financial aid to

missionaries that was based in Lyons, France.
M. Gallien Choiselat, born in Provins in 1784, was the general bursar for the
Propagation of the Faith. He died in 1853.

3
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that you in the Mission will not fall sick and our novices here
will not die of starvation!
The novitiate will not be able to survive without your
cooperation and help in this economising ... Next year will be
even worse than this, and if within 2-3 years time we have not
found fu rther sources of income, we will have no alternative
but to dip into the savings made by the Seminary in Paris for
the support of the students there. These savings come largely
from the building in the corner of the quadrangle of the
Seminary that we have rented out. The total would be no more
than 10,000 francs so the novitiate would suffer greatly. At
present, we have around 30 students, 10 novices and 12-14
brothers. To them must be added the directors, the Belgian
and the workers, so the total personnel works out at around 60
people. The mission of Bourbon has nothing to give us and
that of Mauritius has forgotten all about us, even though they
have been able to build chapels.to the cost of 6,000 francs.
I did not give all these details about finance to Bishop Kobes
, so as not to upset him, because I have talked to him so much
about money recently. But I forgot to tell him one thing that I
would ask you to pass on to him. The three Sisters of Castres
were not able to travel to Africa with Fr. Arlabosse\ so their
superior asked me to approach the Minister to arrange their
passage. Shortly after Fr. Arlabosse left, I learnt of the
discontent of the Propagation of the Faith that I mentioned
above and I feared our subsidies would be reduced. Moreover,
I felt uneasy that more bills could come to light which would
drain the allocation already given us even further, so I could
not take the risk of sending the Sisters for the time being. I
advised the Superior to postpone their departure, because of
the case that was in progress regarding their house in Dakar
and our uncertainty as to what the Propagation would give us
1

See Index
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this year. Please pass this on to Bishop Kobes in my name
because I will not be able to write to him again for the next few
weeks.
I talked to Bishop Kobes about the steps that should be taken
to maintain unity between the communities of Guinea and
between them and the Mother House. I am convinced that the
African climate has something to do with the suspicion and
false ideas about us that some of our dear confreres seem to
be entertaining; such touchiness can easily degenerate into
general discontent. It is essential that we establish a union and
cohesion between the communities in Guinea and ourselves in
Paris, otherwise the spirit of God will not dwell amongst us.
The missionaries of Guinea must not be, above all, men of
Guinea: they must be primarily men of God and the Church.
Secondly, their allegiance must be to the Congregation to
which God has given them arid to which they are lovingly
attached. It is through this Congregation and by the will of God
that they have been sent to work for the salvation of souls in
Guinea. In that country, as anywhere else, they remain
members of that religious body to which God has given them.
If Guinea becomes their primary allegiance and the
Congregation is secondary for them, then this cohesion and
unity of hearts of which I am talking becomes impossible.
What I have said about Guinea is equally valid for any other
mission. If the Congregation is seen as something secondary
that can be sacrificed to the interests of the Mission, it will be
torn to pieces. Soon there would be as many separate
societies as there are missions, having nothing in common but
the name and the rule - and even those would not last long.
I am not sure exactly how things stand in Guinea in this
regard. My fears are based on certain symptoms that fill me
with alarm:
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The erroneous ideas that some confreres have about us,
false impressions that they have formed regarding our
degree of interest in the mission;
The speed with which some get annoyed with us and
suspect the existence of things which are simply a product
of their own imaginations;
The absence of the regular reports that the superiors are
obliged to send me;
The lack of friendly relations between the confreres in
Guinea and those in France,· including their one-time
directors from when they were in formation;
The bad reaction (according to Frs. Graviere and Ronarc'h)
that my letters to the communities have provoked.
All of· these are not proofs, but they are indications or
symptoms which are disturbing, and they should urge us on to
renewed efforts· to establish a better spirit and a greater
degree of unity amongst us.
The source of the problem could be some erroneous
conclusions that have been drawn from premises which are
correct. The argument would go something like this: the aim
we have in joining this Congregation is Mission and the
Congregation, in fact, has no other end but that. It only exists
to look after and sanctify its missionaries. Therefore one can
conclude that the Congregation is secondary.
To that I would reply as follows: the essential aim of the
Congregation is the apostolate and those who join will be
employed by her, according to its aim, intentions and spirit, to
work in the missions that have been confided to her by the
Holy See. It follows that all should apply themselves with
complete dedication wherever they are employed, but within
the Congregation and according to its intentions and spirit.
Therefore, the Congregation is not and cannot be secondary.
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Attachment to the Congregation is of the essence of the
commitment. We make our vows in the Congregation and not
to the Mission. Our ties with the Congregation are for ever,
whereas our commitment to the Mission is only for as long as
we are attached to it. There is no doubt that while our primary
attachment is to the Congregation, we should still have a great
love and devotion for the particular mission to which we have
been sent. But one thing is sure: if we do not establish the
principle which I have been describing, then within fifteen
years. most of the missionaries will have lost their way and
their efforts will not receive God's blessing.
Another false idea is that since the Vicars Apostolic have been
appointed by the Holy See, the mission belongs to them and
ceases to be a mission of the Congregation. It follows,
sometimes without even noticing it. that a missionary' sees
himself as belonging to the Vicar Apostolic and no longer to
the Congregation. So there are two distinct sides: the Vicar
Apostolic and the Congregation. The Vicar comes first, the
Congregation a distant second. There are very dangerous
errors in this way of thinking, not just for the Congregation but
also for the Mission. The first error is that the Mission is in no
way withdrawn from the Congregation but remains confided to
it. The Propaganda never talks to me of "Bishop Bessieux's
Mission" but "your Congregation's mission". It was given to the
Congregation on the resignation of Bishop Barron. A bishop
was granted at my request and the choice of the Vicar
Apostolic was left to me and he was drawn from the
Congregation.
The Holy See. of course, does not and cannot waive its
authority over the Mission. The Propaganda alone gives the
powers, directly or indirectly. It alone has the administration
and direction of the Mission and it confides these powers to
the Vicar Apostolic in matters spiritual and temporal. Thus the
Vicar Apostolic has full authority over the missionaries for
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everything that concerns their work. But the idea that the
Mission belongs to the Vicar Apostolic, not the Congregation,
could lead to dangerous conclusions and result in great harrn
for both the Mission and the Congregation.
It would also be a serious error to divide the Mission and the
Congregation into two separate parts. For me, this idea is so
pernicious that I would fear the devil would take advantage of
it and plant it in the mind of everybody. If the missionaries are
all attached to the Head of Mission, they will detach
themselves from the Congregation, dividing the apostolic
project in two. As I have already said, this will harm both the
Mission and the Congregation.
Then, if later some missionaries become dissatisfied with the
Vicar Apostolic, this concept of the two parts will divide the
missionaries, separate the mission from the Mother House
and cause all manner of problems for the Vicar Apostolic.
There is no need to elaborate further on this point. Therefore,
the missionaries should only think in terms of unity: the unity of
the Congregation to which they belong and the unity of the
bishops with the Congregation. The Bishops are one with the
Congregation to which they belong; they are at the head of the
Mission which has been confided to the Congregation. The
missionaries' role is not to speculate: it is for them to obey
both the Bishop and the Superiors.
It is crucial that the more senior missionaries among you work
closely with the bishops to see that the confreres of Guinea rid
their minds of this kind of distinction and that their
conversation is not critical of the Mother House or any of its
members. These rash judgements must disappear. I have
heard it said by some that we are not very interested in the
Mission, but this, of course, is nonsense. They must be
encouraged to love the Mother House and to take an interest
in what is happening there. Persuade them to write to their
confreres at home and share the news of the Mission with
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them. The confreres here
:andlettnelTlknow what is
happening in France. This sort of loving communication can
only produce good results.
I am very anxious about all this. God's blessing will be with us
if we are truly united, but not if we are at odds with one
another. The future or the ruin of the Congregation harigs on,
this unity. I hope all the confreres and the· Bishops ,wfll
understand this and work untiringly towards a. pEfrfect
unanimity.
All goes well here. Fr. Hardy has left us at last. Fr. Gaultier is
very happy and the Seminary is fine. There are not many .
stUdents, but they are committed and observe the rule well.
This resulted from sending fifteen of them a.way and admitting
another four, on condition that they will leave with the Bishops
of the colonies. Everything is progressing well at Gard. .
I have no time to give you any more news. I am soon going to
lock myself away in my room to concentrate on writing to our
confreres on the Missions. From now on, I. should have more
time. I will write some letters each month and keep abreast of
my correspondence with you all.
Yours in Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann, priest

P.S. I am very anxious to get some news; it is a.long time
since I heard from Gabon and Senegambia.

.."
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Apostolic life and the observance of the
Rule
To Fr. Jacques Laval}

This letter of Libermann to Jacques Laval is part of a series offour
letters that he wrote to missionaries on the island of Mauritius
(Thierse. Lambert, Baud and Lavall He stresses the importance of
fidelity to the Rule and community life in the turbulence of a busy
apostolic ministry. Libermann makes it clear that what he has to say
is the result of a long conversation with Fr. Le Vavasseur who was a
native of Bourbon (La Reunion) and who had worked there from
1842-1849. The irony is that Le Vavasseur himself was not regarded
as an exemplary community man by his fellow workers!

Paris, February 24th , 1851

My very dear confrere,
I want to add these few words to my first letter, to speak about
a very important matter. I have been prompted to do so as a
result of a long conversation I had with Fr. Le Vavasseur.
Our community in Mauritius is one of those which' bring me
great joy and encouragement. It has received many graces
from God and preserves the spirit of the Congregation to my
great satisfaction. Every time we think of you we thank Jesus
and Mary for the many graces they have sent you.
But according to Fr. Le Vavasseur, who loves you all tenderly
in the Lord, the one thing that is lacking is a close observance
of the Rule, so this is why lam writing to you. For us, living
according to the Rule is of the greatest importance. First of all,
if we do not respect it, we are failing God, because it is
through the Rule that he expre!>ses his will for us. The spirit
1
I

N.D. XIII, pp. 55-57
See Index
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and dedication of the Congregation, as well as the
perseverance of its missionaries, depends directly on our
fidelity to it. Its neglect would lead eventually and inevitably to
laxity in the Community.
You are the first, the founders of our Community in Mauritius,
so your influence on those who come after you will be crucial
for the future. If you neglect rules now, they will be even more
neglected in the future. The same excuses that you are using
for non-observance of minor rules will be repeated by your
successors to justify their disregard for those which are much
more important. So your neglect could turn out to be a sort of
'original sin', imposed on future confreres! All our confreres
initially seek to please God in everything and observe the rule
in its entirety, but when irregularity creeps in, they start to feel
qualms of conscience, even though they cannot put it into
words. But this can lead on to a lack of unity and grumbling
about the superiors. Even if this has not yet happened
amongst you, it is something to guard against for the future. I
therefore earnestly ask all the confreres to observe the Rule
with love and constancy.
And I ask you, my dear confrere, to do all that you can to help
your brothers to keep to the Rule. They can help you to do the
same so that together, you can re-establish a spirit of
regularity. The result will be most pleasing to the Lord and
beneficial for the people to whom you minister. Pay special
attention to the following: regularity in rising and going to bed,
in observing the time allotted for sleep, personal prayer and
particular examen, punctuality for meals and recreation and all
those regulations that concern the ordinary routine of the day.
Community meetings must be held regularly. Confreres should
not go too far away from each other. One who is isolated from
the rest will soon lose the community spirit and will gradually
cease to care about his brothers. Perhaps this is not yet the
case, but it could happen in the future, especially amongst
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those who will come after you. We are not just responsible to
God for ourselves: we are also responsible for future evils that
may result from our present behaviour.
In extraordinary circumstances, a confrere may remain away
from the central station for up to two weeks, but such
protracted absences must not be taken as the norm.
Therefore, see to it that there is a central place which will be
considered the community house and ensure that the
missionaries come together there at the times specified by our
rules.
The council meetings should be held during those assemblies.
They are of supreme importance for the good of your souls
and the Mission. The first thing on the agenda will be the
observance of the Rule; the second, everything that concerns
the good of the Mission. It is a serious error to believe that the
care of the people will suffer as a result of these meetings.
Anything lost will be more than made up for by the fruits of
your corning together in this way. It not only sustains the
fervour of the missionaries and their unity but greatly benefits
the development of the whole mission. I fully understand that a
missionary will find it hard to leave his flock and he will always
come up with an apparently good reason for staying where he
is. But very few of such reasons have any validity. He must be
firm with himself and you, in your turn, should insist on his
attending, because it is essential for the general good. See
that this is carried out.
Every time a confrere has a reason (which seems to him
sufficient, for absenting himself on the appointed day), let him
explain himself at the preceding meeting and let the plurality of
votes decide. In his explanation, the confrere should not be
insistent, nor should he show his disappointment if the request
is refused. The members of the council should be free to give
their opinion in all simplicity and according to what they feel is
right in the sight of God. When it has been impossible to
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consider the case at a previous meeting, the confrere should
write to you; you will then examine the case before God and
make your decision. Read out the request at the next meeting
and let the council give its advice with peace, gentleness and
charity. Finally, confreres must ask your permission for those
things that are listed in the Rule.
This is what I wanted to say to you all, in the love of Jesus and

Mary.

Yours in that same love,

F. libermann
P.S. Please make sure this letter is read to our dear confreres.

\
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Rules of the Brothers
of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
and the Immaculate Heart of Mary
(Extracts/

Libermann had a particular concern for the Brothers of the
Congregation 2, who were to play such an important role in carrying
out its missionary task. During his lifetime, he received 89 Brothers
into the Congregation3. The extracts below are taken from the
second rule that he wrote in 1851, when the integration of the Holy
Heart of Mary into the Holy Spirit made it necessary to re-write all
the previous texts.
March 15 1, 1851

1.1

1

Brothers are received into the Congregation of
the Holy Spirit and the Immaculate Heart of Mary
to help the missionaries in their apostolic works

N.D. XI, pp. 487-515

, A letter Libermann wrote to Fr. Collin on February 14'",1851, sums up his ideas
about the role of Brothers (NO XIII, pp. 30-34):
" ... Regarding the Brothers, I have the same ideas as Fr. Le Vavasseur. When
they can be employed to the glary of God in teaching catechism and giving
instruction, why nat.da so? They must nat be regarded as domestic servants;
it would be better not to have any Brothers if that were the case. But they
must be ready to give a material service for the whole of their lives if that is
what their superiors decide. The great virtues for the Brothers are self-denial,
humility, obedience and a love of work. I am now sending them their Rule.
Tell them how much I hope they will be fervent and holy. If they observe
these rules, they will lead them to sanctity without too much suffering. So
they should read and meditate on them and make them their own ..."
the article in "Spiritus" 13, pp. 397-415. Also the book of Fr. Rene Charrier,
"Les Freres Couroge", published in 1994.

3

552
so that they will be free to carry out their sacred
functions. The 8f'others will also be at the service
of the local people, according to the directives of
their Superiors.
1.3

The Brothers will look upon themselves as the
children of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Heart of
Mary and members of the family. However, they
must also see themselves as the least in the
house of God and honour the person of Jesus
Christ in the missionaries.

1.5

So that the Brothers, like the missionary Priests,
will be joined to God irrevocably, they will not go
to the Missions before pronouncing the three
perpetual vows of poverty, chastity and
obedience. They will do this at the end of their
novitiate.

1.6

Their vows will be accepted on condition that the
Superior General or his delegate will be able to
dispense them.

1.8

The formula for the taking of vows is as follows:
Most holy and adorahle Trinity. prostrate at your feet
and filled with gratitude FJr all the graces I have
received from you, I am now consecrating myself
totally to you. I want to work in your service and for
your glory in the presence 0/ my Saviour, of the
Blessed Virgin Mary and all the Angels and Saints in
the Society consecrated to the Holy Spirit under the
invocation 0/ the Immaculate Heart of Mary.
I.. .... take the vows o/poverty, chastity and ohedience.
according to the rules of the same Society. freely and
with full consciousness 0/ whar j am doing. Adorahle
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Jesus. it is for your glory, for love of you and under the
protection of your Holy Mother that I take these vows
. for life.
My gentle Lord, Join my sacrifice to the one that which
you offered up on Calvary and that you oiler each day
on the holy altars. Grant me the strength and the love
of the Holy Spirit which filled you on the day of your
great sacrifice. so that, united with you. my sacrifice
will be pleasing to your heavenly Father, and being
filled with the same intentions as yourself I will be
able to accomplish perfectly what you have inspired
me to resolve today.

1.9

As soon as a Brother pronounces his vows, he is
a member of the Congregation. Henceforth, the
same Congregation will look upon him as a child
of the family of the Holy Spirit, under the
invocation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, and
will treat him as such. For the rest of his life, he
will share in all the prayers and good works of the
Congregation and after his death, he will be
entitled to its spiritual help and its holy sacrifices.

V.I

Being consecrated to God, the Brothers must be
filled with a deeply religious spirit and their
conduct will be holy, thereby showing to
everybody that they are true servants of Jesus
Christ.

VII1.8

They will have a tender love and affection for the
local people. They will pray continuously for their
salvation and be prepared to sacrifice everything
for the spiritual good of these poor souls.
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VII 1.9

They will try to bring them to God by the love and
gentleness with which they treat them. They will
use every opportunity to lead them to conversion,
or practise the Christian virtues if they are already
converted.

VIII. 10 They will always give an example of piety,
modesty and all the other virtues. They will be
careful not to give a bad example through
excitable behaviour, impatience, laziness and all
those other external faults, remembering the
words of Our Lord, Jesus Christ: 'Woe betide
those who scandalise one of these little ones".
Finally, they will put up with their vulgarity, their
faults and their importunity.
VII1.11

The Brothers will likewise show the interest that
they have in the people. They will use every
opportunity to teach them to love God, to practise
virtue and avoid vice, but always with that
kindness and Christian charity that touches men's
hearts.

VII1.15 They will not limit themselves to helping these
people with a view to eternal life. They will make
every effort to improve their living conditions on
this earth, by sharing the skills that they have
acquired themselves, by encouraging them to
work by all possible means for their own good.
But all of this will be done in so far as the Rule
and obedience allow.
VII1.16 To sum up, they will use all possible means prayers, good example, words and actions - to
help these poor people and lead them to the
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practise of religion. In this way, the people will
come to enjoy their share of the graces and gifts
that Our Lord, Jesus Christ has destined for them,
sharing the glory of the angels and saints.

. ""'<....
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The statue oj NOire-J)ame-des-Victoires in Paris. Libermann cclehrated
the Joundation Mass oj the Congregation oj the 110ly l1eart oj Mary at the
altar by this statue on September 25''', 1841.

r
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Chapter VII
>

Libermann, the father of the
Congregation

,
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Mary watches over her missionary family
To Father Desgenettei

Father Desgenettei was parish priest of the church of Our Lady of
Victories in Paris. It was the cradle of the Congregation of the Holy
Heart of Mary. Libermann wrote this "description of events" that
follows at the request of Father Desgenettes. 'He wanted to let
everybody know of the continual graces received through Mary by
his Congregation, both as regards its foundation ( for example, the
astonishing success of Libermann's efforts in Rome) and the first
years of its existence. Ihe Congregation is truly the work of Mary's
Heart, which is both eminently apostolic and the refuge of sinners.

Very dear and venerable Father,

9th February 1844

As soon as Father de Brandt informed me that you wanted a
description of our "Work for the Black Peoples", I got down to
writing it. However, I was so otten interrupted, that I could not
finish it as quickly as I would have liked. I presume you will not
publish everything written here in your newsletter. I want to
give you plenty of details, so that you can deCide for yourself
what to include, using the prudence you have received from
God. I think it would be better if you talk about your generosity
to us, because that is such an important element of my story;
but please do not insert the whole letter as such because I
would not be able to compose it sufficiently well for that.
Moreover, there are some people who are opposed to us and
they would only say that I wrote it with a view to boasting
about ourselves. So I will tell you my tale, like a child talking to
his father, with all simplicity and confidence.
1

N. D. VI, pp.37-48

2

See Index of Names
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It is absolutely certain that our little Work for the Black Peoples
owes both its foundation and the progress it has made in the
few short years of its existence to the powerful protection. of
the Most Holy and Immaculate Heart of Mary. All the good
confreres who started and continue this work with me are
convinced of that and our hearts are full of gratitude towards
Mary. From the start, the Archconfraternity of the Immaculate Heart
of Mary, Refuge of Sinners, has interceded for this little work
before our good Mother. The principal members who were to
begin the work, had not yet been decided upon, the obstacles
facing it seemed insurmountable, but the fervent prayers of
this holy confraternity obtained what at first sight appeared to
be impossible. From its very beginning, our confidence in this
difficult undertaking was totally in the goodness of the Heart of
our most holy Mother. The problems far outweighed our
weakness, and from a rational point of view, we regarded our
aims as unattainable. At the same time, we had a very strong
feeling that we would succeed. On the one hand I felt very sad
and did not dare broadcast the idea of our project, because it
seemed to me nothing but folly as far as the eye could see,
and every wise person would probably think the same. On the
other hand, I felt great trust in the most holy Heart of Mary,
which made me sure of success. The few people to whom I ..
did reveal my plans criticised and discouraged me. In spite of
all that, I could not stop myself going forward, for the great
feeling of confidence I had stopped me from listening to what
people were saying to discourage me. But I still wanted to be
sure what God wanted, so I decided to use the best possible
means to learn the truth.
That is why, at the beginning of 1840, I set out for Rome,
where Our Lord gives his enlightenment to those who gUide.
the Church. I arrived without any testimonials or letters of
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recommendation of any kind and I looked for no protector to
help me carry out my plans, or to seek admission for me into
the corridors of power. My only aim was to find the will of God
and I was terrified of doing anything which would involve
relying on myself. As a result, my friends often criticised me for
remaining inactive.
But I had another reason. My plan seemed so contrary to the
ordinary rules of prudence that I was convinced, in advance,
that all those from whom I would ask official recognition would
reject me. I had already met with plenty of difficulties, and I
was not looking for new ones. I only had my confidence in
Mary to keep me going. I spent two months without making a
move, so as to learn how things are done in Rome. I had to
devote much time to that, because I knew nobody who could
help me to learn how to go about things. Everybody to whom I
described my project got angry with me and regarded my idea
as pure fantasy. That was partly because I had arrived in
Rome without any testimonial or letters of recommendation. At
the end of eight weeks, I wrote a memorandum, in which I
described the essence of our plan. I presented it to Bishop,
now Cardinal, Cadolini, who was then the secretary to
Propaganda Fide ' . After that, I returned to my solitude and
waited for God's command.
I was not in sacred Orders - my state of health seemed to be
an insuperable obstacle to that - and here I was presenting
myself as the leader of a work which was pre-eminently for
priests. Why should Propaganda Fide bother with my plan, far
less agree to it? I lost all hope of ever obtaining a reply to my
memorandum, especially when at the end of another two
months, I had not still heard a word. But I still took no steps to
promote my affair. The usefulness of the work I was proposing
1

The Roman Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peopies
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spoke strongly in our favour, but what set rpy mind at rest
above all was the confidence I felt in the goodness of the most
holy heart of Mary, together with the frequent and fervent
prayers of the Archconfraternity in Paris.
I was in a strange situation. My reason told me that there was
no possible chance of success, which meant that God was
rejecting the work. On the other hand, my heart was full of a
certainty that we would not fail. My confidence was such, that
at the very moment when all seemed lost, I got down seriously
to composing a plan of action, the steps we needed to follow
for carrying it out, and the spirit in which we would live it. In
other words, I started writing a rule.
In the midst of my efforts, very important in their own way, a'
strange thing occurred in which I saw the hand of Mary and
from which I received great encouragement. Here is what
happened. Only Father Tisserant was convinced that we
should consecrate our work to the most holy Heart of Mary.
Father Le Vavasseur and I did not think that an apostolic
enterprise should be consecrated to the Immaculate Heart of
Mary, even though my whole confidence rested on that most
holy Heart. I thought that the Society should be consecrated to
some perfect model of all the fundamental virtues of the
apostolate. I don't know Why I failed to see that we would find
all of that in the devotion to the most holy and immaculate
Heart of Mary.
So I fixed my attention on another object of devotion - that of
the Cross. I had gone to a lot of trouble to try and write down a
rule for the new society. But it was impossible to find a single
idea because my mind went completely blank. I visited the
seven most important churches in Rome, and also decided to
include some churches where there was a particular devotion
to Our Lady. Without quite knowing why, I found myself
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deciding to consecrate our work to the most holy Heart of
Mary. I went back home and immediately got down to work. I
then saw everything so clearly that with a single glance I had a
complete view of everything, its whole complexity down to the
last detail. It was an inexpressible joy and consolation for me.
In the course of this work, especially in the explanation of the
particular details, certain difficulties arose, and I couldn't see
any way out of them. So I went back to some of my churches
of Marian devotion, (St. Mary Major, Saint Mary in Trastevere,
The Madonna of Childbirth in the church of the Augustinians,
and Our Lady of Peace). When I returned home, I only had to
pick up the pen and the difficulties would melt away and what
was indistinct became a clear as the day.
While I was busy writing the Rule, the Cardinal Prefect of
Propaganda Fide wrote to France to get information about me.
In the meantime, testimonials were sent to me which some
priests advised me to present to the Propaganda. My
memorandum was examined by the Congregation de
Propaganda Fide and at the end of three months, Cardinal
Fransoni asked where I was, and learned that I was still in
Rome. All that time I had made no attempt at moving matters
forward, for I had not even gone to his office. I lived a very
retiring life and was content to leave the whole affair in the
hands of God and Mary. My reason was that if God wanted
this work, then my memorandum was sufficient, since the
good people who now had it in their hands desired the glory of
God even more than I did. I wanted God to decide everything.
The cardinal wrote me an encouraging letter in the name of
the Propaganda Fide. He said, in substance, that the Sacred
Congregation, while reserving until later the official recognition
of our project, had found it, on a first reading, good and useful
for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. The Sacred
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Congregation· also praised our commitment and his Eminence
finished by saying that he prayed that Almighty God would
give me health enough to be ordained a priest and so be able
to devote myself completely to this holy work. The prayer of
such a good person was heard and my health was restored.
Although my health was better, I still had the greatest difficulty
in getting ordained; and I was reluctant to take any steps
myself to achieve this. In fact, I did nothing because Mary did
it for me. I made a pilgrimage to Loreto while still unsure about
everything. During this time and without my knowledge,
someone spoke on my behalf to one of the most important
bishops in France and he offered to ordain me. On my return
to Rome, I found a letter containing that news. I therefore went
back to France, and the bishop gave me minor orders. Finally,
the bishop of Amiens ordained me a priest.
We began our enterprise under the protection and with the
blessing of the bishop of Amiens, who was very generous
towards us. There were three of us. It was then that the
protection of the most immaculate Heart of Mary revealed
itself yet again. Some very good and wise people almost
destroyed everything by sowing seeds of contention amongst
us. It is true that they were full of good intentions as they
spoke to one of the principal founders of the work, but I
everything was lost, unless Mary intervened. Those
harmful words, repeated often enough, made such an
impression on my confrere, that during the first two months, he
did not suspect that it was all a temptation. I was deeply
worried and could not find a remedy.
Three days before the feast of the Presentation 1 , I had the
idea of recommending the affair to the Most Holy Heart of
1
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Mary. I spent those three days in prayer and when the feast
day arrived. it was as if a revolution had taken place in the
heart of this dear confrere. He came to see me, saying that the
Most Holy Virgin had obtained for him a complete change of
heart. He then explained to me all that had passed in his soul
and made a firm resolution to oppose similar temptations with
all his power. As soon as he felt any feelings of disharmony
coming on, he immediately had recourse to Mary and once
again his prayer was heard. These battles continued until the
beginning of February. Towards the end of January he went to
Paris to consecrate himself to the Most Holy Heart of Mary at
the foot of the altar dedicated to Our Lady of Victories. He
wanted to be freed from this evil temptation which had
completely turned him against me. He passed the whole night
preceding the feast of the Purification 1 in front of the altar of
the Immaculate Heart of Mary and was completely healed. He
told me, in his letter. that he had obtained the grace of having
a totally different opinion of me and since then. the most
perfect union has reigned between us.
Just about this time. we had another grace from the
Immaculate Heart of Mary. That was the mission of Haiti.
which was one of those which had come to our attention and
which was the first we had proposed to ourselves as fulfilling
the reason for our existence together. Just as the Most Holy
Heart of Mary had brought us together, Mary wished to make
us understand that we could expect everything from her
intercession. To prove it, our two large missions, Haiti and
Guinea, were given to us at the church of Our Lady of
Victories in Paris. You know what happened better than I do,
for it was through you that the holy Mother of God gave us
these two missions.

1
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However, once again the situation in Haiti became difficult and
we were in a crisis concerning our work here at home. We
had, at that moment, five missionaries ready to leave and
nowhere to send them. I made the journey to Paris to place
our work in the care of the Most Holy Heart of Mary and at the
same time to find out exactly how the land lay. I found things
to be such that there was no hope whatever of finding a
mission for our men before eighteen months or two years had
passed.
I can still remember that when I was coming down the steps of
Our Lady of Victories, I said to you, "Father, we are in an
embarrassing situation." "Why do you say that?", you replied. I
said, "We have nowhere to go". You said, "How is that? Are
you in financial difficulties?" I replied, "Not at ali. The Holy
Virgin would never let us run short of funds. But we don't know
where to go. Every door is closed to us." You tried to console
me, but there was no need of that. In spite of the distressful
state of affairs, I actually felt no fear. I cannot explain why I
was so certain for I had no reason to be optimistic, except that
my mind was continually turned towards the Holy Heart of
Mary and I felt a calm and an assurance based on I know not
what. I well remember saying to you, seated beside your fire,
that I was absolutely sure that we would soon have a mission,
that I was extremely calm and that I had no explanation for my
tranquillity, except that the Heart of Mary was preparing a
mission for us and that this good Mother was expecting me to
wait calmly for a solution to our problem. I left Paris that same
day.
The very next day, Bishop Barron, Vicar Apostolic of Guinea,
came to pay homage to Mary at the altar of her Most
Immaculate Heart at Our Lady of Victories. He spoke to you
about his vast Vicariate in Africa and of his great need for
priests. A strange thing happened, which I cannot explain from
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a natural point of view: it never crossed your mind to mention
, our foundation to him! The evening before, you had been so
sympathetic to us in our embarrassing situation; but when you,
were offered such a wonderful opportunity to help your
children, the children of the Most Holy Heart of Mary, you did
not even think of us! In my opinion, there can be only one
possible explanation: Mary wished to show us that we would
receive everything through her Immaculate Heart, After you
and the Vicar Apostolic of Guinea had talked, you went to the
altar of the Most Immaculate Heart, SUddenly, you had some
kind of inspiration which told you that the mission of Guinea
would be ours, You spoke to Bishop Barron 1 about it, and the
very next morning after my arrival in Amiens, I had to make my
way back to Paris again to conclude the negotiations which
Mary had already begun on our behalf
'
That was only one of the special graces which the admirable
Heart of Mary gave us, But I feel no need to go into great
detail to describe all the good things that she has showered on
us, We only have to remember the very small resources that
were available to us at the beginning to appreciate how she
worked on our behalf for the first ten years of our existence,
Everything was against us and we had no support anywhere, I
was at the head of the organisation, but it seemed that I would
never be able to manage a work like this as there was no
chance of my ever being ordained a priest My companions
were young and totally without experience, I went to Rome
and met ecclesiastical Superiors with no letter of introduction,
no testimonials, and no support whatsoever- I only had a plan
to offer-Everything else was poor, weak, powerless, without
any resources, and devoid of all human means, I could only
expect rebuffs, especially when confronted by men of wisdom,,'
But there also it was the Holy Spirit who arranged everything"',
1
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and in that, I find my great joy and consolation. The Holy Spirit
guided the head of the Church and those who helped him.
Through them, the Holy Spirit encouraged us, as well as
getting us a type of written approbation and this
encouragement was repeated time and again through the
letters which the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide sent us.
How did all this come about? Was it thanks to our merits, our
talents, our qualities, or our efforts? In no way! I did nothing. I
left everything to Mary, placing all my confidence in her
incomparable goodness.
After receiving this approval and being ordained priest, I went
on to establish our small Society in the diocese of Amiens.
There were three of us without any resources. But within two
years, we owned a house and garden for our novitiate, and
had all that was needed to maintain fifteen missionaries. At
present we have twelve missionaries abroad, a thirteenth on
the point of departure for the missions and four Brothers. In
the novitiate house we have seven clerics and three Brothers.
We also have the' little African whose story you know. He was
sent to us by Mary, since it was during a pilgrimage which one
of our priests made to Our Ladt of Deliverance that he met
him and brought him back here . An even greater number of
candidates have announced their imminent arrival, even
though we have not taken the least steps to attract anybody.
I prefer to keep silent until God makes his plans known to us.
It is a rule that I have laid down for myself in the conduct of
affairs: always to wait for the moment of Providence. I am
absolutely sure that with the. help of the prayers of the
Libermann is talking here of young Thlokoro, a Bambara refugee living in
France, so as to be safe from an uncle who had usurped his right of succession to
the chiefdom. Libermann spoke at length about him to his brother Samson in a
long letter. Cf. N. D. IV, pp.216-218.
1
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Immaculate Heart of Mary, this way of acting will always bring
success in its wake.
Now I must say something about the state of our missions. We
have not existed long enough for me to be able to show any
great results. We have four missions: Mauritius, Reunion, Haiti
and Guinea. It is far too much for a missionary society as
young as ours, but in spite of ourselves, that is where we are. I
asked to be relieved of the responsibility for two of those
missions, but the Holy See did not agree to my request.
1) We have seven missionary priests and one brother in
Guinea. We had to open three missions there, one at
Garroway, one at Assinie and the third in Gabon. You know of
the agreement the Ministry for the Navy made with us: fifteen
hundred francs for each missionary priest, four hundred francs
for each brother, a house, a chapel with all that is necessary
for carrying out worship and many other advantages. And we
have the protection of the Government.
2) In Reunion, we have three missionary priests. They have
been there for about a year, and are doing so much good that
they are overwhelmed with work. I am afraid that their health
will suffer as a result. They are asking for more priests and I
do not have any available.
3) Then there is Mauritius. We are only able to have one
missionary there because the British Government does not want
any more French priests on the island. I asked Cardinal
Fransoni's permission to send Father Laval' somewhere else.
He said he would discuss it with the Vicar Apostolic of Mauritius,
because he frequently comes to Rome. I am sure that the
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cardinal will ask me to leave Father Laval there, because he is
doing so much good that the Bishop of Mauritius will do all in his
power to keep him there.
4) Finally, we have Father Tisserant on Santo Domingo (Haiti). We
are going to send him another priest and a brother whose job it
will be to run a school. The future of the Catholic Faith on the
island is in grave danger. The Protestants are trying to sow their
errors everywhere. Methodist ministers are doing their best to
take over the island and the conduct of some bad catholic
priests means 'that confused people are joining the Methodists
and that will do us a lot of harm. However, the civil authorities
are on the side of the Catholic Church and are asking Father
Tisserant to provide good priests. General Herard and the town
council of Port au Prince have both made the same request to
Father Tisserant. The Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide has
written to me saying that we must send as many priests as
possible there and continue to be responsible for that Mission. It
is giving us a lot of headaches, but there is much reason for
hope, especially considering the readiness of people to return to
the Catholic Church.

(The remainder of this document is in Libermann's own hand)
My very good and dear Father,
I have delayed sending you this account because Father de
Brandt told me you would publish it only in your fifth bulletin.
And I had another reason: I was not happy with what I had
written. So I ask you, dear Father, not to insert it as it stands,
in your newsletter. I prefer you to lift out whatever you think is
useful and say it in your own way, as long as you make it clear
that I am only describing what the Most Holy and Immaculate
Heal t of Mary has done for us. That would be much better
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since we have enemies who would be very happy to accuser
us of merely seeking publicity. But if you think this:
memorandum is not up to standard, or is insufficient, let mer
know and I will make another attempt.
I would love to be able to be able to spend an hour or two with r
you because I have so many things to discuss. It is difficult to
do that by letter. Later on, I will be happy to talk about Haiti at
greater length. Since the last letter I sent you, I have received
another from Cardinal Fransoni, asking me again to help,
Father Tisserant. I am going to send him one priest and onebrother who will be a teacher in a school, without stressing the
fact that he is a religious brother. I am also sending a priest'
who does not belong to our Congregation.
I will soon be able to give you the news I got from Reunion. It
is very interesting. What hurts me, however, is that our priests c
there did not say a word about setting up the Archconfraternity·
of the Immaculate Heart of Mary as I expected them to do. I
will ask them why they have not done so in my next letter.
I am as always your very grateful, affectionate and respectful
child and servant in the love of the Most Holy and Immaculate
Heart of Mary.
F. Libermann,
Missionary priest ofthe Most Holy Heart ofMary
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Libermann describes the new appeals
made to the 'Congregation
To Father Le Vavasseur1

This long letter, (twelve pdges in the "Notes et Documents") was
written by Libermann to Le Vavasseur to consult him about the
future of the Congregation. He gives a full description of projected
works in Europe, Tunisia and possible foundations in Southern
Africa. He asks Father Le Vavasseur to visit those areas near the
Cape of Good Hope and assess the situation. We give this letter in
full since it speaks of a critical period in the history of the
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary.

Faubourg Noyon, 56, Amiens
My very dear Confrere,

14th October 1847

I have intended to write to you for a long time, but I couldn't
find an opportunity to do so because I was so busy. Almost a
fortnight ago, a Jesuit priest was ready to leave for Reunion
and offered to carry this letter with him. I was on holiday at
Notre Dame du Gard and on returning to Paris, I waited for
him to come but unfortunately, he had already left. I hope in
future to be more punctual and regular in my correspondence
with you. I am busier than ever, but at least we have now
managed to get hold of a newspaper listing the departure
times of ships.
I am more grateful than ever to the good Lord for giving you
his peace. I feel great relief on two fronts: I was so sorry to see
you suffering so much under this temptation and I was so
anxious for us to recover that close union we had for carrying
1
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out the work of God together. I would be overjoyed if God
would allow you to be with me so that I would not have to carry
the whole burden of administration alone, with all the
responsibility that that entails. I know that God will never
abandon me and that Mary will always come to my aid, but it
would be such an encouragement to have you here with me
because you are my second self. Don't be surprised at the
confidence I feel after all the troubles we have been through in
our relationship. I am convinced that God will give me even
more hope, because he has a plan for uniting us in the
intimacy of the love of the most holy Heart of Mary.
Please don't think that I undervalue all the other confreres;
they are good and holy men, with much talent. But they are
young and need experience. Neither did God invite them to
take part in the foundation of our work, as He did for you and I.
So we must wait for God's moment and keep praying in the
meantime.
Father Boulanger, whom I wrote about in a previous letter, is
not able to take charge of the community in Reunion. I have
felt this for some time and after studying the matter in depth, I
have decided that he is not the right man. So we just have to
wait a little longer.
It is possible that Father Thevaux 1 might be suitable when he
finally arrives. Perhaps with some training he would develop,
but I have my doubts. His judgement is quite good but he has
a volcanic temperament. He seemed alright when he was here
with us and I hope he has learned a thing or two after rubbing
shoulders with different people and suffering greatly' in
Australia. At the moment, I am not very sure where he is. It is
possible that the extreme anguish he has undergone and his
1
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quarrel with the bishop may have made him bitter and even
more unstable. You will be able to judge for yourself when he
arrives in Reunion and you could train him into the work, if that
is what God wishes.
I am afraid my letter of 3rd December was written in a moment
of weakness and with a certain amount of depression 1
because of what you wrote to me. I sent another towards the
middle of January. It now appears that both letters left on the
same boat. Pay no attention to the first one and think no more
about it. Do not be concerned at any irritation I expressed
about you. What is done, is done! The more pain I felt, the
more joy and consolation I now experience at your returning to
the path of reason. So you have paid back over and above
what you cost me. You owe me nothing. It is I who am in debt
now to you and I hope to be able to pay you back with the
great love which Jesus has given me for you.
Let me tell you a little about our poor confreres in Australia. I
am very upset at what has happened; they are in the most
abject poverty and if it continues like this, they will surely be
unable to survive. I have written many letters and they have
received none of them. They have not even received your
letter from last June. What will become of them? Bishop
Bradl ended up by giving Father Thevaux a certain amount
of money to get rid of them, but our confrere felt he could not
leave without my permission. Obviously, in such dreadful
circumstances and since he was not receiving any news from
me, he could easily have presumed my permission.
I think God has permitted this mistake so as to prove the worth
of these dear confreres through extreme suffering. Things had
1
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come to such a pass that Father Thevaux was suspended
from performing his priestly duties. I have no idea what right.
Bishop Brady had to do that. I find it hard to believe that
Father Thevaux did anything to incur such an ecclesiastical
penalty. I am going to write to Rome to get that censure lifted.
For your part, if Frs. Thevaux and Thierse 1 have not yet
arrived at Reunion, try to send a letter to them by means of
some trader from Mauritius. Get them out of that terrible
situation as quickly as possible. Let me know as soon as they
meet up with you.
I will now give you some news to explain what I wrote in my
letter to the community of Reunion. You mentioned something
about the land of the Kaffirs2 ; it was already brought to my
attention in Rome last year. I believe that we are able to
undertake a new Mission without any difficulty, despite the
immense size of Guinea. Our community is on the right road, it
is getting better known and our resources make it possible to
consider new fields of work. I think it probable that the number
of novices and students will increase, but we have as many as
we can deal with at the moment. I believe that we should
accept another Mission.
Now I want to talk with you about something which must
remain a secret between us. I have not rrientioned this to any
of our confreres as yet but I would like your advice. Please
examine the matter seriously in the presence of God. It
concerns a Mission, which, as I see it, could counterbalance
that of Kaffir land. A fortnight ago, Bishop Luquee spent a day
1
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at the time of Libermann, they were the names used by the colonialists to
designate the inhabitants of southern and south-western Africa.
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with us. He knows my views on Kaffir land as I had spoken
,about it with him in Rome. He tried to make me accept it and
wrote to me about it even since my return to Paris. He is
bringing this new Mission to our attention because of the
number of young people joining us and the good spirit in our
Congregation.
But he is talking, at the same time, of us undertaking a Mission
in Tunisia. There are a great number of blacks in that country.
The Bey has given them all their freedom this year and plans
'tei improve the lot of the Muslim population. He is friendly
towards France, and even admires all that is happening here
(he spent some time in Paris last year). The Tunisian Mission
has a certain importance. There is a French missionary called
Father Bourgade who is doing wonderful work there. There is
ta1k of naming this good man Vicar Apostolic and after him; it
is from our ranks that the bishop would be chosen. The
difficUlty is that there are also Capuchin priests in the area.
,;Blshop Luquet thinks that the country could be divided into two
vicariates, one for the Capuchins and the other for Father
Bourgade and us. Perhaps we could invite Fr. Bourgade to
become a Spiritan Associate and get him to sign the same
"lOCgreement that I concluded with Bishop Truffet\ so that the
M'Vllssion would be properly regulated. Bishop Luquet promises
to gather more details about the project and that, of course,
would be essential before we undertake anything. From now.
on, I am resolved never to accept any work without having
Igathered all the facts necessary to enable us to know the real
state of affairs.
Bishop Luquet is a man in whom we can have every
confidence, just as if he was one of us. So be on your guard
against anything that is said or written about him.

1
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Unfortunately, his discussions with the Jesuits on the question
of indigenous clergy and ecclesiastical provinces have
become somewhat embittered. Bishop Luquet is not without
fault, because with the best of intentions and the most sincere
desire to treat the question with gentleness and charity, he has
caused much tension and shock; he has attacked the Jesuits
with the energy of character of which you know him to be
capable. I must give him credit for trying his best to appease
his adversaries and to act with gentleness. But I know he has
not always succeeded and that he is strongly critical of that
excellent and holy body of men. He tends to exaggerate the
wrongs that they have done to him. I am sure that the Jesuits
feel the same hostility towards him (without rancour) and
somewhat exaggerate the ill will that he is meant to have
shown them.
The question which has caused this antagonism is very
tortuous and painful, but important nevertheless. Bishop
Luquet is a fierce champion of his ideas, but is full of good
faith. Bishop Luquet is an intimate and affectionate friend of
mine; he has excellent intentions, but tends to act a little too
harshly, although he leads a saintly life in Rome. Because he
has been engaged in so much skirmishing, you might think
that his temperament would have become embittered and
severe. Well, the contrary is true. He is very calm, moderate
and prudent, but I wish he did not feel such antagonism
towards the Jesuits. Please pray for that intention.
To return to the question of Kattir land. Although I feel we
should try our best to find out how things are in Tunisia, I
believe it would also be useful to have a clear idea of Kaffir
land. This is what I know about that country so far. The lands
of the Kaffirs and the Hottentots are actually under the
jurisdiction of the Vicar Apostolic of the Cape of Good Hope.
The Kaffirs offer more possibility of· moral improvement
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because of their intelligence, character and so on. (You know
the Kaffirs better than I do). Morally speaking, they have better
potential than the Hottentots, who appear to be more
backward.
Both these peoples are in great need of our help. It appears
that the Vicar Apostolic is ready to cede his authority over both
of them. Kaffir land is presently at war with the British, but that
is a problem which could soon pass. It has been infiltrated by
the Moravian Brethren, a type of Protestant sect. They have
brought in education and, in that way, have spread their
errors. On the one hand this could be a drawback, but on the
other, it makes the involvement of the Catholic Faith all the
more pressing.
These difficulties do not apply to the Hottentots. They are far
too backward for the British to bother about taking control of
them or for the Moravian Brethren to get involved. It appears
that after the Aborigines of Australia, the Hottentots are the
most under-developed people in the world. What I want to find
out is if the Hottentots are as numerous as the Kaffirs. I
suspect they are not. Do they offer any hope that we will
succeed in establishing Christianity among them? I have no
doubt on that score, but it will be extremely hard. What do you
think is the full extent of the problems involved and what
means could be used to overcome them? These questions
must all be answered satisfactorily before we can mal<ea
choice between the two ethnic groups. We must make a
choice because we could not take both Missions on at the
same time. So it is very important that we gather as much
information as possible before choosing either of these two
apostolates.
Here are the principle points we need to clarify:
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1) An exact idea of the state of these peoples, of their
countries and climates;
2) What are the difficulties? Are they inherent to the
populations or do they stem from their circumstances or
geographical location? Or have they been caused by the
British?
3) Under what conditions could we accept responsibility for
these places? Would the authorities insist on a British
bishop? This would be my fear because of all the recent
problems we have experienced with them; the British are
very prejudiced against the French and there are so many
differences of character between us. Could we have a
bishop from among ourselves? Would the British
Government not oppose such a move?
If you can visit the Cape of Good Hope easily and if your
absence would not cause serious problems for our dear Black
People in Reunion, I would Willingly accept your offer to go
and get first hand information. You could send me the results
of your investigations and your reflections on the whole
subject before leaving the Cape of Good Hope to return to
Reunion. If you do make this voyage, you can give the Bishop
of Cape Town the enclosed letter, addressed to him, by way of
credentials. If, on the other hand, you find that you cannot
leave Reunion, please let me know as soon as possible so
that I can look for another way of getting the information I
need.

I would now like to raise another question. I told you in
previous letters that I had decided to accept ministry in
Europe, above all in certain important seaports. Here are my
reasons and I would like you to tell me what you think of them.
In our European work, we would concentrate on the poorest
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classes in this country who are in the greatest need of our
help. I am thinking of sailors, soldiers, working men in general
and those who are even worse off: convicts, prisoners, and
beggars. It goes without saying that these would be most
excellent and useful works.
But for the moment, I want to concentrate on reasons above
and beyond the amount of good which there is to be done; I
am thinking especially of how they would help to consolidate
and strengthen our Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary.
None of these works are opposed to the ends or the spirit of
our Rule. It is true that at the beginning, we had not thought of
such works, but that does not prove that God does not want it.
It was impossible for us to think about them at the time; God
was directing us to the work for the Black People. However,
we did feel the need of broadening our approach to some
extent and so the Rule speaks in general of poor and
abandoned souls.
The only part of the Rule which is expressly opposed to this
idea is article one, chapter three, in the first part of the Rule.
There, ''foreign missions" are declared to be the only works of
the Congregation and it is expressly. forbidden to keep
missionaries in Europe under the pretext of doing good here at
home. However, I think that this article need not be seen as a
barrier to us opening some houses in Europe, in the sense in
which I am speaking, for the following reasons:
1) This article was composed with the aim of
consolidating the difficult work of the Missions which the
Congregation was to make its very own project. I am
still of the same mind: missionary work must always be
the special interest of the Congregation and any other
occupation can only be accessory and undertaken with
the motive of consolidating, supporting and procuring
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the greatest possible benefit for the work of the
missions. When the Rule was written, our thoughts
were to guard against abuses which might be
introduced with the passage of time, to the detriment of
the Missions.
2) The latter part of the article wished to prevent
missionaries who could do good abroad from being
kept back in Europe. Again there was the question of
taking measures to prevent abuses, so that the spirit of
the Rule would remain undiluted.
I am proposing that the thrust of the work which we will do in
Europe will be towards the salvation of the working class - of
sailors, soldiers, convicts and prisoners - if God gives us the
opportunity and the means. We will begin by opening houses
in the principal ports which serve our Missions, such as
Bordeaux, Marseilles, Toulon, Brest, Nantes and Lorient.
Please don't get alarmed, my dear Brother, at this plan, which
at first sight might appear to be retrograde. We don't have to
start everything all at once. We can choose what is most
convenient for the moment and follow where divine
Providence seems to indicating that we should start. It will, of
course, always be an absolute rule that whenever a cleric
offers himself at the novitiate with the formal intention of
working in the Missions, he will never be employed in Europe
in these kinds of houses.
If, we wish, we could compose another rule which I offer for
your scrutiny. In the Mother House, there would be a Council
composed of a proportional number of representatives taken
from the Apostolic Vicariates or provinces in the Missions. The
houses in Europe would have one or several representatives,
according as this work becomes larger and more important. In
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the general affairs of the Congregation, this Council would
offer its insights to the Superior General and, if it is judged to
be opportune, his absolute power on certain points could be
transferred to the said Council 1 . Into this category could fall
the keeping in Europe of subjects who are destined for the
Missions; that could only come about with the approval of the
General Council.
All this of course is just the beginnings of an idea and It has to
be thoroughly examined before taking any further steps. The
houses of Europe will only be staffed by missionaries who
cannot support the African climate and by those who offer
themselves to the Congregation without any special desire for
the foreign Missions, or who even have a particUlar wish to
work here at home. We will never or hardly ever accept
someone who insists on being kept in Europe. But in fact,
such a person will be kept back here if that is his preference. I
think that if God wants us to do this European work, then the
type of people we need for it will arrive, because such a work
is necessary in France at the present moment. There are a lot
of zealous priests and lay people actively engaged in this, but
no work has been established with that strictly in mind. The old
religious Orders do not get involved, because at the time of
their foundation, those Societies did not do such a work, for
there was hardly any need for it. The Jesuit Fathers could, of
course, engage in this work, but their status in the eyes of the
French Government and the great mass of the population here
makes that impossible. Since the need exists and is keenly
felt, then good priestly souls have to busy themselves with it.
Of course, if the vocations do not present themselves, if
resources are not forthcoming, then my idea will collapse by
itself and obviously, we will be unable to proceed any further.
And give to the Council the powers taken from the Superior General. (This
seems to be what Libermann is proposing).

1
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In that case we will confine ourselves to what is strictly and
absolutely necessary or we will remain bound to our
missionary work. I will pursue this new idea step by step,
following the movement of divine Providence, very gently and
without any intervention on my part.
So how will the Congregation benefit from all this? Why should
we bother undertaking this new work and cause complications
for our administration?
1) It is perfectly normal that the Congregation should seek the
glory of God wherever and however it can, as long as it does
not damage its principal work. This new type of apostolate is
very appropriate and even useful for us.
2) We need to have one or two houses in the south of France,
so that we can cater for the missionaries who are unable to
support the African climate and those whose health has been
broken out there. I think that such a situation will arise more
often, especially when we have spread out in Guinea to a
greater extent. When missionaries pass a certain number of
\ years in the tropics, they can no longer adapt to the cold and
\damp of northern France. When they have spent some time
I back in Europe, they will regain a part of their lost strength and
be able to work once more for the glory of God.
3) If we are to p'feserve the central role in the Congregation,
the Mother House must have a strong administrative function.
But if we do not have works in Europe, the authority of the
Mother House will weaken in comparison to that of the bishops
established in the Missions. The Mother House will be nothing
more than a seminary at the service of the Missions. In that
case we would have to change its organisation, or it will end
up in a false and dangerous position. The Mother House is
supposed to direct and guide the communities in the Mission"

I
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but if it loses its authority, it will be reduced to almost nothing.
This seems very dangerous to me. If we have a work in
Europe, it will serve as a counterweight and will give much
moral strength to the Superior General, enabling him to
maintain his authority vis vis the Vicars Apostolic. We must
conserve the equilibrium between the two authorities, religious
and ecclesiastical and in that context, this balance is vitally
important.

a

4) The Mother House should retain a considerable authority
over the missionaries so as to preserve the spirit of the
Congregation and community life. This authority will naturally
be counterbalanced by that of the bishops, so it is imperative
that we strengthen it on our side; for if the organisation of the
Congregation and of community life is to be properly
safeguarded, then the authority of the Mother Community
must not be diluted. In general, you will find that few of the
Vicars Apostolic are really supportive of community life, or look
on it as a priority once they have been nominated to that role.
Moreover, if we are not careful, in a short time the nomination
of people to be Vicars Apostolic will be in the hands of the
Missionaries themselves and, particularly, the already existing
Vicars in the same Mission. It is only by preserving its
authority that'the Mother House will manage to uphold the
spirit of the Rules and the bonds which hold the Congregation
together.
If the Mother House, i.e, the novitiate and the seminary, were
to be the only work in Europe, we would be reduced to six or
seven people living here in France. They would include
confreres who had been sent back here from abroad, or new
recruits found here in France. But if the personnel consisted
uniquely of returned missionaries, we would end up with the
least capable men and our authority would be mediocre as a.;,'
result.
.
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For we must remember that according to the rules established
by the Holy See for Missions in general, the bishops would not
be obliged to let the confreres we were asking for go back to
Europe. In addition, those who are most capable of doing
good abroad would find it very difficult to return home. If
problems arose between the bishops and the Mother House (
which is bound to happen), it would be obliged to submit, even
when it saw some danger to the spirit of the Rule. The bishops
would always have the Mother House at their mercy: they
would only have to release mediocre missionaries to
completely ruin the influence and authority of the Mother
House. If the bishops find themselves in difficulties, they will
not hesitate to act in such a way. If this happens, they would
be changing the constitution of the Congregation.
I would not see any harm if, from the beginning, the
constitution had been built on other foundations than those
which exist: but it would be wholly wrong if, after thirty or forty
years, we had to make a radical change to the organisation of
the Congregation. If we were forced to recruit here, we would
always be dependent on a certain number of young men that
we would hold on to as soon as they left the novitiate and we
would not be able to choose older persons. They would not
have the breadth of vision to make good choices, so what
influence could the Mother House have over the spirit of the
missionaries? If, on the other hand, we have several houses in
Europe, we would have a larger pool of people available and
there would be a certain number of men who would be wise,
serious, learned and experienced. I will not keep on about this
any further; I merely wish to indicate how things stand. Pray
about it, examine and study the matter deeply before God.
I don't mention the reasons against my plan. I will only say that
what I am talking about is extremely serious, so much so that
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il we cannot have several houses in Europe, we will have to
change the constitution 01 the Congregation. There have been
no such problems up until now; I only want to let you know
what I think so that everybody can be prepared. I don't even
expect-. any serious problems while I am still alive. However, I
cannot guarantee that they will not appear, because I am
unable to see into the future. My main concern is about what
will happen alter I die.
Now, a word about our financial situation; Our house in the
suburbs is costing us one hundred thousand francs. If I had
been here when it was bought, we would not have gone ahead
with it. But God wants us to have it so I cannot object. Wewill
not necessarily be financially embarrassed as a result. We
have contracted a debt of twenty thousand, or perhaps, filteen
thousand Irancs, so you can see that allis not lost. Our good
Mother Mary is with us and she will not see us go short.
The big problem is that we are receiving three thousand francs
less per annum and we will have at least sixty-live people to
feed and clothe this year. (This figure includes the brothers,
the teaching and the domestic staff). So if it is possible lor the
rest of you and Father Laval to come to our aid, it would be
very helplul, because over and above the ordinary expenses
lor so many people, we have to pay interest on a loan 01 nine
thousand francs and, in a few months time, we will have to find
another five or six thousand Irancs.
Yours in the love 01 Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann
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Libermann gives news about their
missionary family

--

To Father Jacques Laval}

This letter to Father Laval bears no date. Father Cabon inserts it .in
"Notes et Documents" between two others of the 28 th and 30 th June,
1847. Jacques Laval was the first missionary sent out by Libermann.
He was working marvels among the Black People in his mission of
Port Louis, Mauritius, after his arrival there on 14 th . September
1841. Libermann had been wanting to send him some other
confreres for a long time, but the British authorities would not allow
the presence of other French priests on the island. But now, he was
soon to be joined by the missionaries who had left Australia2 afier
project collapsed.
Libermann gives Laval an overview of the state of the Congregation
of the Holy Heart of Mary, especially in Dakar and Cabon. He also
informs him about the new situation in Amiens, where there were
over sixty confreres, divided between two houses of formation. La
Neuville, the former novitiate, had been sold. Libermann was now
living in Faubourg Noyon with the novices since 23 April, 1847. He
remained there until 1911, April, 1848, when the novitiate was
transj(!rred to Notre Dame du Card forfinancial reasons. At the time
of this letter, the theologians were residing at Notre Dame du Card
with Father Ignatius Schwindenhammer as Superior. They would
stay there until the "fusion" of 1848, when they transferred to the
Seminary of the Holy Spirit in Paris.
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Late June 1847 (?)
My very dear Confrere,
Although I gave you news of the Congregation in my last
letter, I am going to repeat it all again, because I believe that
my recent letters may not have reached you. This is what I
presume because I have received noting from you for a long
time. I hope we will correspond more regularly in future. I am
very unfortunate in this matter of letter writing. I don't know
what to do to make sure that my letters always reach you. I
would ask you to repeat what I have said here to our dear
confrere, Father Lambert, and to the other confrere who will be
with you by the time this arrives.
Our Mission of Guinea, which had such an unhappy start, has
now taken a turn for the better and offers much hope. It is a
vast area and the ethnic groups are more numerous than I
thought. Since we made our second start there, we have had
no misfortunes worth talking about. Father Bessieux is the
only one left of the first seven members our Congregation sent
there. Last year he was very ill in Gabon and came back to
Europe to recover. He is now much better and will return to
Africa next autumn.
After our first failure, we took the decision to set up an
establishment in a healthy spot at the entry to the coast of
Guinea. There we will take in young Africans to instruct and
teach, with a view to making priests and catechists of them. A
house accordingly has been built at Dakar on the Green Cape,
six miles from Goree. Dakar is very salubrious and our
missionaries are getting on fine there. They have a stone
house, thirty six metres long and fifteen wide. It is used for
acclimatising new arrivals, as a place for missionaries who are
sick and as a central school for the Africans. Eight of our
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"priests are
with two more rooking after the school as
well as three brothers,
At the other end of West Africa, fifteen miles from the Equator
Of\
and·one· "
Heatthiest place on fhe coast. Severa(
bTotfter.:it·is almost
minor chiefs have invited our confreres to come and set up a
mission. Father Bessieux will return there with two
missionaries and one or two brothers. I hope that on his arrival
he will be able to start a new mission and penetrate into the
interior from there.

the

Soon our confreres will start to expand their influence and
. begin the preaching of the holy Gospel. From a spiritual point
of view, nothing worthwhile has as yet been achieved in the
two years that we have been there. There are reasons for this:
the climate forces us to be very careful and there are several
other problems of a material nature.
We began at Goree (with Father Arragon and Father Briol).
Those two stayed for a while without being able to do
anything, because the Prefects Apostolic of Senegal refused
to give them faculties. They made a few short excursions to
Dakar, but did no serious work there. Later, I asked Rome to
give Father Tisserant the powers of a Prefect Apostolic and
that dear confrere left for Senegal with Father Lossedat and
Father Warlop. They planned to start a mission at Dakar. As
you already know, Father Tisserant perished at sea, but the
two others had reft by another ship and arrived safely. They
began building at Dakar and lived during that time at Goree,
but they were unable to do any ministry because they had no
faculties. The death of Father Tisserant delayed the progress
of the mission in Guinea, but I then asked Rome to grant the
powers of a Prefect Apostolic to Father Graviere. They agreed
and he left in May last year (1846) with Father Le Berre,
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Up until then, Father Bessieux was alone in Gabon, busy
learning the language. It took a long time because he had no
interpreter. During that period, Father Briot visited Father
Bessieux and went back to Goree to look for more help. He
eventually returned with Father Le Berre. Meanwhile, Father
Bessieux had mastered the local language (Pongwe). He
wrote a grammar, a dictionary, a catechism and a life of Our
Lord. As soon as Father Briot and Father Le Berre 'arrived,
Father Bessieux began instructing the local people, but he fell
ill and returned to Europe soon after his recovery. During his
absence, his confreres learned the language more quickly
than he had and are now able to give religious. instruction.
Father Lossedat joined them again. The people of Gabon are
now asking to be instructed and baptised, but our confreres do
not wish to act too quickly; they first want to see signs of a
.
genuine conversion.
I forgot to tell you that we actually have a church now in
Gabon. The king of a nearby island called Koniquet asked for
missionaries. He constructed a beautiful and spacious cabin
for them on a hill which they had chosen. Soon they will build
a mission there. The language of the island is also Pongwe.
Our missionaries have been in Dakar for the past year and
there is a lot happening in the country. Without the opposition
from the Islamic marabouts, there would already have been
numerous converts. But in general, the people are favourably
disposed towards the missionaries and admire them. The king
and his chiefs are solidly behind us and the king's nephew,
who is next in succession, has been fully instructed in
Christianity and is already a Christian in spirit. The only thing
which stops him from being baptised is the fear of starting a
persecution, but once certain difficulties have been overcome,
conversions will be more numerous.
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But unfortunately, it has been almost impossible for us to get
anything worthwhile done so far; the death of Father Tisserant
delayed the hope of much progress in Guinea more than
anything else. If from the beginning we had had a bishop to
restart the Mission, it would have been much better developed
by now. I did not dare request one at that time, but In May,
1846, I went to Rome and asked them for a Vicar Apostolic
and they agreed. Father Le Vavasseur must have told you by
now all the details which I sent him, so there is no need to
repeat them here. Bishop Truffet received his appointment on
the day of his profession, the feast of the Epiphany. He left on
15 th April with Fathers Chevalier, Bouchet, Dreano and
Gallais. In addition, there are two catechists, M. Lamoise and
M. Durand, who may one day be ordained priests.
Bishop Truffet arrived on 8th May with his new men, but he
found that Father Arragon and Brother Simeon had been
captured in the kingdom of Cayor, next to Dakar, where they
had gone on a fact-finding expedition. As soon as the king of
Dakar learned of their imprisonment, he went to find Bishop
Truffet who had arrived only two or three days previously. The
king offered him soldiers and to use his influence (which is not
very great, I am afraid, for the king of Cayor is much more
powerful than the king of Dakar!). But Bishop Truffet told him
that God would take good care of his servants and that he
would not use force to deal with the situation. The good king
Elyman of Dakar admired this attitude. He called a council of
his chiefs and marabouts and they decided to write to the king
of Cayor to demand the return of the missionaries. It was
Soliman, the above mentioned king's nephew, who wrote the
letter. Among other things they said that the two Europeans
were guests of the king of Dakar; that they had come in peace
and therefore the king and his chiefs were demanding their
return. He added that if even one handkerchief of theirs did not
come back with them, war would be declared for the next thirty
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years! These brave words were conveyed to the king of Cayor
by three of the important men of Dakar, who returned in
triumph eleven days later, bringing the two white men home
with them. I am pretty sure that the commander of Goree had
also written at the same time to Cayor to ask for the return of
the two Frenchmen and that the wishes of the French
commander had more effect than that of the chiefs of Dakar.
But they are no less to be admired for all that. The Mission of
Guinea is ready for great development and I am sure that in a
few years, we will need at least three bishops there to cater for
those vast lands.
We are gradually getting well established along the coast.
From there, we will be able to get to know the country more
and more and once we have a clear idea of the different lands,
we will penetrate into the interior where we hope to have the
greatest success. On the coast, unfortunately, the corruption
practised by the Europeans creates many difficulties for the
missionaries and I fear that will always be a big problem for
us.
One of the biggest problems is the multiplicity of dialects; you \'
meet a different language every hundred and fifty miles. \ /
Please pray constantly for your confreres who Will be going. \"
into uncharted territory where the Gospel has not yet been
preached.
As of now, the Vicariate of Bishop Truffet consists of
Senegambia (without the islands of Saint Louis and Goree),
Sierra Leone and the two Guineas (apart from the Portuguese
outposts in the Congo): that comes to about three thousand
six hundred miles of coastline. Senegambia alone would be
enough to form an enormous Vicariate.
Now I will say a little about us here in France. We have plenty
of people. There are about ten nOvices, four
are
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already priests and a fifth will be ordained in September and
five will be made sub-deacons. In the house of studies. which I
will describe later, we have twenty-two students, three of
whom are in philosophy while the others are all theologians.
We have also received several requests from possible recruits
for the new academic year and others will probably come later.
We only have five professors in the two houses. We are
stretched to the limit, for in both places the number of people
amounts to almost sixtythis year, including the brothers.
I am not sure if you are aware that we no longer have La
Neuville. Perhaps my letter with that news never reached you.
We sold it in order to get a house nearer town. The novitiate
group and I live in Faubourg Noyon 56. The house of studies
is at the abbey of Gard, about nine miles from Amiens. We
have a very nice church there in good condition; it is about
thirty or forty metres long and the religious ceremonies are
carried out beautifully in it. The acoustics are excellent and it is
called Notre Dame du Gard. The statue below the altar is an
imitation of the one at Our Lady of Victories in Paris.
In addition, we have a very big house, sixty metres long and
fifteen or eighteen metres wide. We have a double garden
which is extremely spacious. There is also the cemetery of the
previous owners, the Trappists. The first one we buried in it
was a young negro (M. Seclo or Thickor0 1 ) who died last
winter. In addition to the garden, we have two apple orchards,
also quite large. There is a big courtyard containing apple
trees, a poultry yard and many buildings. The place where we
live is isolated and not near any houses. There are villages all
Ubermann also spelled the name Thiekoro. He was a Bambara refugee in
France, fleeing from an uncle who had usurped his right of succession to the

1

throne. Libermann spoke at length about him to his brother Samson d. N. D. IV,
pp. 216-218. (See also note S in Chapter VII text 1).
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round us, and the· nearest hamlet is ten minutes distance by
road. Our young men are full of fervour and are very happy;
they follow' the regular life in its entirety. We have no
complaints to make against these young men. They are pious
and studious and during recreation full of fun, open, and
perfectly united among themselves. After the September
ordinations, we will have one priest, five sub-deacons, four in
minor orders, and seven tonsured clerics.
The novitiate is also doing very well and it will be even better
once we have got things back to normal after the building
work. Hopefully, it will all be finished by the vigil of the
Assumption. Silence, regularity, obedience, and the other
practices expected in a Novitiate are all well observed.
As you can see everything is going well from a spiritual point
of view. Only the finances and my own health leave much to
be desired but I think that my health is worse than our bank
balance! Because of the present high cost of living and the
need to buy a lot of new furniture for the house, we have spent
a considerable amount of money. Our good Mother Mary will
look after the house. I depend on Providence to prevent us
running short of anything.
I will not go into any great detail about what happened in
Australia; no doubt you know more about it than I do. We were
forced to leave that Mission and I advised Fathers Thevaux 1
and Thierse 2 to move to Reunion. I presume that Father Le
Vavasseur has sent one of them to you in Mauritius by now
because I want there to be at least three of you together. If
you want me to send other people and if you have enough
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income to support even more, let me know and I will do what I
ca.n. Next year, we are going to have a young man from a
good family in Mauritius. I don't know if he is from Port Louis
or nearby, but his name is M. Berthier. He will study
philosophy at Issy. His health is weak but I hope he will
manage to continue.
We decided to open several houses for missionaries in the
seaports, especially in the south of France. It would take me
too long to give you all the reasons behind this. There is a
good chance that we will open another establishment like the
one in Bordeaux. I am going to send two confreres there,
Father Boulanger and Father Clair, together with a Brother.
So, I have given you more or less all the news fOr now.
Yours in the love of Jesus and Mary,
F. Libermann
Priest ofthe 1l0lyHeart of Mary
PS. I am concerned about your never writing to me. I don't
know if your letters have been lost in transit, but it is a long
time since I heard from you. I advise you to read Chapter nine
of the Third Part of our Rule of Life.
PPS. Next year, I hope to have a fine young man for you from
Savoy. He is strong and is an excellent priest, and he could do
good work in Mauritius.
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Libermann describes what is happening
in the Congregation
To Frederic Le Vavasseu/

This letter of 28 fh December 1849, gives an overview of the
Congregation ()f the Holy Spirit to Le Vavasseur. It mentions in
particular:
• the state of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit and the expulsion
by the Council ()f Father Hardi from the Congregation;
• the religious development taking place in the colonies and
the creation of new dioceses;
• the plan to create a corps of ships' chaplains. These would
be members of the Congregation and would work on French
vessels,·

•

the missionaries who are ready to leave .for abroad and those
already in Reunion.
This list gives some idea oj' the furious activity oj'Libermann at this'
time: "My health is holding up despite the work ()f a galley slave! I
have never been as busy as during the past two months ". We give
this letter in.full, omitting only the postscript.

Paris, 28 th December 1849
My very dear Confrere,
I am writing now to take advantage of the departure of the ship
which is bringing your new Governor to Reunion. I have met
him twice. I went to him and he also visited me; I find him an
excellent person.
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I am going to give you a summary of the news about
ourselves, but it would take too long to go into details. I had
much to suffer because of the seminarians last year. My long
illness was partly the cause of that. From the beginning of this
year, I had even greater misery to endure, but things
eventually worked out through a mixture of decisiveness,
gentleness and patience.
Father Hardy brought much grief to our community. He
interfered with everybody and tried, or at least greatly desired,
to destroy our house. I was unable to fathom what was behind
his thinking and his plans. But this I do know: that this good
man, despite having a sincere and real piety, fell into serious
delusions. He was nothing but trouble here, because of the
bad spirit which ruled him and the evil plans which he hatched.
As a result, he had to be expelled from the Congregation by
the Council. It was all done in a regular way and in complete
conformity with our Constitutions. Through his scheming and
general attitude, he fomented trouble and encouraged
insubordination among the seminarians. He did much harm to
several of these young men. He spread the idea that we were
going to be expelled from the seminary and chased back to
Notre Dame du Gard. However, in the long run, the confidence
shown me by the Ministry of Religion and the Navy was
enough to bring all his efforts to nothing and helped me to
restore peace and order once more in the house. On the other
hand, Frs. Warnet 1 and Gaultie(1 are united and attached to us
as any of you who lived with me at La Neuville. They are full of
joy and happy to see the reforms and the good order we have
brought into the Seminary. If we had not come here, the
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Seminary would surely. have ceased to exist in the coming
year, perhaps never to open again.
But enough of that sad chapter! Let us look at more consoling
"things. Since my return to health, I havebeeo' blip'll. working •
with colonial business. I was concerned with tWo probiems in
particular. Firstly, I wanted to make sure that the Seminary
would receive sixty bursaries and that only priests who had
been tried and tested by us for a minimum of one year would
be allowed to proceed to the colonies. The second point
concerned the creation of colonial dioceses.
As regards the first question, it has been agreed that we will
have our sixty bursaries and only this week, the budget of the
Seminary was presented to the Chamber of Deputies taking
that into account. The Commission has already accepted it
and the Chamber of Deputies will certainly do the same. I
wrote to the Ministers of Religion and of the Navy, sending
them memorandum after memorandum and note upon note. I
went to see the Ministers of those two departments and their
predecessors, at least those of them who are still working
there. The Bishop of Langres 1 used all his influence and
helped us greatly. M. de Kerdrel and other Catholic deputies
also played their part. Finally, the two Ministers made their
requests to the budget Commission, which had already been
suitably briefed and it was favourably disposed towards us.
They finally agreed that we need sixty students and accepted
the Seminary budget. The Chamber of Deputies will now
adopt the plan in full.
Now we come to the question of the appointment to the
colonies of only those priests who have spent a year training
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with us. I wrote a very sad letter to Propaganda Fide l . In it, I
asked them to make sure that the Prefects Apostolic would not
accept any priest who was not in possession of a letter stating
that he was an official apostolic missionary. I asked them to
appoint me as the sole person able to issue such a document,
which would only be given to a priest who had spent at least
one probationary year in the Seminary. I have just received
the necessary letters addressed to all the Prefects Apostolic,
forbidding them to accept any other type of priest into their
dioceses, and another for me personally, granting the authority
that I had requested. So we should have no more worries on
that score.
On the question of bishops for the colonies, following on the
efforts of the Bishop of Langres and I, both the Minister for
Religion and the Minister for the Navy have completely agreed
to our requests. The Minister for the Navy set up a special
Commission, in which the Bishop of Langres and I took part.
The said bishop chaired the meeting and the whole matter
was resolved to our complete satisfaction. There will be three
bishops, one each for Martinique, Guadeloupe and Reunion.
These bishops will have similar powers to those in France and
will be treated in exactly the same way.
You can see from all this how cooperative all the members of
that Commission were. I am full of admiration for them and I
particularly appreciate the kind interest of M. Mestro, who also
sat as a member of the same Commission. He was always the
first to support the proposals we made and to reject those
which could, in one way or another, weaken the authority of
the new bishops. However, I still have some worries about the
final draft of the document which the Ministry for Religion will
present to the Chamber of Deputies for their approval. I fear
1
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that the bureaucrats might introduce certain awkward clauses,
tending to lessen the bishops' authority. The decisions taken
by the Commission will be written up by the Ministry for
Religion, which will then present the matter for ratification. I
am hoping that nothing adverse will be proposed without the
agreement of the Bishop of Langres before the project is
adopted by the Chamber of Deputies. I think it will be sufficient
to forewarn the two Ministries so as to prevent anything being
introduced which could cause difficulties.
All the details which I have given you about these
appointments discussed by the Commission must remain a
secret between the two of us. However, you can tell those who
may be interested that the nomination of the bishops to the
colonies is certain to happen and that they will have the same
position in the eyes of the Government as any bishop in
France.
We discussed another question in this Commission, namely,
having chaplains on board the most important vessels
belonging to the Government. We decided that the naval
chaplains would be. organised by the different religious
Congregations. Together with the aide-de-camp of the Minister
for the Navy, who is a fervent Catholic, I was asked to draw up
a list of general rules to be followed, or rather to make a plan
of the general regulations to be considered for the use of the
chaplains. Then those regulations would be proposed to the
Commission of the Chamber of Deputies. In their next sitting,
the Deputies would consider the detailed rules to be followed,
in the light of the general regulations already enacted. The
actual details were fixed during our last discussion. The
special, detailed regulations are based totally on the general
principles which the aide de camp and I put forward and
therefore we have nothing to fear. Nobody but the gentlemen
in the Navy Office can be involved in drawing up these rules,
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because they alone know the details required. But they are
perfectly well disposed towards us and moreover, the above
mentioned aide de camp will also be working with them. The
regulations will be good and favourable to us. Also, the
Commission will. examine them and if they lind mistakes; there
will be no trouble in modifying or removing them.- Everybody
wants things to be so arranged that the chaplains can do
much good while, at the same time, preserving their priestly
vocation.
The present Navy chaplains will be kept on. The Ministry of
the Navy has decided to ask us for thirty chaplains. To help us
in this, we will be given a building at Brest and later, another at
Rochefort or Cherbourg. Some of the chaplains will stay in
their residence in whatever port they are working. They will
look after the local maritime hospital (I am, of course, speaking
of priestly ministry), visit the penal colonies and be involved
with the sea-going population. The chaplains will make only
one voyage at a time. On their return to port, they will be
replaced by those who stayed behind in the chaplains'
residence while they were on board ship. The returnees will
stay there to recuperate before going on their next voyage, all
the while working continually for the glory of God. They will
take. care of their own spiritual life and practice the priestly
virtues while preparing to go to sea again.
I do not have to find the thirty chaplains immediately; in fact,
this would be quite impossible. Also, I will make sure that
nobody with a definite vocation to the missions is employed as
a naval chaplain. So I am now going to make a journey
through France, which I intended to do anyway because of the
sudden increase in bursaries for the colonial Seminary. I will
tell everybody about our three-fold vocation. I hope that God in
his goodness will send us worthy priests for the colonies. We
will also tell the people about our new missions outside the
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French colonies and we are sure to get a greater number of
vocations for that as well. Finally, I hope that the work of the
chaplains will also attract people.
If I get enough vocations to more or less fill up the thirty places
envisaged for the chaplains, it will bring a twofold benefit.
Firstly, and most importantly, we will be taking on a very
necessary work and will be doing great good. Secondly, it will
be a very good source of financial support for our novitiate.
We could then take in many more students without any further
worries about money and at no cost to the eXisting mission.
I spoke to you in my last letter about the country house of
Maulevrier. The project might fall through; many difficulties
have arisen, so we shall probably refuse to accept it. I will call
another meeting of the Council to examine the question again.
We have just sent eight missionaries and four brothers to
Guinea, along with four sisters. The missionaries are, Fathers
Boulanger, Thierard, Tanguy, Morel, de Regnier (no
connection with our dead confrere of the same name), Duret,
Bourget and Ramboz. The brothers are Michael, Anthony,
Charles and Julien. So there will be twenty eight confreres in
that mission, not counting the fifteen brothers. Twelve of the
Sisters of Castres will also be there. The news from Guinea
continues to be good and gives much reason for optimism.
I have just received your letter of 10th September. I am very
sorry that it did not arrive sooner; I could probably have kept
back one missionary and one brother for you. While you are
waiting for help, take Father Baud who has left for Mauritius, if
your needs are greater than theirs. As soon as I can and
insofar as I am able, I will carry out your wishes. But we will
have to wait until the new bishop is appointed. It would not be
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proper to send more men for your community without
consulting him first. In any case, they are not available at the
moment. I am also going to try and get a carpenter brother
and a tailor brother to help you, but please be patient for a little
while longer.
My health is holding up despite my work of a galley slave! I
have never been as busy as during the past two months. I
have not even had a week off, but when we have finished with
all the business described above, I should get a chance for a
rest. My current duties are more than enough to keep a poor
man like me fully occupied.
That was bad news about Father Pascal. I was hoping that he
would enter the Congregation and that he could replace you in
Reunion. If he does not enter, how can you leave there? One
way or another, I really need you to be here with me, above all
now that there is so much development taking place in the
work of the Congregation. If I were to fall sick again, there is
nobody to replace me, poor man though I be. I know I am not
a very good leader, everybody would agree with that. But my
age, the progress already made, the development taking
place, and my position as superior, mean that things are going
well all the same. The others here in France do not have the
same advantages and sufficient experience. Moreover, who
could replace me? Everybody is deficient in one way or
another. You alone seem to be the one destined by God to
carry on the work. It would also be good for you to be here in
case I die suddenly. Anyhow, there is no need to get alarmed
because of my slow recovery. The sickness can flare up
again, but it is not life-threatening. We are talking about a
possible liver infection, but there is no great danger in that.
If you feel that by leaving, the work in Reunion would go
downhill, there is no need to be in any great hurry to return
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here, because I am pretty much recovered. I will do my best to
send you someone who could take your place. If you think
Father Collin is capable of carrying the burden of authority, let
me know at once and I will send you some young confreres to
replace him.
There is no need to worry about your being chosen to lead the
diocese of Saint Denis. We will keep to the principle that the
new bishops must be new and totally unknown in the country
of appointment, with no previous involvement in the question
of the black people. I am presently involved in getting
testimonials for the candidates whose names I may put
forward as possible bishops, and also information. on others
which has been requested by the Ministry of Religion. In any
event, you can be quite sure that Bishop Poncelet will never
return to Reunion.
It is a long time since I last sent you a priest for Reunion, but I
will now arrange this with the future bishop, as long as he
agrees to accept religious, which I do not doubt. I will discuss
with him the matter of bringing our own Congregation up to
strength. Meanwhile, I will try to persuade the bishops of the
West Indies to take Jesuit Fathers into their new dioceses. I
think you will need to stay in Reunion until the arrival of the
new bishop, so that he will have a reliable person to tell him
the exact state of things on the island.
I must now finish this long epistle. If I get sufficient time, I will
write to each of our dear confreres.
Yours in Jesus and Mary
F. Libermann, superior
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A description of the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit and the Immaculate Heart of
Mary 1
1his document was composed by Libermann to help Father Le
Va vasseur during his tour of the senior seminaries of France. It
enabled him to give an accurate account of the histories of bolh the
Congregations of the Holy Spirit and of the Holy Heart o( Mary. It
describes their amalgamation, their present slate of development and
whal is required o(candidates wish to join this missionary Society. II
was written around the feast o(Pentecost, 1850. Libermann gives his
version Qf Ihe history of the Iwo societies, seeing them as driven
lowards their unificalion in 1848 by the providence of God. II
col1fains the only inslance where he describes Poullart des Places as
the .founder. 1his documel1f is nol 10 be .found in "Notes et
Documenls ", but il is included in the fine work of Father Paul
Coulon entitled "Libermann. une pensee et une mystique

..
."
JnlSSlonanes .

The Present State of the Congregation

The Congregation of the Holy Spirit was founded on Pentecost
Sunday, 1703 by Father Poulart-Desplaces (sic) of the diocese
of Rennes. It had as its aim the training of priests willing to
consecrate themselves for the most difficult tasks. During a
considerable period of time, the Congregation survived only
thanks to the generosity of charitable people. The venerable
founder himself went about begging for help, and he even
served the students with his own hands, performing the most
menial chores for their sake.

1

In Paul Coulon and Paule 'Brasseur, "Libermann 1802-1852", Cerf, Paris, 1988,

pp.661-669.
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In 1723, the Assembly of the Clergy, in recognition of the
important work being done in the dioceses of France by
priests trained in the Holy Spirit Seminary, granted to that
same establishment an annual subsidy, which was increased
by subsequent Assemblies.
In 1776, the Congregation of the Holy Spirit was given the ongoing responsibility of providing twenty missionaries and a
Prefect Apostolic for French Guyana.
As a result of the great Revolution of 17921 , the Congregation
of the Holy Spirit shared the same fate as all the other
religious establishments in France. The seminary was closed,
the priests dispersed, and the house sold by the State.
When peace was finally restored with the Concordat of 1801,
Father Bertout, alone and homeless, restarted the work of Fr.
Poulart - Desplaces despite the many difficulties.
In 1816, a Royal Edict granted official recognition to the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit and declared that this Society
alone was to provide priests for all the French Colonies.
However, in spite of the efforts of Father Bertout and his
successors, the Congregation could not attract enough
recruits to have much effect, nor was it able to bring about the
improvements so necessary for carrying out this difficult work.
The Seminary lacked directors and had to seek them from
outside its own ranks. In addition, it was hampered by the
problems caused by slavery, the poor organisation of the
colonial clergy and the generally weak state of the Church in
post-revolutionary France. Success was hard to come by. The
1 This is the date of the suppression of the Seminary of the Society of the Holy
Spirit by the French Revolution of 1789.
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Government accepted responsibility for the upkeep of the
Seminary until 1830. However, the French bishops, who were
lacking sufficient clergy for their own dioceses, were unwilling
to help to provide sufficient priests to serve the needs of the
colonies. In 1830, all subsidies to the Seminary were cut off,
which now found itself unable to fill the available student
places. Because the Congregation had no other source of
income, it was forced to accept any priests who offered
themselves, without knowing much about them. This was the
root cause of all the problems our holy religion has had to
suffer in our colonies.
Although in 1840 the Government once more gave the
Seminary of the Holy Spirit the allocation granted to it after the
Restoration of the Monarchy, the Congregation still could not
alter the poor opinion people had of it due to the unhappy
situation I have just described.
About this time, some priests who had just left the seminary of
Saint Sulpice decided to start a project to help the black
peoples. They were profoundly moved by the degradation and
squalor in which the poor slaves found themselves. These exslaves made up at least two thirds of the population of the
French colonies. This group of priests was very conscious of
the difficulties involved in such a work and their inability to
carry it out by their own unaided efforts, so they decided to
seek the help of the Archconfraternity1 of the Holy Heart of
Mary. They were convinced that these good people would help
them to overcome' every difficulty through the intercession of

1 This refers to the "'Arch confraternity of the Holy Heart of Mary, Refuge of
Sinners"', founded on the third Sunday of Advent ,1836, by Father Dufriche
Desgenettes, parish priest of Our lady of Victories in Paris. O. N. D. I, pp. 641 and
following.
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the Immaculate Heart of Mary, so full of mercy for sinful and
abandoned souls.
To be sure that they were really doing the will of God, they
brought their plans to the attention of the Propaganda Fide 1.
They received the encouragement they were seeking and
decided to press on with their project. They were anxious not
to encroach on the works confided to the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit, so they offered to join up with that Society, but they
insisted on guarantees to assure their perseverance in priestly
fervour and the religious life. At the same time, they stated that
they would only serve poor and abandoned souls, whose
desperate state had moved them to such profound
compassion. So they made it a condition for their entry into the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit that they would only be used
for the salvation of the black peoples and that they would
always live in community, following a Rule to help them
preserve their priestly fervour and commitment to the
apostolate.
However, the moment for union with this Congregation had not
yet arrived; God wished their numbers to increase before this
could happen. Providence also wanted to involve them in
works of greater importance than those with which the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit was currently engaged. If they
had joined the congregation at that time, the other missions
would probably never have been undertaken.
Father Fourdinier, the Spiritan Superior, refused to accept
their conditions, so they started the work on their own, forming
a separate congregation. In recognition of the graces they had

l
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received and which they attributed to the prayers of the
Archconfraternity, they decided to name their congregation
after the Holy Heart of Mary. The new congregation made its
first foundation at La Neuville, in the diocese of Amiens, in
September,. 1841. Father Libermann was chosen as its
superior.
The new society was very fragile and they lacked the
necessary resources; God alone was their strength and
support and they placed all their trust in the Holy Heart of
Mary. But despite their confidence in God, the first members
still lacked that motivation they would receive when they came
face to face with the sorry state of so many abandoned souls.
They flinched at the thought of offering themselves for an
enterprise which was so lacking in resources and so contrary
to what human prudence would suggest. But the grace of God
came to their help and they resolved to sacrifice everything
rather than abandon the work for which the Lord in his
goodness had inspired them.
After only a fortnight by themselves, they found they had every
reason to give thanks to the providence of God, who was
caring for them in a most unexpected way. The bounty of
Providence grew in proportion as their numbers increased.
Within two years, they had started work in the islands of
Mauritius and Reunion. Both these missions continue to
produce abundant fruit for the glory of God and the salvation
of souls.
Towards the end of the second year, in November 1843,
seven missionaries of the new society set out to found the
mission of the Two Guineas on the African mainland. But there
was a terrible trial awaiting this new beginning and it
threatened to destroy all hope for the congregation. The
missionaries were inexperienced and did not take the
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precautions so necessary for survival in tropical climates;
within a few months of their arrival on the African coast,five
out of the seven were dead. The Congregation was horrified
by this disaster and did· not know how it had come about. It
was therefore forced to suspend all work in Africa until they
could get more encouraging information.
The following year, 1844, five priests of the society were given
to Propaganda Fide for the mission of Haiti (Santo Domingo).
There were half a million people living there who were well
disposed towards the teachings of the Church, but they had
been the prey of certain evil priests who had fled from several
French dioceses and whose way of life was a permanent
scandal to the inhabitants of that sad country. But the moment
marked out by the Providence of God had not yet arrived. The
Haitian government at that time was anti-Catholic. Their
demands, of a schismatic nature, forced the missionaries to
leave the country soon after their arrival. The poor inhabitants
were left in consternation, since in the short time the
missionaries had been there they had come to see them as
real priests of Jesus Christ.
Meanwhile, the more detailed information they now received
about Guinea made it clear that European missionaries could
live on the West African coast without any great danger, as
long as they took the necessary precautions for survival in the
tropics. The Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary had the .
consolation of re-opening that Mission towards the middle of
1845, but this new effort was once again to cost them dearly.
One of the three first members designated for Guinea, Father
Tisserant i had been appointed by Propaganda Fide to head
the mission. However, he perished in the shipwreck of the
th
Papin on 8 December, 1845 while on his way back to Africa.
At the beginning of January 1847, Rome named Bishop Truffet
as the first Vicar Apostolic of Guinea, but before the end of
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that same year, the society also lost this holy man; he died as
a result of the severe austerities which he practised in his
enthusiasm. However, the sacrifice of these seven fervent
missionaries and of a great number of other good people
eventually brought the blessings of God on this work for the
black peoples. In 1848, the Holy See gave the Congregation
two bishops for the Two Guineas and Senegambia. Under
them, the mission was organised and from then on its future
seemed to be assured. As I write, it shows great promise for
the future.
The Society of the Holy Heart of Mary had come through all
the trials to which the Lord had subjected it and had grown in
resources and experience. Now it seemed that the plan of God
was for it to join with the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, so as
to bring together the different aspects of their work and to form
one united whole. All of the difficulties preventing the
amalgamation of the two Congregations now disappeared.
Towards the end of 1848, the union of all the members of the
Society of the Holy Heart of Mary and of the Society of the
Holy Spirit was accomplished. The Congregation retained its
ancient title of the Holy Spirit. Its constitutions were seen to be
in perfect harmony with the spirit of the Society of the Holy
Heart of Mary and totally in keeping with the latter's Rule of
Life and the organisation of its communities. The entry of the
members of the Holy Heart of Mary into the Congregation of
the Holy Spirit did not mean any change in their way of life.
The constitutions of the Society of the Holy Spirit had been
previously approved by the Holy See, as being full of wisdom
and of prudence. and perfectly apt for training future
missionaries. With the fusion of the two Societies, the
. constitutions were to be better observed than ever. In
remembrance of the graces received through the intercession
of the Heart of Mary, the invocation of this same Immaculate
Heart was attached to the title of the Holy Spirit by a decree of
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the sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide. In October
1848, Bishop Monnet, who had been appointed Vicar
Apostolic of Madagascar some time before, resigned as
superior general and Father Libermann was elected to take his
place by the unanimous vote of the members of the two
congregations, now united.
I have completed my description of the actual state of the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit. Those who are thinking about
joining us will no doubt wish to know about the reason for our
existence, our way of life, the conditions for admission into our
ranks and the works in which we are engaged.
The Congregation of the Holy Spirit exists in order to devote
itself to the salvation of the most abandoned souls. So the
members live the apostolic life and take whatever steps are
needed to acquire the virtues proper to that state.
To attain the perfection of that apostolic life, to preserve the
fervour of the missionaries and for the stability and extension
of its work, the Congregation has a fundamental and inflexible
rule that its members must always live in community. In pagan
countries, where it is often difficult to have large communities,
the members must live with at least one other confrere. In
colonial territories, the members will refuse to be parish priests
or curates, apart from exceptional circumstances. They would
only agree to such a situation on a temporary basis, always
insisting on the principle of community life 1.
The members of the Congregation are not obliged to take
vows. However, those who wish to make a permanent gift of

Rules of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit under ihe invocation of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary, 1849, N. D. X, pp. 450-569.
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themselves to God are allowed to pronounce such vows
individually before their superior. Whether in vows or not, all
are held to the same observance of the common life and there
must be no difference in the way the members of the
Congregation practise it. Obedience and poverty are observed
equally by all. Poverty means having nothing that belongs
exclusively to oneself; the missionaries will receive everything
from the community and cannot dispose of anything without
permission. Those who have patrimonial goods can keep
them, but only on condition thilt they do not use those goods
or the revenues accruing from them for their own benefit, or
give them privately to anyone else, whether totally or in part.
The following conditions are required for clerics wishing to join
the Congregation: good health, knowledge and practical
judgement sufficient for exercising priestly ministry in. the
dioceses of France; a sincere desire of devoting oneself to the
salvation of souls; a good temperament, so necessary for
living in community and a commitment to acquire the apostolic
and religious virtues.
Before being admitted into the Congregation, every candidate
is obliged to pass through the trial period of the novitiate.
Those who have not yet completed their ecclesiastical studies
will remain in our special seminary for postulants in order to do
so. They will then proceed to the novitiate. Since the
Congregation is poor, and needs considerable resources for
doing its' works, those who apply to enter will normally pay for
their stay in the seminary and novitiate. However, those who
cannot afford to do so will be admitted free of charge, always
presuming that they have the qualities necessary for becoming
good missionaries.
The members of the Congregation work in pagan.lands and in
the evangelisation of the black people in the colonies. They
may also be asked to work as professors or directors in the

......
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seminary or novitiate of the Congregation and in the colonial
seminary. Finally, they may work in Europe, in some ministry
for the poor, in order to help the parochial clergy in works
which, despite their dedication, they find difficulty in carrying
out.
The works of the Congregation
1. Missions in Lands where the Gospel has not yet been
preached

The most important work given to the Congregation by divine
Providence is the West African Mission. This is made up of the
Two Guineas and Senegambia, including both banks of the
Senegal river. It extends along' the coast for between five
thousand three hundred and five thousand eight hundred
kilometres. The interior of these lands is unexplored. It is
impossible at the present moment to estimate the populations,
but they certainly surpass the numbers given by geographers.
This massive area, where the Gospel is unknown, needs
fervent missionaries, full of self-denial and ready to sacrifice
everything for the glory of God. Although the mission has been
properly organised for scarcely a year, it has given good
results and offers much hope for the future. The people are
very well disposed. Everywhere, the missionaries are joyfully
welcomed and everybody is begging them to visit their towns..
Because of a shortage of personnel, we cannot satisfy all
these requests and so are forced, for the moment, to confine
ourselves to the two most important places. We spread the
missionaries out in small communities, trying to cover as large
an area as possible but without their becoming completely cut
off from each other. In the two principal establishments, we
have about fifty children receiving elementary education in
both Christian and secular subjects. We are trying hard to
prepare some of them for higher studies, thus hopefully
making possible the training of an indigenous clergy.

....
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We have only thirty-two missionaries in this vast area and a
certain number of brothers who look after their material needs.
We also invited a community of religious sisters to take part in
the work and, as of now, fifteen of them are instructing the
young girls and nursing the sick.
2. Missions in the Colonies
Any missionaries of the Congregation sent to the colonies will
live in community like all the other members. They will act as
auxiliaries to the parish clergy, under the authority of the
various ecclesiastical superiors. They will concentrate on
helping the black people, without of course neglecting the
salvation of the whites, whenever possible. The news we are
getting from the colonies speaks of the excellent response of
the black peoples, the good which is being done by the
members of the Congregation in Reunion and Mauritius and
the excellent fruits which are being harvested with
comparative ease.
3. Work in Europe
The Congregation believes that it is according to the will of
God, that while working abroad for the salvation of abandoned
souls, it does not forget the needs of the poor in the land of its
birth. However, bearing in mind that God has directed the
principal efforts of the Society to foreign missions, the works in
Europe will always be of secondary importance. The Rules of
the Congregation state that those members who feel a strong
inclination to work abroad will only be appointed to duties at
home on a very temporary basis.
4. Teaching and Running Seminaries
The Congregation notes with pleasure that among its
postulants, there are certain young clerics capable of
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becoming seminary professors and directors. The Society
wishes to train specialists in the ecclesiastical sciences. Apart
from their intellectual aptitudes, the seminary. staff are
expected to show a solid piety, commitment and a good and
friendly character, so that they will have a beneficial influence
on the students confided to their care. Finally, they are to
practise the regular life and the virtues which will help them to
be models in their respective communities.
The foundation of their vocation is zeal for the salvation of
souls, which they will practise in ministry outside of the
community. Naturally, such exterior work must be controlled to
prevent it impinging on their main duties; but it will help the
directors to preserve the spirit of their apostolic vocation and
acquire the necessary experience for giving good advice to
their students for their future ministry. In this way they will be
able to impart enthusiasm and the virtues of a true missionary.
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Libermann at work
as the eleventh Superior General
of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
To Father Collin

1

Father Le Vavasseur a"ived at Bordeaux on 2'11' February, 1850.
He had finally returned to France, thus fulfilling the desire of
Libennann to have him by his side in the administration of the
2
Congregation. Father Collin succeeded Father Le Vavasseur as
superior in Reunion. He had just received a copy of the Rules of
1849 which Libennann composed after the "fusion•·. Libermann
made sure that the spirit of the provisional Rule of the Congregation
of the Holy Heart of Mary was faithfully preserved in the new
legislation. He wrote this letter to Father Collin to explain the
meaning behind the Rule and to reassure him that nothing had
changed as a result of the union between the two Congregations of
the Holy Spirit and the Holy Heart of Mary.
This letter is important mainly for the light it throws on the state of
the Seminary of the Holy Spirit. That Seminary was urgently in need
of refonn. Here we can see how detennined Libennann was to bring
about the necessary changes: "There is no way in which we will run
a 'factory' for producing priests, so things have got to change."

Dear Father Collin,

Paris, 11 th March 1850

Father Le Vavasseur arrived in very good health a few days
ago. He is the one who will keep you informed about all that is
happening here from now on. As you can imagine, I am
1
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delighted that he has now joined us and he will tell you himself
how happy he is to be back in France. I have already been
discussing all kinds of important matters with him. Even
though my health is quite good at the moment, I still think it is
important for him to stay here. But don't for a moment think
that we have any intention of abandoning the mission of
Reunion. I can tell you this for I have just read the part of
Father Le Vavasseur's letter dealing with that very point.

t

I am able to write only a short letter just now because I am
very hard pressed with all sorts of problems that need
attention.
By now, you will have received the copy of the Rules of 1849
which I sent you. You might have something to say about the
title. In the first instance I merely wrote, "The Rules of the
Congregatiorf and this title had already been printed. But on
reflection, I realised that such a wording could have caused
trouble as regards our official recognition by the State.
Somebody could have accused us of changing the
Constitutions of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit and
therefore we would be a totally new Congregation without any
legal standing. I thought it prudent to use a title which would
save us from any quarrel with the Government and I have
followed the same principle for the rest of the document. I
have not paid much attention to the wording, but I have
retained the essentials.
In this document, I have preserved all the rules contained in
the "Provisional Rule"1 • even though they were not very
important for maintaining commitment in the Congregation.

1

The Rule of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary, published at Amiens in
1845.
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The changes I have made are as follows:
1) Regarding the layout: I have tried to use a different way of
dividing up the material of the Rule for the sake of clarity and
to distinguish between positive law and what are merely
counsels for the pursuit of perfection. I also sought to avoid
any repetition.
2) Regarding the style: I tried to be more concise and exact.
You will probably find some other faults but they will be of no
great importance. There is a printing error in the last
paragraph on page 70. Instead of "the authorisation of their
Superior General", it should read, "the authorisation of their

Procurator Genera/1 ".

3) Regarding the Constitutions: there are no changes here.

As before, the Society is still built on the consecration and the
promises, while vows are allowed and recommended. There is
no alteration regarding community life, poverty, etc. It you see
some difficulties in the Constitutions of the Holy Spirit, I can
tell you that some of those difficulties have already
evaporated. Father Lannurien2 , who is in Rome for health
reasons, has delivered a letter to the Propaganda Fide3 to get
approval for the changes in the Constitutions which I thought
advisable. The Secretary of the Propaganda told our confrere

that the Sacred Congregation will meet and deal with the

matter as soon as possible. He foresees no problems with the
suggested changes. Both Propaganda Fide and the Nuncio in
Paris see the suggested alterations as merely a 'substitution'
1

Part One, Chapter 7, article 111, third paragraph. Cf. N. D. X, p.489.

z See
3

Index of Names

Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, Roman dicastery of the Catholic
for foreign missions.

Church
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(that is the term they use), so we will have no trouble getting
the necessary authorisation. As regards the rest of the
Constitutions, any other changes I have made are of minor
importance. I inserted community life, because there was no
mention of it in the original.
4) Regarding the Rules: Here we come to the organic part of
the document. You will find in the rules some changes and
new articles. I have introduced them partly because of the
extension which has taken place in our works, partly as a
result of experience and partly so as to harmonise the rules
with the Constitutions of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit.
Once I have obtained authorisation for these improvements to
the Constitutions, everything that appears to be defective in
the organic part will have disappeared. In actual fact, you will
be living in exactly the same way as before.
The former members of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
and us are living in perfect harmony, with the exception of
Father Hardy who has been a constant source of harassment.
But there is no need for alarm: he was just the same with all
the Superiors of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit. He lacks
judgement and has an odd way of looking at things.
The situation in the Seminary still leaves much to be desired. I
found it in great disorder on my arrival. However, I made only
a few changes in my first year here, but In spite of our gentle
approach and the fact that we made no serious reforms, there
was a cabal amongst the students. But God came to our
rescue. The Government refused to pay for the upkeep of half
of our students; as a result, we were only able to retain thirty,
so I grasped the opportunity and dismissed fifteen of them.
That was in the first term of the school year so I did not know
the students well enough to make a definitive judgement.
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Some of the trouble makers remained and caused a lot of
disturbance at the end of the holidays. They were mainly the
newly ordained priests who were about to leave for Guyana.
They departed, and I hoped that with their going all problems
regarding discord and insubordination would disappear. But I

was mistaken once again and my long illness was partly to

blame: I could not follow the progress of the students for six
months and by the end of the year I still did not know enough
about them. There was uproar at the beginning of the new
year, lasting two or three months and Father Hardy was
heavily implicated. I deferred the ordination of the three
ringleaders.
I now realise that the seminary has got out of hand. There is
no way in which we will simply run a "factory" for producing
priests, so things have got to change. We are now taking
steps to restore the seminary to its original purpose - to
produce well formed priests for the colonies. Father Le
Vavasseur's help will be vital to me in all of this.
What is a poor man like me doing in writing such a long letter?
Please remember to tell Sister Madelaine that I am unable to
write to her here and now. I was taken by surprise because
the ship for Reunion left four days earlier than expected, on
the 25th instead of the 29th • There was no need for you to have
gone to all the trouble of sending me the packet which
contained the letter of Sister Madeleine; it arrived only four or
five days before Father Le Vavasseur at the end of February. I
will write very soon to Sister Madeleine because her letter
gave me much pleasure.
Yours as ever,
F. Libermann, priest
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Libermann frequently read his Bible in Hebrew
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INDEX OF PERSONS
Arlabosse
Vice-Prefect Apostolic of Saint-Louis in Senegal. Appointed
in August, 1845, He filled this post until the arrival of Fr.
Vidal in September, 1848.
Arragon
th

Stanislas, born on May 6 , 1819 at Chapareillan (Grenoble),
entered the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary in 1843,
with Libermann as his novice master. Sent to Haiti in the
West Indies at the beginning of 1845, but he returned a few
weeks later. He was then sent to Goree and Dakar in June,
1845. He worked at Joal and Ngazobil. then in Casamance
and Saint-Louis, despite a terrible wound in his leg. He died
at sea while returning to France on March 30th, 1855.

Barron
Edward, born in Ireland in 1801, he was ordained priest in
I 829. He left for the United States and worked in the Diocese
of Philadelphia. He volunteered for the mission of Liberia in
West Africa; he was appointed Prefe-ct Apostolic and then
Vicar Apostolic of the Two-Guineas in 1842. He resigned in
1844 and returned to the United States, where he died on
September 12th , 1854.
Joseph-Fran~is (1820-1885) of the diocese of Annency. He
served for a time in his diocese and made his consecration in
1848. He went to Mauritius in 1849 and died in the
rd
community of Saint-Sacrament on February 3 , 1885.

Bessieux
Jean-Remy (1803-1876). He was a priest of the diocese of
Montpellier in 1829, and made his consecration on
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November 21 , 1842. Sent to Guinea as superior on
1
September 13 \ 1843. Cap des Palmes until August 1844. He
th
arrived in Gabon September 28 1844 and started the
mission of Sainte-Marie. He returned sick to France in 1846,
but went back to Gabon at the end of 1847. He was appointed
Bishop of Callipolis and Vicar Apostolic of the Two-Guineas
th
th
on May 20 1848. Consecrated in Paris on January 14 ,
1849, he set out again for the Two-Guineas in February,
1849. He died at Sainte-Marie, April 30th , 1876.
Blanpin

Charles-Louis (1817-1890) of the diocese of Arras. He was
51
ordained priest and made his consecration on November 21 ,
th
1842. He left for La Reunion with Fr. Collin on April 11 ,

1843, as.a missionary to the black people. He returned sick to

France in the spring of 1846. After a sudden cure in front of
the statue of Mater Admirabilis in Rome, he returned again to
Reunion in 1846. On the departure of Fr. Collin in 1852, he
became the superior of the group. Returned to France in
I 855, then to Mauritius. He spent four years at Bordeaux in
France then left for Martinique in 1867, where he eventually
th
died on December 10 , 1890.

Boucbet
Marie (1821-1856) of the diocese of Annency. Ordained
priest March 7th, 1846 and made consecration January 6th , ·
1847. Arrived in Gabon in March, 1848 and died at SainteMarie on May 23rd , 1856.
Boulanger
Fran~ois-Isate (1804-1854) of the diocese of Poitiers.
Ordained for his diocese in 1831. he made his consecration
on January 6th, 1847. He was superior of the' house at
Bordeaux and subsequently left for Guinea on February 20th,
1850. Missionary at.Saint-Marie of Gambia, Vicar General of
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Bishop Kobes and missionary at Grand-Bassam in 1851.
Appointed Prefect Apostolic of Senegal on July 111\ 1852,
he was forced to leave for health reasons on February 4 th •
1854 and died at Toulon in France on April 21 st of the same
year.

Bourget
Joseph, born in 1817 in the diocese of Nantes. Having made
his conse_cration .in 1849, he was ordained priest at Dakar in
1850. He subsequently worked at Grand-Bassam and in
Gabon before returning to France in 1852. I le was sent to
Mauritius and eventually left the Congregation on May 15 ',
1873.

Brady
Bishop John, from Ireland, fonner student of the Seminaire
du Saint Esprit, missionary in Bourbon and Mauritius and
Bishop of Perth in Western Australia. In September 1845, he
set sail with five of Libennann's missionaries for Australia.
His treatment of them left much to be desired; one died and
the rest left and headed for the island of Mauritius in the
Indian Ocean. He retired to Ireland in 1852 and died in
France in 1871.

Brandt
Fr. Charles-Michel-Alexandre, born in Amiens, December
5
} \
1812. He entered St. Sulpice seminary in 1832 and went
to the Eudist novitiate, under the care of Frany<>is Libermann.
lie was chaplain to his uncle, the Bishop of Ainiens, Vicar
General and superior of the religious communities. After
much hesitation, he gave testimony to the apostolic process
regarding I jbcrmann in 1882.

Briot de la Mallcrie
Emest-llyacinthe-Erasme-Ange (1813-1870) of the diocese
of Vanncs. He was ordained priest and made his consecration
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in 1844. Served in Goree in 1845, and Gabon in 1846,
returning to France in January, 1848. He was appointed
bursar and superior, but after several unfortunate bank
transactions, he left the Congregation and retired to
Switzerland. He died in 1870.

Brunicrc
Maximc Brulley de la ... of the diocese of Paris. One of the
first seminarians to join the "Work for the Black People",
when it was proposed to him by Le Vavasseur and Tisserant
at Saint Sulpicc. Being the most senior in studies for the
priesthood (sub-diaconate and diaconate), he was chosen to
take the idea to Rome to seek approval, along with
Libermann as advisor. He withdrew from the project while he
was in Rome and joined the Missions Etrangeres of Paris in
1840. He left for the Far East in 1841 and became Auxiliary
of Bishop Verolles, the Vicar Apostolic of Korea, and was
nd
appointed Bishop of Treminthus on March 2 , 1844, but was
killed by the Kimlis in 1846 before he was consecrated.

Cahicr
Priest of Saint Sulpice, a faithful supporter of Libennann
when he was the bursar at Issy (1831-1834). Libermann was
made h.is assistant. lie was back at Issy in 1837, but this time,
he was seriously ill with tuberculosis, although he was still
very young. Libermann wrote him 15 letters to support him
in his suffering.
Carbon

Fr. Etienne-Laurent of the diocese of Compiegne. He was the
director of the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice in 1826. He died on

June 25th, I 863.

Chevalier

Fr. Claude-Denis-Auguste (1818- I 852), of the diocese of
Saint-Claude. lie entered La Neuville in 1846, ordained
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priest January 27th , 1847 and made consecration March 2511i,
1847. He died in Paris on March 5 th, I 852.
Fr. Etienne-Pierre-Joseph. Born 1818 of the diocese of
Viviers. Ordained priest in 1844, he made his consecration in

1845 but left in 1853. He brought several court cases against

Collier

the Congregation and subsequently left the priesthood and
abandoned the catholic faith.

Bishop William, a Benedictine, in Yorkshire, England, in
1802. Ordained priest in 1826, he was named Bishop of
Milevum and Vicar Apostolic of Port-Louis (Mauritius) on
February 141\ 1840 and consecrated on May 3 rd , 1840. He
was the protector of the new Congregation of the Holy J lcart
of Mary and incardinated both Libermann and Le Vavasseur

into his diocese for their ordination to the priesthood.

Collin
Marcellin ( 18 I 8-1904) of the diocese of Vannes. Consecrated
th
November 18°1. 1842, ordained priest Febru~ 5 , 1843, he
set out for Bourbon (La Reunion) on April 11 , 1843, where
he was made superior in 1849. He returned to France at the
end of August, 1852, and became a General Councillor and
Director of the Colonial Seminary. He was Visitator and then
Provincial of the Indian Ocean and died in Paris on May 21 5\
1904.

Dcsprcz
Cardinal Julien-Florian-Felix, born April 14th , 1807 at
Ostrecourt (diocese of Cambrai). Ordained in 1829.
Consecrated Bishop of St. Denis in 1850, he was transferred
to Limoges in 18.57 and Toulouse in 1859. He was made a
Cardinal on May 12'11, 1879 and died on January 21st, 1895.
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A student at St. Sulpice. He entered the Missions Etrangeres
of Paris and was sent to Cochinchina (present day Vietnam).
Drach

David, born in 1790. He was a Jewish rabbi and a doctor in
law, but after his conversion to Catholicism, he left Alsace
for Paris in 1811. He was professor of Hebrew at the
Seminaire des Missions, and annex of the College of St.
Stanislas. In 1830, he went into voluntary exile to Rome
where he stayed until 1842 as librarian at the Propaganda
Fide.
Drcano

Fr. Hilaire (1820-1854) of the diocese of Vannes. He made
his consecration in 1847, was sent to Gabon but had to
transfer to Senegal because of ill health in 1849. He died at
Alger,.in 1854 on his way back to France.
Dufrichc-Dcsgenettes
Fr. Charles-Eleonore ( 1778-1860). of the diocese of Alern;on.
He allied himself with the priests who refused to take the
oath of allegiance to the revolution. He was ordained priest at
the age of 28 and distinguished himself during an epidemic
of typhus in Paris. He was openly anti-Napoleon, but he had
to hide himself in Paris during the Hundred Days and leave
his parish at Alen~on. Ile was subsequently put in charge of
the chapel of the Missions Etrangeres in rue du Bae and later
to Notre Dame des Victoires (the church of the Petits-Peres).
He was proposed three times for the episcopacy but turned it
down because of his character. As parish priest of Notre Dame-des-Victoires, he created the arch-confraternity of the
Holy Heart of Mary in 1836, which gave rise to many
conversions. On February 2nd , 1839, he launched a campaign
for the salvation of the black peoples, and it was he who
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sowed the idea in the minds of Le Vavasseur and Tisserant
when they were still seminarians. He was a close friend of
1:ran~is Libennann.
Dupont
Marie-Eugene, born in 1821 in the diocese of Rouen. He
entered the seminary of Saint-Sulpice in 1839 and wa~
ordained priest in 1844. 23 letters, written to him by
Libermann between 1840 and 1848, have been preserved.
Durand
Antoine (1823-1865) of the diocese of Chambery. Entered
the novitiate in 1845 and left for Senegambia with Bishop
Truffet in 1847. He returned to France and was then sent to
Guyane on the South American coast where he died in 1865.

Jean-Claude (1824-1875) of the diocese of Annency. He

made his consecration in 1849 and left for Senegal in 1850.
lie founded the mission of Grand-Bassam. By 1851, he was
in Goree and became Prefect Apostolic of Senegal in 1855
and Vicar Apostolic of Senegambia in 1873. He died at
11
Dakar on December 29 1. 1875.

Ferret

Fr. Pierre (1797-1863), a priest of Saint-Sulpicc. lie was

appointed to the seminary of Nantes in 1821 and worked
rd
there for 42 years. He died in Nantes February 23 1863.

Fr. Jean-Baptiste-Lucien {1802-1854), a priest of SaintSulpice. From 1833, he taught dogma and canon law in the
seminary. For several years, he was in charge of the house at
Issy. He died at Saint-Sulpice in 1854 at the age of 52.
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Gallais
Louis Marie (1823-1896) of the diocese of Nantes. After his
consecration in 1847, he worked in Ngazobil (Senegal) but
returned sick to France in 1851. He left the Congregation in
1853 then went to Bourbon, where he died in 1896.

Gamon
Firmin-Regis (1813-1886), of the diocese of Viviers. lie was
at "La Solitude" in October, 1836 then at the seminary of
Clermont-Ferrand (1837-1860). He died at Issy in 1886.

Garnier
Antoine (1762-1845) of the diocese of La Rochelle. Ile was
Superior General of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit from
1826 and died in Paris on March 16th• 1845.

Gaudaire
Ile was a friend of Libermann at Saint-Sulpice and a member
of the "Bandes de Piete" which was run by Libermann. I le
was in the Eudist novitiate at Rennes when Libermann
himself was thinking of entering this Congregation.
Subsequently appointed director of the junior seminary at
Rcdon and Libermann drew up the rules for him. I le later
succeeded Louis de la Morinicre as superior general of the
Eudists.

Gaultier
Fr. Mathurin-Fran~ois-Marie-Olivier (1803-1869) of the
Diocese of Saint-Brieuc. Entered the Seminary of the Holy
Spirit in 1833 and was ordained in 1834. He taught moral
theology in the seminary and became first assistant to
Libcrmann in 1849, after the "fusion". Ile died at Toulon on
May 131\ 1869.
.

630

Brother Charles (1828-1881) of the diocese of Autun. Took
his first vows in 1849 and was sent to Guinea, then GrandBassam, then Gabon. Later, he went to Ngazobil in Senegal
and he died May 281h, 1881.

Graviere
Mgr. Jerome (1814-1886) of the diocese of Clermont.
Ordained for the diocese, he made his consecration and was
appointed i\postolic Prefect of Guinea in 1846 and Vicar
General of Bishop Truffet. He returned to France in 1849 and
became the superior of the house in Bordeaux, where he died
January 191h, 1886.

Grillard
A fellow student with Libermann, he became a S~1lpicicn. As
a young priest, he was a professor of philosophy in Luvin.

Hardy

Fr. Jean, of the diocese of Tours. Associate of the Society of
the Holy Spirit in 1826. Teacher in the seminary. Expelled in
1844 but re-integrated by Fr. Leguay. Expelled a second time
in 1850, he was killed in an accident outside the front door of
1
30, rue des Pastes (rue Lhomond today) on January 30 \
1851.
Hugues
Brother Simeon of the diocese of Bordeaux. Left for Guinea
in 1845 and made his first vows in 1847. He died at Ngazobil
(Senegal) September 22°d , 1850.

Javouhcy
Sister Anne-Marie (1779-1851), foundress of the Sisters of
St. Joseph of Cluny. Worked at Mana in Guyana and in
Senegal. She sent the first African seminarians to France for
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their formation, including Boilat. (Cf. "Memoire Spiritaine"
no. 12, p. 10: "Dans la meme portion de la vigne: Le Pere
Ubermann et Mere Javouhey" by Bernard Ducol).
Kobes

aishop Aloys,

th

born April 17 , 1820 at Fessenhcim into a
farming family. Studied in the senior seminary of Strasbourg,
ordained priest December 2 I st , 1844, novitiate at La Neuvillc
1846. Appointed bursar and professor of theology at La
Neuville in the same year. On the premature death of Bishop
Truffet, he became coadjutor of Bishop Bessieux, the Vicar
Apostolic of the Two-Guineas. Consecrated bishop on
November 30th , 1848. He became the Vicar Apostolic of
1
Senegambia in 1863 and died on October I I \ 1872.
Laccaricrc
Bishop Pierre-Marie-Gervais, born at Aurillac in 1808.
Studied at Saint Sulpice and became parish priest of SaintEustache in Paris. Great reputation as a preacher. Appointed
Bishop of Basse-Terre in Guadeloupe in 1851. Retired in
1853 and became a Canon of Saint-Denis. Died in his
chateau of Trioulou in August, 1893.
Fr. Charles-Marie (1826-1852) of the diocese of Rcims.
Consecrated in the Congregation in 1849. Ordained in Dakar
in 1849, he served at Goree and Grand-Bassam, where he
died in 1852.
Lambert
Fr. Prosper (1811-1875) of the diocese of Orleans.
Consecrated in I.he Congregation in 1844, he served in
1
Bourbon and Mauritius, dying at Port-Louis on March 6 1\
1875.

•
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Lamoise
Fr. Paul (1824-1900), diocese of Saint-Die. He started his
studies in 1844 and became a teacher at the junior seminary.
Ordained priest in 1849, he served in Senegal and died there
in November, 1900.

Lannurien
Fr. Louis-Marie (1823-1854) of the diocese of Quimper.
Consecration in 1845 and priest in 1846, he was appointed Lo
teach in Notre Dame du Gard. Secretary to Libermann.
Founder and first superior of the Pontifical French Seminary
in Rome in 1853. he died there on September 51\ 1854.

Laval
Blessed Jacques-Desire (1803-1864) of the diocese of
Evrcux. At first, he was a doctor, but was later ordained
priest (1838) in his diocese and appointed parish priest of
Pintcrville in 1839. lie set out for Mauritius at the end of
1841 and was made superior of the group and provincial of
th
the Indian Ocean. lie died at Port-Louis on September 9 •
th
1864 and was beatified by Pope John Paul II on March 29 ,
1979.

Le Herre
Bishop Pierre-Marie (1819-1891) of the diocese of V anncs.
Ordained priest in 1844, he left for Guinea in 1846 and was

made Vicar General of Bishop Bessieux in 1859. In 1877, he

was appointed Vicar Apostolic of the Two-Guineas and died
th
in Gabon on July 16 , 1891.

Lcguay
Alexandre-Jean-Baptiste (1794-1865) of the diocese of
Bayeux. He became Superior General of the Congregation of
th
lhe Holy Spirit on April 29 , 1845. IJc resigned on March
2nd, 1848 and died in 1865.
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Leherpeur
Bishop Etienne-Jean-Fran~is, born in 1797. He was named
Bishop of Martinique on October 3"1, 1850 and died at St.
Pierre in 1858.

Le Vavasseur

Frederic (1811-1882), a native of Bourbon (Reunion). He
went to France in 1829 and became a seminarian at Issy in
1836 and was ordained in 1841. Started his novitiate at La
Neuville in the same year. He returned to Bourbon as a
missionary in 1842 and was recalled to France by Libennann
in 1850. He subsequently had a multitude of functions in
France: General Councillor, 1850; novice master an·d director
of several houses of formation; Vice-Provincial of France,
1856; first Assistant of the Congregation, 186,9; Provincial of
France; Vicar General, 1881 and Superior"General in August,
th
1881. HediedinParisonJanuary 16 , 1882.

Le Vavas.seur

Leon-Michel (1822-1892) of the diocese of Sees. Ordained
priest in I 846, he made his consecration the following year.
He was a professor in Paris of liturgy and music and General
Councillor in 1887. He died in Paris, March 27th , 1892.

Libermann
Fran~ois-Xavier ( 1830-1907) of the diocese of Strasbourg. A
nephew of Fran~ois, he made his consecration and was
ordained priest in 1853. At various times he was a professor,
master of novices, General Councillor, Director of
Scholastics and superior of various houses. He died at
Chevilly July 23rd , 1907.

Libermann
Marie ( 1829-J d59). The third daughter of Dr. Samson Libermann,
the brother of Fran~<'4.~- She died of typhoid in Paris on October
15th, 1859.
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Libcrmann

Samson, the eldest of the Libcrmann family, was born at
Savcrnc in 1790. He was a medical doctor and became a
catholic in 1824. He was mayor of Ulkirch and retired to the
spiritan community of Langonnet after the death of his wife
in 1856. He had married Babette in 1820; she also became a
catholic and they had seven children: Pauline, Caroline.
Marie, Francois, Elisa, Henri and Leon.

Loevcnbruck
Jean-Baptiste (1795-1876) of the diocese of Metz. He was
ordained in the Society of French missionary priests in 1817.
In 1847, he entered the Congregation of the Holy Spirit. In
1848, he took the documents of the proposed "fusion" to
th
Rome for approval. Ile died on March 5 , 1876 at Angers.
Logier
Pierre-Joseph-Louis, born in 1826 at Houcheu (ArraS). Entered the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit in October, 1848, he was sent to
Guinea and was ordained priest at Dakar in June. IS50. lie
returned to France the following year.

Losscdal
Joseph-Marie (1820-1887) of the diocese of Clermont. Ordained
priest at Amiens in 1843 and entered the Congregation the
following year. Ile was sent to Haiti in 1844 but came back in
1845 and left for Guinea at the end of the same year. Ile went to
Gabon with Brother Gregoire in 1847. He was made Vicar General
to Bishop Bessieux in 1850 but returned home sick to France in
1853. After being bursar in several French communities, he went
th
to Dakar in 1855. Ile died at Chevilly on May 30 , 1887.

Luguel
Bishop Jean of the Foreign Missions of Paris, born in the diocese
of I ..angres in I 8 I 0. He was appointed to India in 1842 and took
part in the synod of Pondichcrry in 1844. He was sent to Rome to
present the documents of the synod to the Propaganda. He was
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chosen by Propaganda to be the principal editor of the Pontifical
Instruction, "Neminem Profecto ", where he was able to push the
importance of the episcopate and local priests for the sueccss of
missionary work. He was made auxiliary bishop to Bishop
Bonnand of l'ondicherry in 1845. Struck down by cancer. he
retired 10 the French Seminary in Rome and died there on
Septemb-er 3c<1, 1858.
Mersy
Brother Pierre (1826-1864) of the diocese of Bordeaux. He
went to Haiti in 1844 and took his first vows in 1845. In the
same year, he was transferred to Guinea - Dakar and Gabon.
He died in Bordeaux on December 10th , 1864.
Morcl-Lyndrcl
Claudf'Franyois-Aime-Marie (1824-1850) of the diocese of
Annerlcy. Ordained priest in 1848, he was sent to Guinea in
1849. He died at Sainte-Marie-de-Gambie in 1850.
de la Morinicre
Louis,_of the diocese of Rennes. He succeeded Fr. Louis
Blanchard as superior of the seminary of Rennes, the man
who had restored the Congregation of Jesus and Mary (the
Eudists), founded in 1643 and suppressed at the revolution of
1789. The aim of this congregation was the education of
young people and the training of priests.
Mugnier
Brother Julien (1822-1854) of the diocese of Anncncy. He
made his first vows in 1848 and was sent to Guinea. I-Ie died
at Goree inJuly, 1854.
I>agnier
Brother Auguste, born 1830 at Channeu (Besanyon). Entered
the novitiate of Notre Dame du Gard in 1849 and made his
first vows in 1848. He died July, 1854.
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Parisis

Bishop. He consecrated Bishop Bessieux and was a great
supporter of the Congregation. Born at Orleans in 1795, he
was made bishop of Langres in 1834. He was the
representative of the people for Morbihon in 1848. He
became bishop of Arras in 1851 and died in March, 1866.
Perdn

Fr. Picrre, born at Sainte-Lucie. Ordained priest at Saint
Sulpice in 1846, he left for Haiti andbecame parish priest of
Port-au-Prince and later of I'Anse-a-Veau. He was the
incognito ecclesiastical superior of the island until the
religious peace was established (the Concordat of March 28 th ,
1860). He died as parish priest of Petit-Goyave in 1874. (cL
Paul Coulon: Libermann, 1802-1852, p. 272).
Pinault

Fr. Alexis-Martin (1793-1870) of the diocese of Paris.
Ordained priest at Saint SUlpice in 1827. He was a profcssor
at Issy and died in 1870.
Plessis
Fr. Michel. Born in 1814 in the diocese of Orleans. Ordained
priest in 1844, he was sent to the island of Bourbon
(Reunion). When he returned to France, he left the
Congregation.
Poupart

A priest of Saint-Sulpice and a spiritual director.
Ramboz

Fr. Louis (1823-1852) of the diocese of Saint-Claude. He
made his consecration in 1849 and was sent to Gabon in
1850. He died September 29th , 1852.
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de Regnier
He
Fr. Louis, Maxime (1822-1863) of the diocese of
left for Senegal in 1850 and finally returned to France m
1863. He died in Paris in August of the same year.
Regnier
Marie-Joseph-Leopold (1807-1843) of the diocese of Sees.
Consecrated in 1842, he left for Guinea the following year.
He died at Cap des Palmes on December 30 th , 1843.
Roussel

Fr. Louis (1815-1844) of the diocese of Amiens. Consecrated
1842, left for Guinea 1843. He died at Cap des Palmes
January 23'd, 1844.
Roussel

Dom Jc.an (1806-1861) of the diocese of Bourgcs. He knew
Libermann at Saint-Sulpice. He became a Carthusian at Turin
and died as novice master at the Grande Chatreuse. Cf. N.D.
II, p.154, where there is talk of an apparition of Libermann to
Dom Sallier after the death of the former.
Schwindenhammer

•

Fr. Ignace (1818-1881) of the diocese of Strasbourg.
Ordained in 1842, he was assistant director of the Archconfraternity of Our Uidy of Victories in Paris. Made his
consecration in the Congregation in 1844 and was
subsequently professor of theology, superior of Notre Dame
du Gard, general councillor (1849) and superior general on
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the death of Libermann, February 10th , 1853. He died in Paris
March 6 th • 1881.

Schwinden hammer
Jerome (1822-1899) of the diocese of Strasbourg. Made his
consecration and went to Bourbon with Fr. Monnel. He
resided at Riviere des Pluies and founded the pilgrimage [0
the Black Virgin. Returned to France in 1855 and was
appointed to various houses in France and Ireland. Died at
Chevilly August 31 st , 1899.
Tanguy

Fr. Jcan-Marie-Guillaume (1823-1901) of the diocese of
Quimper. Ordained priest in 1847, he was sent to Guinea and
returned to France in 1852. He left the Congregation for
health reasons; he was subsequently cured and lived at SaintIlan as a guest. He died in J901.
Thcvaux

Fr.
Victor (1820-1877) of the diocese of Clermont.
Ordained priest in 1844, he was sent to Australia the
following year. Went to Mauritius in 1847 and died there on
January 20 th , 1877.
Thicrard

Fr. Eugene (1824-1854) of the diocese of Reims.
Consecrated 1849, he was sent to Gabon and died there in
1854.
Thiersc

Fr.
(1817-1880) of the diocese of
Strasbourg. Consecrated in 1845, he left for Australia the
same year but transferred to Mauritius in 1848. He died ilt
Port -Louis May II t\ 1880.
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Tisscrant

Fr. Eugene, born in Paris November 15 th , 1814. A student at
Saint Sulpice, he was ordained priest December 21", 1840
and became parish priest at Notre Dame des Vietoires. Made
his profession in the Congregation in 1842 and was sent to
Haiti the following year as Prefect Apostolic. Returned to .
France in 1845 and was redeployed as Prefect Apostolic of
Senegal in the same year, but he was drowned in a shipwreck
t
on December 7 \ 1845.
Truffct

Bishop Benoit, born at Rumilly (Savoy) October 29 th , 1812.
Ordained diocesan priest in 1835. Through Notre Dame des
Vietoires, he got in touch with the Society of the Holy Heart
of Mary, entered the novitiate and was professed in 1847.
Named Bishop of Callipolis and Vicar Apostolic of the TwoGuineas on the day he took his vows. Consecrated bishop on
January 25 th , 1847 at Notre Dame des Vietoires, he arrived in
Senegambia in May and died on November 23'd due to
excessive fasting and penance, leaving the rest of the
community in a very weakened state. Libermann reacted
strongly to this indiscretion.
De Villeneuve

Sister Emilie (1811-1834) foundress of the Congregation of
the Immaculate Conception of Castres in 1836. Received
much advice from Libermann, who sent her young candidates'
for her congregation.
Warlop

Fr. Henri-Theodore (1812-1887) of the diocese of Bruges,
Belgium. Consecration 1845 and priest 1849. Was sent to
Guinea but returned sick to France in 1851. He went to Saint
Pierre et Miquelon where he subsequently resigned. He died
in Trinidad in 1887.
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Brother Michel, born 1816 in the diocese of Strasbourg. First
vows 1849. Served in Guinea and Senegambia. Dismissed
.
from the Congregation in Paris. Died 1865.

