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LOVE IN ACTION
"The military chaplain carries out
lines, in the

dressing stations, in order

wounded and

the

dying

living with the soldiers,

Combes Law wants

to

But there

.

.

actually

is,

to rejoin the

What

help the

to

is

keep the priests in the sacristy and

to share their

Christian soul?

the

dangers, their deaths! The

the chaplain in the sick bays just to

come for us

work behind

need of chaplains
in the front line, sharing their
.

lives, their sufferings, their

the time

his

lot,

bury the dead. Has not

human

race where

it

to give them once again a

better missionary

way

of service

than that? Priests 'with their rucksacks on their backs'?
Perfect!"

On

Germany

war on France. The
sirens announced general mobilisation to the whole country.
But Daniel Brother was not fit enough. Could he however
3rd August 1914,

remain indifferent
In the

in the face of

Mother House

of the

declared

such a national catastrophe?

Holy Ghost Fathers

in Paris,

he

had a very tough discussion with his neighbour Fr. Trilles.
The above quoted text gives the gist. The corps of voluntary
chaplains began to take shape. 'That's a very good thing you
are doing there, Father" said the Brother doorkeeper, "for

you
you

are not obliged to go to the front
are going there

all

the same.
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God

and

risk

your

life,

will protect you".

but

FIFTEEN DAYS OF PRAYER WITH BLESSED DANIEL BROTTIER
Daniel wrote to a nun,

my

arrangements
yesterday, and am on my way as a voluntary chaplain. In
such miserable times, I have to make myself useful in
whatever way I can. I know I have no need to recommend
finalised

"I

myself to the prayers of your dear community".

On

20th September 1914, he finally reached the

front in the Oise Valley.

bursts of gunfire.

Many

soldiers

They regarded

front line,

carrying

he crawled out

them

to safety

He was

a

cross

to

He

carried

on

their

wounded,

he leaned over the

his back;

lips,

them

never out of the

to give first aid to the

dying, heard their last confidences, gave

pressed

under the

fell

their chaplain as their

"living standard in the thick of battle".

along with his ardent courage.

war

them God's pardon,

received

their

secret

messages for their families, wives, mothers. He closed their
eyes with a loving touch, buried them, stopped to pray
over their graves, his heart full of an immense sorrow
but also with an unconquerable hope, never forgetting to
put some relic of them in his pocket to send back to their
homes.
At Ypres, it was trench warfare. The infantrymen never
surrendered. They were inspired by the example of their
priest, crawling through the mud to carry back the wounded,
being guided above all at night by the death rattles of the
dying, in order to give them one last touch of courage,
leading them on to peaceful deaths!

He

good care of my
have been pressed to it!

said one day, "Take

How many dying lips
the final sighs of so

touched

their

many

little

poor bullet-ridden

torn to shreds, and

I

soldiers!

It

How

has received
often has

it

chests, labouring for breath,

could say that
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military cross.

if

the cord of this cross
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wrung out of the blood it has absorbed,
it was dipped into totally red".

it

would

turn the water

The personal relations he had with the soldiers and the
officers, and the irresistible care he had for them, enabled
him to call them back, one by one, to the practice of their
religion. "My children, do not forget that tomorrow is Easter
Sunday. In one hour I will give you all absolution, beginning
with the commanding officer and the captains".

One day, a French officer lay gravely wounded inside the
enemy lines. Fr. Brother put a Red Cross flag on the end of a
stick, advanced right up to the wounded man, dressed his
torn flesh, loaded him onto a stretcher and dragged him back
to safety. Not a single shot was fired from the German lines;
a real miracle!

"They used to call me the lucky chaplain, saying that
I had nine lives. It is true that all through the war I
was often exposed to danger, but I was preserved
from the most serious trouble as if by a perpetual
My clothes were full of
miracle. I became reckless
.

holes, torn to pieces. But

.

.

I

was never

personally

soon understood that this protection
could only be from heaven and that it was given to
me in view of a work or of a mission which I was
touched!

I

meant

accomplish

to

after the

war ...

I

had

to

do

nothing but await the hour of God".

He brought back with him from

the front the highest

would never speak of them. His
was recognised by all. But on the
quiet he would often say that if he had ever done anything
special in his life, then it was during the war. Into the bargain,

possible decorations but he

modesty,

like his bravery,
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he had a revulsion from the dying and the dead which was
almost pathological. His daily experience of death literally
knocked it out of him! In 1917 he founded the National
Union of Combatants, to give the ex-soldiers aid after the
war: it's motto was "United as at the Front".
His love in action could occasionally be inventive. He got
medals of the Sacred Heart made of cloth for the soldiers. He
took photographs of the infantrymen to send back to their
families. When the wounded had got better he gave them
shirts and underpants which he had got from his benefactors.
Love is first and foremost compassion. The archives in
Auteuil have twenty or so letters written from the front, in
circumstances readily imaginable, to war-widows. They are
all

composed

in a similar vein. "Everything

the light of religion; one day

take your
charity".

all

becomes

clear in

separation will cease; try and

mind off things by being occupied in works of
One desperate mother asked the chaplain for

have no doubt", he replied," that
God met with his infinite mercy the soul of this valiant child
who fell for his country". He wrote to one widow, "Have
courage! Try to repeat this poor fiat (thy will be done), so
difficult to say with sincerity". He revealed the delicacy of
his own soul in writing to the wife of an officer, "Please, I beg
you, simply tell me what you are suffering; my priestly heart
is well used to it!" He sent home the wedding ring of a dead
soldier, or a piece of paper soaked in his blood, a photograph
of his grave. What grandeur of soul! "Love comes from God,
and whoever loves is born of God" (1 John 4:7).
"Love has been poured out into our hearts by the Holy
Spirit who has been given to us" (Romans 5:5). Charity in its
original meaning, in Greek agape, is the love of God bearing
fruit in the love of men, a gift of Christ which lives in Him
details of her son's death: "I
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practised in His name. Finally, in order to understand

the true motive

we must

which inspired the charity

of Daniel Brother,

refer to his interior mystique; the desire to sacrifice

his life for

Our Lord, and

even, going further, his desire for a

martyr's death at the service of charity, in Europe, since he

could not have

it

in Africa.

was not

everybody else
he admitted to being scared. At heart he was an apostle full
of tenderness and solicitude; he radiated the love of God
which animated him, in his attitudes and words: he showed
us a life which did not belong to himself. "My children, we
must love not just with words and speech, but by action and
truth" (1 John 3:18). Following the example of Jesus, Fr.
All the same, he

a Stoic hero: like

Brother offers himself to every apostle,
"living standard", the

example of

man

or

woman,

entire self-giving.

down

can have no greater love than to lay

as a

"A man

his life for his

friends" (John 15:13).

Prayer
Dear Father Brother,
the Spirit of Jesus

It is

Together with you

own

I

him

breathed such love into you.

to breathe the

heart, so that in all circumstances

the servant of those

sent

ask

who

.

.

.

men and women

I

to

with a heart "as great as yours"!
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same love

can be, in

whom

I

into

my

my

turn,

have been

