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Father Justin Taylor is an outstanding scholar. In recent years he has brought his prodigious scholarship to his research into the life and times of one French priest, Father Jean-Claude Colin (1790–1875). This resulted in a magnificent book, written in English, entitled “Jean-Claude Colin. Reluctant Founder”. It is a long book, carefully crafted, beautifully written and invaluable in helping us understand the story and the context of the life of the Venerable Jean-Claude Colin and of the Religious Congregation that he founded. It is a pleasure to read.


Now Father Taylor has produced a new edition of this book which is considerably condensed. This version is to be published in several languages. We hope that this will make the inspiring life of the Venerable Jean-Claude Colin more widely known. Ideally, it will lead the reader to seek out the longer version of the story as well.


Father Taylor tells us the story of the post-Revolution French environment into which Father Jean-Claude was born and the response that he and his companions were to make in forming a Religious Congregation called the Society of Mary, or Marists.


The structures of the Catholic church had been torn apart by the French Revolution. Father Jean-Claude and his companions went into the remote mountains of the Bugey, in central France, and gave the people hope and encouragement by visiting them, listening to them and celebrating the Sacraments among them while preaching parish missions. The country was in constant political, economic and religious crisis. Father Jean-Claude and his companions responded by working to educate young people in secular and religious knowledge in schools and seminaries. The European world was opening its horizons by exploring a wider world. Jean-Claude and his companions organized missions into the furthest reaches of the Pacific, about as far from France as it was possible to go. All the while Father Jean-Claude and his companions were forming a family of Religious Congregations that thrived in his own time and continues to thrive today.


The story of all that was achieved by Fr Jean-Claude Colin and his companions, both men and women, was guided by a simple, profound and accessible spirituality which looked to Mary as their guide on how to live and serve in their turbulent world. That spirituality continues to be the greatest gift that Marists offer the church and the world of our time. Father Justin Taylor’s writings make this beautiful spirituality accessible to everyone.


We are grateful to Father Justin Taylor for offering us the opportunity to re-examine the story and offering us an insight into the extraordinary holiness and Gospel-based enthusiasm of Father Jean-Claude Colin. It is both a fascinating history for its own time and an inspiring story for our time.


John Larsen sm


Superior General of the Society of Mary


Feast of the Holy Name of Mary. September 12, 2021
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Introductory Note


This short life of Jean-Claude Colin is abridged and adapted from the author’s full biography, Jean-Claude Colin, Reluctant Founder (Hindmarsh, SA: ATF Press, 2018). It has been produced with the gracious permission of the publisher of that work, ATF Press Publishing Group. Readers who wish to have more information about the life of Jean-Claude Colin or about the sources used should consult the full biography.


My thanks are due to Alois Greiler sm, and to Ron Nissen sm, who read an earlier draft of this text and made very useful comments and suggestions for improving it. Many thanks also to those at ATF Press, Hilary D Regan and Gabriel B Siqueira, who worked on this project.




Chapter 1


Introducing Jean-Claude Colin


Jean-Claude Colin and the Society of Mary, of which he is a founding figure, belong in the large context of the response of French Catholicism—and more widely of European Christianity—to the challenge presented by the modern age. In France, the modern world burst on the scene in the great Revolution of 1789, which led to persecution of the Church. But, even without the drama and trauma of the Revolution, French Catholicism would have been severely challenged by the new civilisation that we identify as modernity. For the new ways of thinking that are conveniently called the Enlightenment, religious indifference, the rise of the middle classes to economic and political power, capitalism, industrialisation and urbanisation, the European discoveries of new lands and populations in the South Seas, all these new phenomena demanded a response on the part of European Christianity. That response was by no means only negative. For the new age presented also new possibilities and aroused new vitality.


Colin was born a little over a year after the fall of the Bastille, on 7 August 1790. Before his fifth birthday, he had lost both his parents, victims, even martyrs, he believed of the Revolution through hardships suffered as a result of their support for their non-juring parish priest. He had childhood memories of clandestine Masses and priests on the run. These were experiences calculated to give him and not a few of his contemporaries an apocalyptic view of world history, which was at odds with the prevailing confidence in ‘Progress’.
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Not the least interesting thing about him was that he devised a new, and, it seems, unique response to the challenge of what we now call ‘secularisation’. This he encapsulated in the expression: ‘Unknown and hidden in this world.’ In answer to what he regarded as the pride of the new age—in other words, its characteristic sense of human autonomy—he recommended humility and self-effacement, not only individual, but also corporate and institutional. In this he was inspired by his reading of the presence of Mary in ‘the Church-as-it-was-coming-to-birth’ [l’Église naissante]. His insight is as timely and needed now as it ever was.


He belongs to a remarkable generation of men and women who represent the response of French Catholicism to the new age with a vigorous and varied flowering of Catholic life, spirituality and apostolic action. One of the most important sectors of the Catholic revival was the region of Rhône-Alpes, centring on Lyons, at that time the second city of France and primatial see of ‘the Gauls’. This region in fact formed a certain cultural, as well as geographical unity: the mother-tongue spoken by the rural populations of this region was not French, but the local patois or dialect of the language identified in modern times as Franco-Provençal, since it was related to but distinct from both the French spoken further north and the Provençal spoken further south. This language, which extended beyond France into Switzerland and even parts of Italy, never acquired a standard form that could be used as a written language, and, ever since the sixteenth century, French had been making its way in the region as the language of administration and formal instruction.


Lyons looks back to its martyrs of the second century, including its earliest bishops, Pothinus and Irenaeus, the servant-girl Blandina, and to many other saints through the ages, until modern times. Among the holy men and women of the post-Revolutionary diocese of Lyons are: Antoine Chevrier, founder of l’Œuvre du Prado; Pauline Jaricot, foundress of the Work of the Propagation of the Faith; Louis Querbes, founder of the Catechists of Saint Viator; Frédéric Ozanam (Lyonnais by adoption), founder of the Work of Saint Vincent de Paul; Jean-Pierre Néel, missionary priest, martyr.


On the eastern edge of the region, bordering on Switzerland and Savoy (once an independent duchy) lies the department of Ain, with its historic capital (but no longer administrative centre) and episcopal see at Belley. The pre-revolutionary diocese of Belley had also been home to many saints. The diocese restored in 1822 soon had a new roll of saints by birth or adoption, in first place, of course, the Curé of Ars, Jean-Marie Vianney; but also Jean-Baptiste Bottex, one of the victims of the massacre at Les Carmes on 3 September 1792; Gabriel Taborin (b. Belleydoux), founder of the Congregation of Brothers of the Holy Family of Belley; Rosalie Rendu, Sister of Charity.


Originally from Saint-Bonnet-de-Troncy (Rhône), Colin, as we shall see, spent a great part of his life in the department of Ain. Though not at all sure at first of his vocation to the priesthood, he studied at Saint-Jodard (Loire) and other minor seminaries, then at the Major Seminary of Saint-Irénée in Lyons. At this time, the diocese of Lyons, headed by Cardinal Fesch, uncle of the Emperor Napoleon, comprised the three departments of Loire, Rhône and Ain. This fact brought together as fellow-students young men whose paths may not otherwise have crossed. One year ahead of Colin was Jean-Marie Vianney, whom Colin consulted at Ars more than once in later life. Another fellow-seminarian, who was to become a close associate of Colin, was the future Saint Marcellin-Joseph-Benoît Champagnat, who was born at Marlhes, near Saint-Étienne (Loire) in 1789.




Chapter 2


The Society of Mary


Before their ordination on 22 July 1816, both Colin and Champagnat with several others had been recruited to a group aspiring to found a Society of Mary and who were to be called Marists. The initiator of this project was fellow-seminarian Jean-Claude Courveille, who had come to Saint-Irénée from Le Puy-en-Velay (Haute-Loire), where, kneeling in prayer before the Black Madonna in the Cathedral, he had ‘heard’ the Blessed Virgin say that she wanted a society called by her name to do her work. It was to be a kind of counterpart to the Society of Jesus, raised up, like Saint Ignatius’ Company at the time of the Reformation, at a moment of crisis in the Church. They envisaged a life of preaching, catechising, hearing confessions in the rural and often abandoned parishes of the region, eventually, in a wider scope, education, even foreign missions.


The name Society of Mary was in the air at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries. Already, in 1792, during the period when the Society of Jesus was suppressed, Bernard Dariès gave it to a new project, which circulated among French exiles in Spain. In the same period, some former Jesuits regrouped under the name Society of Mary. It seems, however, that Courveille and his companions did not know of any of these ventures. In 1817, in Bordeaux, Guillaume-Joseph Chaminade, who knew nothing of what was afoot in Lyons, also founded a Society of Mary (Marianists). The name Marists, which Courveille believed also came from the Blessed Virgin herself, was not, in fact, used by any others.


For Jean-Claude Colin, the call of Mary was irresistible from infancy, when his dying mother had commended all her children, soon to be orphans, to the motherly care of the Blessed Virgin. Furthermore, already before coming to the Major Seminary, he had been giving thought to some kind of apostolic institute under the name of Mary. Marcellin Champagnat, for his part, already had a plan for a congregation of teaching brothers and persuaded the other Marist aspirants to include them in the Society of Mary, which was also to comprise religious women and lay tertiaries. Let us note the relatively humble origin of all these young men, born into families of small rural proprietors or artisans. It may be an unexpected effect of the Revolution and its égalité that they felt competent to found a new religious society instead of looking to one of their social ‘betters’, typically a member of the minor nobility, as most religious founders had been until then. On 23 July 1816 the group, twelve in number, met for the last time at the Marian shrine of Fourvière, overlooking the city, where their leader Jean-Claude Courveille celebrated his first Mass and gave Holy Communion to his comrades; under the corporal during the celebration, they placed a document, which they had all signed, in which they pledged themselves to do all in their power to bring the Society of Mary into existence.
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The newly ordained Jean-Claude Colin served his apprenticeship in priestly ministry as curate to his brother Pierre at Cerdon (Ain). Situated at the intersection of three valleys at the northern end of the Bugey Mountains, nineteen km. from Nantua, Cerdon was a staging post on the road from Lyons to Geneva; in 1832 it had a population of 1745. Vines grow on one of the nearby slopes, and Cerdon was and is still known regionally for its pleasant, lightly sparkling wine.


Cerdon had not escaped the effects of the extraordinary events of 1814–1816. The village, like the rest of the Bugey region and Lyons, was Bonapartist in sympathy. Cerdon had experienced the consequences of Napoleon’s defeats in 1814 and 1815: invasion, by an Austrian army operating out of Switzerland, and war reparations. The region also suffered from the disastrous summer of 1816, and, by the winter months of 1817, many inhabitants were suffering real distress. These events, which were chronicled by the village schoolmaster, would certainly have had an impact on the newly arrived priests. We learn from the municipal records that Pierre Colin, as parish priest, was on a relief committee organised by the mayor, which decided to divert money destined for the repair of the church tower into an emergency fund.
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The village of Cerdon in the northern Bugey region where the newly ordained Jean-Claude Colin spent the first nine years of his priesthood, 1816–1825.





The church, on a hill in the centre of the village, had been pillaged on 3 December 1793, its tower destroyed and its furniture burnt. After the restoration of regular worship with the concordat of 1801, Cerdon was served by a succession of priests. The parish that the Colin brothers came to was, by all indications, in a good state.
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