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Foreword


By John Hannan, sm


In an international meeting of policy makers—a general chapter—in 2009, I was mandated ‘to explore the possibility of re-opening the cause of the beatification of Jean-Claude Colin’ the founder of the Society of Mary (Marist Fathers).


Our intention from the outset was to have someone write a thought-provoking biography of the founder, his work and mission. When faced with the task, who better than Justin Taylor to carry out this work? Justin is a New Zealand Marist who was working at the time in the prestigious Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem. His remarkable intellectual ability, scholarly historical background, and knowledge of the relevant spiritual traditions of the Catholic Church which influenced our founder’s thought processes marked him out as perhaps the most competent historian within the Society of Mary. Justin undertook this work cautiously as is his wont by writing three chapters and submitting them for our consideration. I wrote to Justin on May 15th 2012: ‘What you have written is an excellent piece of research and presents the life of the founder in a readable and easily accessible language without losing any of his richness and flavour. It is indeed engaging and gives a far-reaching insight into the nature of our founder and the civil and ecclesiastical environments from which he emanates’.


I had the opportunity to read each chapter on its completion. I could see unfolding with each successive chapter the remarkable richness of nineteenth century civil and ecclesiastical history and the significance of John-Claude Colin in shaping the spiritual insights which played such an important role in the foundation of four Marist congregations—the Marist Brothers, the Marist Sisters, the Marist Fathers and the Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary.


The biography is now completed and I can enthusiastically endorse it. It is rich, detailed and multi-layered where Jean-Claude Colin in all his complexity is presented with clarity, fairness, objectivity and depth. I grew to admire him more and more as I read each chapter and could embrace more fully the broader picture, the complete man in context. Jean-Claude Colin is truly a remarkable figure whose spiritual convictions guided him to found the Society of Mary which he held so dearly to heart. He was convinced that his work had its inspiration, roots and ongoing vitality come from none other than Mary, the mother of the Lord.


I also recommend this book to anyone who wishes to understand more fully the social and religious contexts from which our founder springs. It is especially interesting for its clarity with regard to the development of the Catholic Church in Oceania. It presents the panoramic expansion of the wider missionary endeavour of the Catholic Church in the Pacific of the nineteenth century.


When Justin Taylor volunteered to do this work he did so at a cost. He was for over twenty years a specialist in the Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem where his biblical and historical scholarship found expression through his teaching and seminars, the fruit of which is recorded in various scholarly publications. He took his leave at personal cost from the Ecole to do this work. I thank him for his generosity of spirit and for his assiduous historical and spiritual quest of Jean-Claude Colin. He accomplished this task with apparent ease. I know it was a labour of love but nonetheless one which demanded intellectual rigour, academic research and resourcefulness.


As you can see this biography is a great work and exceptional in its richness of detail. It has much to offer in terms of a scholarly understanding of the era Jean-Claude Colin was born into, worked-in and died. Those who study it and draw from will be richly rewarded. Needless to say, I recommend this book to every Marist as an essential tool in understanding the spirituality and founding charism of our much-loved founder.


Justin, the society owes you a great debt. The dream has come true. We now have an age-less presentation of the life and times of John-Claude Colin. Let us drink from the well! Finally, may I express a final word of thanks to Larry Duffy, vicar general, who has done much by way of practical organisation to bring this work to publication.














	John Hannan

	Superior General






	6 September 2017

	 










Introduction


In September 1836, twenty priests and a bishop met in the little town of Belley to the east of Lyons, and elected one of their number, Jean-Claude Colin, as superior general of the Society of Mary (Marists), which had just received official approval of its priests’ branch from Pope Gregory XVI.


At the time of his election Colin was forty-six years old and at the height of his powers. Since his ordination in 1816, he had served as curate to his brother Pierre in the parish of Cerdon, not far from the Swiss border, preached country missions in the Bugey, the mountainous region between Cerdon and Belley, and was currently superior of the Minor Seminary of Belley. He was a trusted co-worker of the bishop of Belley, Raymond Devie, who made him an honorary canon of his cathedral. At the same time, Colin had been working for the project of the Society of Mary, to which he had adhered as a seminarian in Lyons. He had already composed a Rule, signed a letter to the pope seeking approval of the Society, and made two journeys to Paris to consult the papal nuncio and others about the proposed Rule. Recently, in 1833, he had gone to Rome and met the pope and a number of cardinals and other important prelates.


From 1830 he had been ‘central superior’ of the priests of the Society of Mary in the dioceses of Lyons and Belley. He continued to organise and govern the priests’ branch in France, now with a mandate recognised by Rome. As a consequence of the negotiations that led to the papal approbation of the Society, he had the additional responsibility of establishing a mission in a vast territory on the other side of the globe. Furthermore, the sisters and the teaching brothers who also belonged to the Society regarded him as their overall head. These groups had not yet, however, received any recognition other than that of the bishops in whose dioceses they were situated.


Colin resigned as superior general in May 1854 but lived on until November 1875. These last twenty-one years of his life are hard to characterise: ‘retirement’ would not do them justice. This was the period in which he finally fulfilled his mission to write Constitutions for the Society he had led, and became known as ‘Father Founder’ (rather than ‘Father Superior’). It was also a period of turbulence and contestation for Colin. He was, in fact, the Society’s founder in a rather unusual sense of that word. For, as Marist scholar and author Jean Coste points out: ‘. . . if Colin is recognised as the founder [of the Society of Mary], it is neither for being the first to speak of a plan, nor for having given it its name, nor for having gathered its first adherents.’1 As the reader will find out in later chapters, these acts, which normally carry with them the title of founder, were performed by another Jean-Claude. Instead, as Coste emphasises: ‘[Jean-Claude Colin] founded the Society by giving it what he would call its “bases,” by giving the name and the plan a content, that is, fundamental traits.’ At the time, however, his role was the subject of dispute.


The earliest portrait we have of Colin is an oil painting attributed to Marist Antoine Philipon, which can be dated to the period of his generalate.2 The artist’s brother, Charles Philipon, was a political caricaturist, who often targeted King Louis-Philippe.3 Antoine’s portrait of Colin could perhaps best be seen as a benevolent caricature, as it uses broadly the technique of that genre to capture its subject: a general likeness, often exaggerating some well-known feature, with several easily recognisable attributes. An already ageing Colin is dressed in his soutane and black skullcap, working at his desk, quill pen suspended above a notebook, his lively eyes, behind prominent dark-rimmed spectacles, looking away from the viewer as if thinking out the next sentence he means to write, the mouth firm but kindly. Behind him are a bookcase, a crucifix and a small statue of Our Lady, on the desk a snuff jar and a large handkerchief.


From the same period (1851) and shortly after (1858), are two passport descriptions. There are also six photographs, four of which were taken in later life, in 1866, while the other two are undated. Then there are descriptive details supplied by the memoirist Gabriel-Claude Mayet and others. From these data, it appears that Colin was fairly short (1.64 meters or 5 foot 4 inches in height) and somewhat stout. He had an oval-shaped face and a wide, high forehead. His hair, which fell around his ears, must originally have been brown, to judge from his eyebrows, but turned prematurely white. In 1851, his complexion was described as ‘fair’, and in 1858 as ‘ruddy’. His eyes, which are the most striking feature of all his portraits, were described in 1851 as grey and in 1858—more accurately, it seems—as bluish-grey. He had an aquiline nose and a determined chin.4


This last named feature expressed a forceful character, which was somewhat belied by a manner that could easily make him seem like ‘one of those good, little old country priests, very simple, very timid, not knowing where to put themselves to take up less space’.5 In addition, he was careless of his appearance. He followed the fashion of his youth in being clean-shaven, rather than growing a beard as many clerics did in the nineteenth century. Often, however, his chin exhibited several days’ growth, and his soutane bore snuff stains. A speech impediment, which he largely overcame, left him with a permanent tendency to pronounce all sibilant consonants as ‘sh’. Those who knew Colin, however, recognised the intellectual grasp and the personal ascendancy that made him a leader of men. Many looked up to him as a spiritual guide leading them to holiness.


On the other hand, the impression of shyness and diffidence had once corresponded to his demeanour as a boy and a young man. Those who knew him then would have been very surprised to encounter in later life the man who, as Mayet puts it, ‘did things on a grand scale . . . [and] walked not with measured step but with giant strides, which, granted, tended to splash mud on the next man’. 6 At the same time, Colin, even when he was leader of the Marists, would frequently hesitate to take decisions that seemed to others to be obvious, while he waited for certainty that this was the will of God. Even the admiring Mayet is forced to wonder whether he was ‘perhaps too awkward in his business dealings’, noting that he ‘ran into difficulties with a great many of those who had dealings with him, both inside and outside [the Society]’.7 Periods of great energy would, characteristically, be followed by spells of inaction. Throughout his life, he yearned for solitude and made repeated attempts to lay down his office. Clearly a complex man, an interesting man. Who was he? Where did he come from?


The most recent writer to deal with these questions in detail was the Marist Donal Kerr, Professor of Ecclesiastical History at the Pontifical University of Maynooth in Ireland from 1978 to 1993 and a distinguished historian of the Irish church and nation. His book, Jean-Claude Colin, Marist: A Founder in an Era of Revolution and Restoration (cited hereafter as Kerr), which was published a year before his death in 2001, takes Colin’s story up to the year 1836. On the other hand, no recent full-length biography of Colin exists. The earliest life of Colin by Jean Jeantin (cited as Jeantin) appeared anonymously about twenty years after Colin’s death, between 1895 and 1898. The author expressly presents it, however, not as what he would consider to be a proper biography of Colin, but as material to be used by a future biographer. Professed as a Marist in 1847, Jeantin knew Colin as superior general and was one of his close collaborators and confidants in his last years. Other Marist writers followed. In 1900 Marcellin Gay published anonymously a single-volume biography that was essentially an epitome of Jeantin.8 Other full-length biographies based on Jeantin followed, by Luigi Falletti (1913), Alphonse Cothenet (1918), Julien Mulsant (1925),9 as well as many brochures and booklets giving the life of Colin. Philippe Gobillot, also a Marist and a professional historian, undertook to write a new biography using original source material for the first time since Jeantin; this was still unfinished at his death in 1942.10 A popular life of Colin, Anonymous Apostle, by the Australian Marist and well-known writer Stanley W. Hosie, was published in 1967 and has been read by a wide public.11


It is, of course, impossible to separate the life of Jean-Claude Colin from the history of the Society that he founded and led. The focus of this book, however, is on the man, what he did and—insofar as we can tell—who he was. Colin himself said: ‘Unknown before, unknown afterwards—there’s my story.’12 His story is not, however, unknown, and it is worth telling.


 


1. Jean Coste, sm, ‘A Founder and His Rule: Recapitulation’, in Id, Studies on the Early Ideas of Jean-Claude Colin—I (translated from the French by C Girard, sm; Maristica, texta et studia 2; Rome: Centre for Marist Studies, 1989), 220–263, here 220.


2. Philipon was professed in 1843.


3. TEB Howarth, The Life of Louis-Philippe, King of the French (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1961), 204.


4. For this composite description, see Jean Coste, sm, Lectures in Society of Mary History (Marist Fathers) (Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio 63, 1965), 127–128.


5. Thus Mayet in 1842 (FA, 232:8).


6. Mayet in early 1847 (FA, 360:36).


7. Mayet in 1842 (FA, 238:2–3).


8. [Marcellin Gay, sm], Le très révérend père Colin, fondateur et premier supérieur général de la Société de Marie (Lyon: Vitte, 1900).


9. Luigi Falletti, sm, Il venerabile Giovanni Colin, fondatore della Società di Maria (1790–1875) (Roma: Ferrari, 1913); A[lphonse] Cothenet, sm, L’humilité d’un fondateur. Le vén. Jean-Claude Colin et la Société de Marie (Paris: Téqui, 1918); Chanoine [Julien] Mulsant, sm, Le vénérable père J.-Cl. Colin, fondateur de la Société de Marie (Lyon-Paris: Vitte, 1925).


10. The manuscript is in the APM in Rome.


11. Stanley W Hosie, sm, Anonymous Apostle: The Life of Jean-Claude Colin, Marist (New York: William Morrow, 1967). Hosie was contemplating a new edition of his book at the time of his death in 2013.


12. Cited in this form by Jeantin 5, 439: ‘Inconnu avant, inconnu après, voilà mon histoire.’ In his own Notes pour servir à l’histoire de la rédaction de nos Constitutions, of 29 May 1870, Jeantin quotes Colin as saying: ‘Inconnu avant, inconnu après, voilà mon affaire’ (cf OM 3, 250, note 1).





The Sources


The principal source for Colin’s life until 1836 is that remarkable collection of documents, edited by Marist scholars Jean Coste and Gaston Lessard under the title Origines maristes (OM). Those who consult OM will not fail to admire the meticulous editing and presentation of the documents and the abundance of information provided. They will also notice that, although all the documents refer to the period of Marist origins, down to 1836, they are distributed in different volumes according to the period in which they themselves originated.


OM is not an undifferentiated mass of information, a collection of sources that can simply be quoted to illustrate or support a given point. In this book, documents will normally be cited according to volume, document and paragraph, for example, OM 2, 659:1, with an indication of their date and origin as detailed below. By paying attention to these qualifications the reader will be alert to the diverse provenance of the documents and so to the different contexts to which they belong and the different perspectives they may represent.


OM 1 consists of contemporary documents that come from the period of Marist origins, that is, from 1786, the birth of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, foundress of the Marist Sisters, until 1836. In fact, the 419 documents edited in the first volume deal with all those who were involved in the Marist project, and not only with Jean-Claude Colin. Those concerning him are drawn in the main from public archives and similar sources. An important source for a biography is regularly to be found in the subject’s letters and personal papers, including perhaps diaries and the like. We would therefore expect to find correspondence and other personal records of Colin dating from this period in OM 1. Little, however, of this kind exists, as he burnt his papers in June 1841. This means that we are ignorant of many facts for the early part of his life, especially for the period before 1823, ignorant also of what he might have thought or felt about them at the time.


For the period from 1823 to 1836, a number of important letters have survived and are edited in OM 1. Among these are some written to Marcellin Champagnat, founder of the Marist Brothers (although we lack Marcellin’s letters to Colin). Official correspondence with the diocesan authorities of Belley and Lyons and with the Roman curia has been kept in the respective archives and is also published in OM 1. Unless their provenance is obvious from the main text of the present volume, these letters are cited in the accompanying footnotes with their date and a note of the writer and recipient, for example, ‘Colin to Champagnat’, ‘Fransoni to Colin’.


The documents edited in OM 2 also refer to the period down to 1836 but originated during Colin’s generalate, from 1836 until his resignation in 1854. The lack of Colin’s personal documentation of the first half of his life is to some extent made up for by abundant reminiscences, by Colin himself and by others, which were collected by Gabriel-Claude Mayet, who was with Colin for much of the time he was superior general and occasionally afterwards. He took notes of his conversations and table talk, as well as more formal speeches, and carried out his own enquiries, both of Colin himself and of others, into the earlier years. So, from the Mayet memoirs we learn much of what Colin did and of what happened to him in the first forty to fifty years of his life, also of what he and others later remembered—or at least believed—they had thought and felt at the time. It is fascinating to see the older Colin led by Mayet’s questioning to contemplate and reanimate the boy and the young man he had once been. Colin’s candour and Mayet’s scrupulous honesty in recording what he heard—even when that perplexed or embarrassed him—result in a continual self-revelation with few parallels, which is often disarming, at times painful.1


Mayet’s memoirs can be regarded as, on the whole, reliable records of the information he received.2 As to the reliability of that information, the reader of this volume will often be guided by the notes provided by the editors of OM. In any case, all due allowance has always to be made for the effect of time and intervening events and emotions on the memory of Colin or others. Thus, the reader will not be too surprised to find, where Mayet’s records can be checked by other evidence, that there are occasional blanks, slips of memory, confusions about dates and persons, fusions of several similar events into one, and the like. Colin’s way of representing the past was occasionally influenced by negative feelings or other bias about those concerned. Furthermore, his memory, like any other, was constantly trying to make sense of the past, and so to see patterns or trace developments that might not have been at all apparent at the time. Especially in his later days, his view of his life and the events he had taken part in, tended to take a markedly ‘theological’ turn, convinced as he was that God and Mary were the principal actors, beside whom merely human agents were less significant.


Documents from the Mayet memoirs are cited in this work with their date of origin and a note of the speaker (generally Colin) and the person to whom he was speaking (for example, ‘Colin to Mayet’), or of the occasion of the remarks (for example. ‘Colin at table in Belley’). In some cases, Mayet gives ‘articles’ in which he synthesises earlier notes taken on various occasions. These are indicated as, for instance, ‘Mayet, based on Colin’s conversation’, or simply ‘Colin, in Mayet’ or ‘Mayet’. In the case of the reminiscences of others incorporated by Mayet into his memoirs, their authors are indicated (for example, ‘Terraillon’, ‘Mother Saint-Joseph’).


Additional data concerning the origins of the Society of Mary come from the period after Colin’s resignation in 1854 and are collected in OM 3. Most of this material is connected with the controversy that arose in the 1860s over Jean-Claude Colin’s right to compose Constitutions for the Society and spread to the Society’s origins and Colin’s part in them. Debate engendered polemic, enquiries, testimonies (including Colin’s own), official narratives and stimulated the beginnings of Marist historiography. All this investigative activity brought to light some new information and occasioned further reminiscences or recollections of others’ reminiscences. Date and origin of cited documents are once again indicated in the principal text or the footnotes. The same caveat given with regard to material in OM 2 obviously applies also here. On the other hand, later is not always less reliable, as some information recorded only several decades later can put us in touch reliably with the events and even at times correct or supplement earlier documents.


It can therefore be seen that the contents of OM are a kind of tapestry of interwoven memories. Reading them, and paying attention to the different voices from different periods often recounting the same events is an experience somewhat comparable to that of reading certain novels, in which the same events are told separately by the different characters at different times.


The key to the proper use of OM is provided in volume 4. This consists of indexes and supplementary material of great interest and utility, in particular biographical and topographical notes. The invaluable ‘Synopse historique’ has been this author’s principal guide to OM.


Kerr’s study effectively provides a narrative for OM. As we tell Colin’s story up to 1836, we will often have occasion to refer to this book, which is especially good on the political and ecclesiastical background to the events narrated and on the delicate and complex questions regarding the origins of the Society of Mary. Those readers who are looking for more detail concerning these questions than is provided in these pages will be likely to find it there.


Besides OM, there are other printed collections of sources for Colin’s life. In the years 1816 to 1830 he gave a number of addresses and talks in parishes, mostly at Cerdon, and in missions and in retreats to young people. The notes for these were written in ‘booklets’, each containing one or more sets. Forty-nine survive and are kept in the APM. In a number of cases Colin left more or less complete texts, sometimes in two versions, but in others there are simply plans or rough notes. He did not intend them to be read by anyone else and so never revised them or corrected misspellings or other defects of composition. There is a printed edition by Bernard Bourtot of these Conférences et discours (CD), which is intended to be readable but is not a critical edition (which would in any case be of doubtful value). The editor presents the documents in a thematic order of his own devising, numbering them consecutively. He also gives the references to the different classification in the APM. We shall quote them or refer to them simply by the number assigned to each in the Bourtot edition.


For the eighteen years of Colin’s generalate, from 1836 to 1854, the abundance of contemporary sources already collected and edited by Marist scholars threatens to overwhelm the biographer. We have letters written by him, both official and personal, which have recently been edited, along with other archival material, by Gaston Lessard and Bernard Bourtot in four volumes under the title ‘Colin sup’ (CS). We also have the letters written back to France by the missionaries Colin sent out to Oceania, edited in ten volumes by Charles Girard as Lettres reçues d’Océanie par l’administration générale des pères maristes pendant le généralat de Jean-Claude Colin (LRO). These are a precious source for the history of the Catholic Church and the Society of Mary in the Pacific and of the early encounters between Europeans and Pacificans; they also have an obvious interest for Colin’s own life. The reader would expect to find the minutes of council meetings presided by Colin used for this period of his life. Alas, they are not extant and probably never existed.3 Fortunately, the absence of such an important source of information about Colin as a leader and administrator is to some extent made up for by the Mayet memoirs of this period, which often supplement the remaining records and include accounts of council meetings at which he was present.


Controversy arising in the years after Colin’s retirement from the generalate occasioned, as we have seen, a substantial body of documents, which have been edited in the third volume of OM. Besides their interest for establishing the facts about the years down to 1836, with which they deal, they also throw light on this last and at times most difficult period of his life, in which they originated. Indeed, to the historian the question ‘What did they believe happened?’ (or even, ‘What did they decide had happened?’) can be as important and interesting as the question ‘What really did happen?’


Other sources too relate to the period 1854–1875. Gaston Lessard has edited the letters of Colin from the years after 1854 under the title Colin fondateur; they are cited as ‘CF’. The letters of Julien Favre, Colin’s successor as superior general, have been edited with other documents by Bernard Bourtot in three volumes and are also relevant for this period; they are cited under the abbreviation Favre.


The biographer of Colin must take especial note of the following statement of Jean Coste: ‘The unifying factor in Colin’s life was the Rule of the Society, and not the Society itself.’4 Relevant, therefore, to the whole of Colin’s life are the collections of documents containing early versions of the Marist Constitutions and related texts: Antiquiores textus Constitutionum Societatis Mariae (AT), edited anonymously by Jean Coste, Gaston Lessard and Seán Fagan, in 1955; Autour de la Règle—I (AR), edited by Coste and Lessard in 1991.


 


1. The memoirs remain mostly unpublished. They are cited directly in the present work as Mayet, followed by the volume and page numbers. Besides the extracts edited in OM 2, of which they form the bulk of the material, further extracts, dealing also with later periods of Colin’s life, have been published in the two collections, A Founder Speaks (FS) and A Founder Acts (FA). For an introduction to Gabriel-Claude Mayet and to his memoirs, see OM 2, 15–105, and, more briefly, the introductions to FS and FA. Further extracts are edited in the volumes of documentary sources covering later periods of Colin’s life.


2. See the editors’ study of his method of work (OM 2, 46–66) and their conclusions on the value and use of the original memoirs—as distinct from a much edited fair copy made in 1868 (88–93). In a particular case, where an original document can be compared with Mayet’s version composed after hearing it read out in council, his accuracy can be tested and found to be very high (see page 57).


3. The opinion of Carlo Maria Schianchi, sm, archivist-in-charge of APM, who is dubious about the ‘legend’ that they perished in a fire when being transferred by rail from France to Italy in 1924.


4. Coste, ‘A Founder and His Rule’, 220.





Abbreviations and Most Frequently Cited Sources


AFM Archivio dei Fratelli Maristi


APM Archivio dei Padri Maristi


AR 1 Autour de la Règle—I, Règlements et pratiques maristes du vivant de Jean-Claude Colin (doc 1–26), edited by Jean Coste, sm and Gaston Lessard, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio 63, 1991).


ASM Acta Societatis Mariae


AT Antiquiores textus Constitutionum Societatis Mariae, edited anonymously by Jean Coste, sm, Gaston Lessard, sm and Seán Fagan, sm (FHSM, 6 fascicles, with an introductory fascicle; Rome, 1955).


ATF Australian Theological Forum Press


CD Conférences et discours de Jean-Claude Colin en paroisses, missions, retraites de jeunes dans les années 1816–1830, edited by Bernard Bourtot, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2013).


CF Colin fondateur. Jean-Claude Colin de 1854 à 1875, Correspondance et autres documents, edited by Gaston Lessard, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2014).


Chronology Jean-Claude Colin (1790–1875), Founder of the Society of Mary: Descriptive Chronology of His Life, compiled by Alois Greiler, sm (Rome, privately printed, 2014).


CMJ Correspondence of Mother Saint-Joseph, Foundress of the Marist Sisters (1786–1858), Historical Committees of the Marist Fathers and Sisters (FHSM; Rome and Anzio, 1966).


CS 1 ‘Colin sup’: Documents pour l’étude du généralat de Jean-Claude Colin (1836–1854), volume I, De l’élection au voyage à Rome (1836–1842; doc 1–392), edited by Gaston Lessard, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2007).


CS 2 ‘Colin sup’: Documents pour l’étude du généralat de Jean-Claude Colin (1836–1854), vol. II, Du voyage à Rome au chapitre (1842–1845; doc 1–299), edited by Gaston Lessard, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2009).


CS 3 ‘Colin sup’: Documents pour l’étude du généralat de Jean-Claude Colin (1836–1854), volume III, Du chapitre de 1845 à l’été 1848, edited by Gaston Lessard, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2011).


CS 4 Colin sup: Documents pour l’étude du généralat de Jean-Claude Colin (1836–1854), volume IV, De l’été 1848 à la démission (1848–1854; doc 1–626), edited by Bernard Bourtot, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 2009).


CS 5 [Volume of indices, etc, planned but, at the time of going to press, still unpublished.]


EC Écrits de S Pierre Chanel, edited, presented and annotated by Claude Rozier, sm (FHSM; Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio, 63, 1960)


Favre Julien Favre, second supérieur général de la Société de Marie (1854–1885). Documents pour l’étude du généralat Favre, edited by Bernard Bourtot, sm (FHSM, 3 volumes; Rome, 2012).


FA A Founder Acts: Reminiscences of Jean-Claude Colin by Gabriel-Claude Mayet, selected and introduced by Jean Coste, sm, in an English translation by William Joseph Stuart, sm and Anthony Ward, sm (Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio 63, 1983).


FHSM Fontes Historici Societatis Mariae


FN Forum Novum (Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio 63, volumes. 1–11 [1989–2009] in print; available also online and all issues from volume 12 [2010] only at: www.mariststudies.org/docs/Forum_Novum]).


FS A Founder Speaks: Spiritual Talks of Jean-Claude Colin, selected and introduced by Jean Coste, sm, translated by Anthony Ward, sm (Rome: Via Alessandro Poerio 63, 1975).


IMJ Index Mother Saint-Joseph, Foundress of the Marist Sisters (1786–1858), Historical Committees of the Marist Fathers and Sisters (FHSM; Rome, 1977).


Instructions Les avis de Jean-Claude Colin au personnel du petit séminaire de Belley/Jean-Claude Colin’s Instructions to the Staff of the Minor Seminary of Belley, by François Drouilly, sm, with English translation by Charles Girard, sm; in appendix, Colin’s text edited by Gaston Lessard, sm, with English translation by William J Stuart, sm, and presentation by Anthony Ward, sm (Maristica, textus et studia 3; Centre for Marist Studies: Rome, 1990.
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Chapter 1


A Child of His Times (1790–1804)


The context


Birth and family


The Revolution


An orphan


Growing up in troubled times


Dedicated to Mary


The context


Jean-Claude Colin and the Society of Mary, of which he is a founding figure, need to be seen in the 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 age burst in with the Revolution, which eventually led to persecution of the Church as well as loss of property and status. But, even without the drama and trauma of the Revolution, French Catholicism would still 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 discovery of Australia and the Pacific Islands, then of the interior of sub-Saharan Africa, 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.


The pattern was really set in England, which, of course, did not experience violent revolution. There, however, well before the birth of Jean-Claude Colin, many of the characteristic marks of the new age were already present. English (Protestant) Christianity responded to the challenge in several ways that we will see also in the case of the Society of Mary and the life of Colin: revivalist preaching, education, evangelising missions to the newly discovered lands (where Protestants and Catholics eventually competed). Again, in both England and France, these vigorous activities were the outward signs of a new surge of religious vitality, shown also in renewed fervour and devotional practice.


The immediate context of the life of Jean-Claude was the revival of Catholic life in the regions centring on the city of Lyons, in the early nineteenth century. He belongs in that setting and was one of a number of remarkable men and women, whose names and works are still alive in worldwide Catholicism. Many of them have been canonised as saints, including several with whom Colin was closely connected: Marcellin Champagnat, Pierre Chanel, Pierre-Julien Eymard, Jean-Marie Vianney. His wider circle included Pauline Jaricot, Louis Querbes and others, not less known in their own day and since for their outstanding contribution to Catholic Christianity.1


The outpouring of spiritual energy, of which Colin’s life and work are an aspect, manifested itself in a revitalisation of Catholic spirituality, in popular devotions, typically centred on Eucharistic adoration and on the Virgin Mary, in ‘revival’ missions at home and foreign missions abroad, in works of education, in loyalty to Rome and personal veneration for the pope. The vitality and strength of the new movement took by surprise those who assumed that Catholic Christianity had been fatally wounded by the Revolution that began in 1789 and could survive, if at all, only in a weakened and much reduced form.


In fact, nineteenth century Catholicism in France was, in many ways, an unintended and unforeseen product of the Revolution. That event, or rather series of events, had released an outpouring of psychic and emotional energy, as well as radically changing European society and its politics. It was accompanied, or closely followed, by new ways of thinking and expression, new means of production and communication, profound economic and social changes.


Despite its constant nostalgia for the ancien régime, the Church was now free to adapt, if it wished, to the new world that emerged from the fires of the Revolution. An important feature of the new century in the Church was the foundation of new religious congregations, typically initiated and led by a new class of men and women, trying new approaches to the traditional apostolic works, endowed with new sensitivities to the aspirations and prejudices of contemporaries. The Society of Mary was one of these.


The Society’s place in history goes, however, far beyond the boundaries of France or even of Europe. The exploratory and colonial ventures of the nineteenth century found their counterpart in Christian missions, both Catholic and Protestant, in many parts of the world. The Church of Lyons played a notable part in this movement.2 The Society of Mary of Lyons3 was in its turn the instrument by which the Catholic Church was established in many of the Pacific island nations, including New Zealand, Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, Wallis and Futuna, Vanuatu, New Caledonia, the Solomon Islands and Papua-New Guinea. Colin’s life is therefore of interest not only as the founder of one religious congregation among many, but also, and perhaps especially, as one of those who shaped decisively that vast part of the globe that is known as Oceania.


Not the least interesting thing about Colin 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: ‘Hidden and unknown in this world.’ To what he regarded as the pride of the new age—in other words, its characteristic sense of human autonomy—he responded with 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’ and by his conviction that Mary’s Society was called to play a similar role in the Church of the last times. His insight is as timely and needed now as it ever was.


Birth and family


Jean-Claude Colin was born and baptised on Saturday 7 August 1790 in the village of Saint-Bonnet-le-Troncy (civil department of Rhône).4 This Saint-Bonnet (for there are others) is situated to the northwest of the important town of Villefranche, in the high country of the Beaujolais that separates the valleys of the great rivers Saône and Loire; it nestles among woods in the valley of a tributary of the Saône called the Azergues. At this time, it had a population of rather more than 1000.5


Jean-Claude was the eighth child of Jacques Colin (b 1747) and his wife Marie Gonnet (b 1758).6 Jacques owned a vineyard, from which he made and sold wine, at the nearby hamlet of Barbery (or Barberies), on the slopes of a high hill known as Crest. The family house at Barbery, the actual birthplace of Jean-Claude, no longer stands; a memorial cross erected in 1936 marks its place.


Colins are known at Saint-Bonnet and Barbery since the beginning of the seventeenth century. Occupations recorded for ancestors of Jean-Claude are merchant, farm-labourer and weaver. In the contract of his marriage on 26 November 1771, Jacques is described as a ‘weaver and farm-labourer’; in Jean-Claude’s baptismal certificate, he is described as a ‘merchant’. During the severe winters, families like the Colins supplemented their income from agriculture by weaving, and so were able to live in moderate comfort.


Their native tongue was not French. They spoke the local ‘patois’ or dialect of the language named in modern times Arpitan (=Alpine) or Franco-Provençal, since it was related to, but distinct from both the French that was spoken further north and the Provençal or Langue d’Oc that was spoken further south. Arpitan was spoken throughout all the regions of France that we shall mostly have to deal with, at least in the country districts; it did not, however, have a standard form that could be widely taught and used as a written language, and, ever since the sixteenth century, French had been making its way generally as the language of administration and formal instruction. Jean-Claude and his siblings, Marcellin Champagnat, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and most of the earliest Marists would have spoken their native dialect, perhaps exclusively, at least at home and until they began school.


Marie Gonnet’s paternal grandfather was a ‘master surgeon’ at Ranchal, in the upper Beaujolais, in the eighteenth century, and her father Jean-Baptiste practised as a surgeon at Saint-Bonnet. Surgeons in France had long since emerged as a learned profession and separated themselves definitively from the barbers. They were organised and governed according to a series of royal edicts, with their own Academy. A village surgeon, together with the apothecary, would have provided all that was available locally in the way of medical services, bleeding and cauterising, pulling teeth and setting broken bones, as well as performing what would now be regarded as surgical operations according to his skill—all, of course, without benefit of modern anaesthetics and antibiotics (antiseptics, such as balsam, were in use at this time).


In the same year 1790 were born in France Jules Dumont d’Urville (23 May), the navigator who explored the south-west Pacific to which Colin would one day send many missionaries, and Alphonse de Lamartine (21 October), poet, writer and politician, pupil from 1803 to 1808 of the minor seminary at Belley (now called Lycée Lamartine) where Colin was later superior. Louis XVI was still king of France, but no longer an absolute monarch, his change of status symbolised by his enforced change of residence from Versailles to Paris. At an early stage of the Revolution, he had lost control of events and was becoming their increasingly helpless victim.


The Revolution


Just before Jean-Claude’s birth, on the first anniversary of the storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1790, the unity and harmony of the nation were celebrated by the Feast of the Confederation, held in Paris at the Champ-de-Mars; its central feature was a Mass celebrated by Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, bishop of Autun, who was to play a notable part in the history of France. That unity and harmony were more apparent than real. Radical social and political reforms had been adopted with the consent of the deputies of the clergy and the nobility sitting with those of the ‘Third Estate’ in a ‘National Constituent Assembly’. Already, however, the Revolution had been marred by bloodshed, notably at the taking of the Bastille. Throughout the country there had been outbreaks of violence, much of it directed against those nobles who resisted the loss of their privileges and consequently of income. It is worth noting that the Colins belonged to one of the socio-economic classes that were advanced by the Revolution, which freed them from feudal dues and tithes and removed impediments to the movement of people and property.7


The breaking point of national unity was over the status of the Church. Two days before the Feast of the Confederation, the Constituent Assembly passed the ‘Civil Constitution of the Clergy’, which effectively made the Church a department of State. Church property had already been nationalised and monastic orders dissolved. Now, there was to be one bishop for each of the eighty-three newly created départements. Bishops and parish priests were to be elected by the citizens—who were not necessarily Catholics—and would be paid by the State. Those elected had to swear an oath of loyalty to the nation, the law, the king and the constitution. The only right left to the pope in the appointment of bishops was to be informed of the results of the elections. Not surprisingly, he found the new arrangements quite unacceptable, as did most of the bishops. The lower clergy were divided on the issue, as were lay people. The Assembly, however, only insisted all the more on fully integrating the Church into revolutionised France. By a law of 27 November 1790, the clergy were obliged to swear an oath to uphold the Civil Constitution. This created a crisis of conscience for many priests, who refused to swear the oath and were, as a result, known as ‘non-jurors’. The king, after much searching of conscience and attempts to find a compromise, finally signed the law on 26 December. In March of the following year, Pope Pius VI formally condemned the Civil Constitution. From November 1791, the non-juring clergy were liable to deportation.


The Civil Constitution of the Clergy, and in particular the oath, set Church and Revolution in opposition and caused a deep division in the nation—which continued to affect France throughout the nineteenth century and even beyond—between those who supported the Revolution and those whose fundamental loyalty was to the Church. These latter inevitably found themselves in the same camp as others who, often for very different reasons, rejected the Revolution. In the following years, the Revolution, which originally had no idea of changing the religion of France, became progressively hostile to the clergy and then altogether anti-Christian.


Louis XVI decided that his position was untenable. On 21 June 1791 he tried to escape from Paris with his family in the hope of rallying support, but they were stopped at Varennes, near the Belgian border, and brought back to the capital, now practically hostages of the Revolution. He then accepted a constitution that severely limited his role in government. On 10 August 1792, the palace of the Tuileries was stormed, and the king suspended from what remained of his functions. A few weeks later, on 21 September, the monarchy was abolished. Louis XVI was put on trial on the charge of conspiring with France’s enemies and on 21 January 1793 was beheaded. Queen Marie-Antoinette followed him to the guillotine on 16 October. The Revolution had passed the point of no return.


In fact, the accelerating radicalism and violence of the French Revolution were not due simply to an inner revolutionary logic; they were also a reaction of fear. At first, other rulers had looked on at what was happening in France with indifference or even satisfaction, as it seemed to weaken Europe’s most powerful state; England could reflect complacently that France was at last becoming a constitutional monarchy on the English model. It was not long, however, before Europe began to take alarm, especially when the king and his family were threatened. Already as the Revolution began, without waiting to see how things would turn out, a number of aristocrats, headed by the younger of the king’s two brothers, the Count of Artois, had left France and eventually settled at Coblenz in Germany, where they were joined by successive waves of refugees, including clergy. Many of the émigrés were not content to sit out the Revolution but planned a counter-stroke; and the European Powers, headed by Austria, Marie-Antoinette’s home country, prepared to invade France and overturn the Revolution. At the same time, the new France believed that it was menaced by enemies from within, who would aid the invaders.


The response to the threat from without was the levy of a new type of army, no longer well-drilled professional troops manoeuvring and fighting according to textbook rules, but a people’s army reinforced by units from the old royal army, whose methods would often be unorthodox but extremely effective. When the Austrian and Prussian armies, together with French royalists, crossed the Belgian frontier late in August 1792, they were repelled by the republicans, who in turn invaded Belgium (then ruled by Austria). Thus began a series of wars between France and other European powers that ended only in 1815.


The response to the threat from within was the Terror, aimed at unifying the nation and eliminating all internal enemies. These included the nobility—even to be suspected of being an aristocrat could be fatal—and the clergy. As the allies invaded France, it was decided to banish all non-juring clergy; a few days later, on 2 September 1792, two hundred and sixty priests were massacred in the monastery of the Carmelite friars in Paris, where they had been imprisoned awaiting deportation. Hundreds of priests eventually died by the guillotine or in other ways, without distinction between those who had taken and those who had refused the oath. But the Terror did not stop there: opposition politicians and many ordinary citizens also became its victims. On 6 April 1793 the Revolution put itself into the hands of a Committee of Public Safety, in which the driving force came to be the lawyer and former deputy of the Third Estate Maximilien Robespierre.


An orphan


These events in far-away Paris had repercussions even in Saint-Bonnet-le-Troncy. On 6 January 1791 the parish priest, Benoît-Marie Cabuchet,8 took the oath to the Civil Constitution, as did many of his confreres in that part of France. On 12 May, he attempted to read from the pulpit the pastoral instruction of the Constitutional bishop of Rhône-et-Loire,9 Antoine-Adrien Lamourette, but the congregation immediately walked out, and later that day he retracted his oath. A Constitutional priest sent in August to replace him was not accepted by the people, and on 26 November, Cabuchet returned in triumph to his parish. In March 1792 an order was made to arrest Cabuchet, who went into hiding, while continuing to minister to his flock. Other Constitutional priests sent to Saint-Bonnet met with determined resistance from the parishioners.


Among those who aided their parish priest was Jacques Colin, who sheltered Cabuchet in his own house. He would soon be in danger of his life. In June and again in August 1793 an order went out for his arrest, so he too was obliged to go into hiding, often on the run and sleeping rough. Meanwhile, his vineyard and wine were confiscated and his home raided and pillaged—even the furniture was seized. A halt came with the fall of Robespierre on 27 July 1794 and the cessation of the Terror. A month later, Jacques Colin was pardoned, his property was restored, and he even received the price of the wine that had been sold. A new law of February 1795 guaranteed freedom of religion, and Cabuchet was able to return to his parish in September of that year. Life, it seemed, was returning to normal. But hardship and anxiety had worn down both Jacques and his wife. She died on 20 May 1795, and he followed her to the grave not quite three weeks later on 8 June. So the not yet five-year-old Jean-Claude lost both his parents within a month.10


We should not, of course, under-estimate the likely effect of such traumatic events on a young child. On the other hand, at this distance of time, we should be wary of entering into psychological speculations where evidence is necessarily insufficient, and where we risk imposing interpretations that are arbitrary or anachronistic or asking questions that cannot be answered. Can we find in Colin’s family tragedies and orphaned childhood the reason for what we might find incoherent, embarrassing or just puzzling in his adult behaviour or personality? Perhaps; but there can be no solid arguments. So let us stick to the ascertainable facts about his childhood and upbringing.11


Two weeks after Jacques Colin’s death, the decision of a family meeting, recorded by a justice of the peace, appointed his only surviving brother, Sébastien (‘Bastien’) guardian and trustee of those children who were still minors, that is Sébastien (junior), Jeanne-Marie (Jeanette), Pierre,12 Jean-Claude and Joseph, whose ages ranged from thirteen and a half to two and a half.13 According to the legal document, uncle Sébastien was aged thirty-seven at the time and could not write or sign his name. Jean-Claude attested in the will he made in 1809 that his guardian had carried out faithfully all the duties required of him by the law. He was a weaver by trade and a bachelor, who, it seems, gave up the idea of marrying in order to look after his young niece and nephews.14 No doubt in order to help him carry out his unaccustomed and onerous duties as a substitute parent, he engaged a housekeeper, Marie Échallier, aged twenty-four and still unmarried. She stayed with the family for over eleven years until the marriage of the eldest son Jean. Her role was more than that of a simple domestic servant and included bringing up the children. Jean-Claude, reminiscing in 1842 with Pierre-Julien Eymard, remembered her as a ‘good, very pious, very thrifty young woman’, who ‘took the place of a mother’.15 He commented that ‘quite young as we were, we, and he [Sébastien], too, would have been at risk, if the servant he had found had been a worldly servant’. By ‘worldly’ Colin probably meant someone who might have taken advantage of her position to advance her own interests, even to marry Sébastien.16 It would have been too much to expect, as a matter of course, warmth and affection on either side. In fact, Marie was respected but not loved by the Colin children.17 For Marie Échallier, it must be admitted that she had five children on her hands, who were complete strangers. It would have been an exceptional young woman who knew how to win their love as well as their obedience.


She brought the children up strictly in matters of religion.18 She was even remembered as ‘scrupulous’, which would explain why the children learned to keep out of her way on the days she went to confession. It also appears that she instilled in them a pronounced sense of modesty and of reserve in anything relating to sexuality.19 Jean-Claude retained it into adult life: sharing a cabin on the sea voyage to Italy in 1846, he never got undressed, even though the berths were curtained off, in case he should be seen—the only concession he made to the heat was to remove his soutane.20 Today, we might find such an upbringing prudish; but Kerr points out that such restrictive—or protective—attitudes, especially in regard to children, were usual in French Catholicism at the time.21 The close proximity within which adults and children of both sexes and all ages lived would also have imposed precautions. In any case, Jean-Claude admitted that he grew up without knowing the ‘facts of life’.22 But in that he was not alone in his time or later. His ignorance was eventually corrected; but he seems to have kept his sexual innocence into later life.23 What was more remarkable was his lasting reluctance to approach, let alone to touch, a woman.24 By his own admission, he was always ill at ease in the company of women.25


Growing up in troubled times


A third person was involved in Jean-Claude’s education, namely ‘Sister Martha’, who kept an elementary school in the village, which the Colin children attended.26 Very little is known of her. She was almost certainly the Marthe-Marie Plasse, born at Saint-Bonnet in 1778, and so nineteen years of age when Jean-Claude was seven. She later obtained her teaching certificate for the village in 1819 and died there, apparently unmarried, in 1828.27 Martha was probably one of those many former religious who had been turned out of their convents by the Revolution and who became schoolteachers.28 In any case, had it not been for her, Saint-Bonnet would have been without a school at this time. The only memory of Sister Martha that Jean-Claude related was of being punished for looking out of the schoolroom door at a dance that was taking place on the village square.29 She certainly taught reading and writing, and no doubt also taught religion. Kerr surmises that for this last she may have used the catechism of the missionary priests sent around the parishes by Jacques Linsolas, vicar general of the exiled archbishop of Lyons, Yves-Alexandre de Marbeuf; this was ‘militantly anti-revolutionary’, hostile to the Constitutional church and pro-Roman.30


We get a further glimpse of Jean-Claude’s early religious education. Pierre Colin remembered that their paternal grandfather, Jean Colin ‘the younger’, described as a ‘holy patriarch, well instructed in his religion’, made it a practice to ‘tell his family the story of the Bible’.31 Something similar is told of Jean-Marie Vianney as a child, that in the evenings he would stay up with his mother and his sister Catherine to hear them tell ‘Sacred History’.32 We can put this information in a well-known context of family Bible-reading that was widespread in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. We are, of course, familiar with such scenes from Protestant England; we may be more surprised to find them in Catholic France. Bible-reading there is best attested in the upper and middle classes; in those circles—as in England—it was quite usual for the family, including domestic servants, to gather daily for prayers and the reading of the Bible.33 Country folk—peasants and rural artisans—from whom Colin and Vianney came, have left fewer records of daily life. Family prayer was customary—we can be sure it was a feature of the Colin household—but what about Bible-reading? Literacy was uneven and the possession of books not all that common, though not unheard of—books are sometimes mentioned in wills. However, it only needed one member of the family to possess a Bible or at least a New Testament and be able to read it, for the whole household to take part. In all classes of society, where there was no full Bible, there was often a book of ‘Bible history’. Such collections were inevitably drawn from the narrative parts of the Bible, with little attention to Biblical wisdom, prophecy and prayer; but they did at least convey a sense of what is now called ‘salvation history’.34 In the case of Jean-Claude’s grandfather, we are not told that he ‘read’ the Bible to his family, but rather that he ‘told the story of the Bible’. We know he could read, as we are also told that he recited the Little Office of Our Lady from a book. But he does not seem to have had a copy of the Bible in any form, so must have been telling the story from memory. Of course, in illiterate or semi-literate cultures, memories are regularly retentive and exact. This was the beginning of Jean-Claude’s love of the Scriptures, which was to be a notable feature of his life.


The religious peace of 1795 did not last. From September 1797 ‘enemies of the Republic’ were once again hunted down. These included priests who would not take a new oath of hatred of the monarchy and eventually any priest who ‘disturbed the peace’. Those arrested this time were not executed but were sent to Devil’s Island in Guyana or to prison hulks anchored around the coasts, where, of course, they often died of hardship, disease or ill treatment. The police were authorised to enter the homes of any suspected of sheltering recalcitrant clergy.35 In Saint-Bonnet, Cabuchet was once again under warrant for his arrest and forced to go into hiding and minister to his flock under cover. Jean-Claude had memories from this period of clandestine Masses in barns by night. These must have been exciting experiences: he begged to be allowed to stay up to attend, and would only go to bed when assured that he would be woken up; he was deeply disappointed when he was left asleep and would make a fuss about it the next day.36


Meanwhile, France had gone on the offensive. The new armies did not simply defend the fatherland and the Revolution from foreign interference, but invaded their neighbours, bringing the Revolution with them. In 1796, they entered Italy, under the command of a young general named Napoleon Bonaparte, who already dreamed of being the new Alexander or Caesar; the north of Italy was reorganised as a set of ‘sister republics’ allied with France. The pope was at this time ruler of central Italy and had joined the anti-French coalition—the last time a pope put an army into the field in a European war. Bonaparte defeated his troops and occupied the port of Ancona and the town of Loreto, but made peace in return for territorial concessions and a large indemnity to be paid in money and works of art. At the end of 1797 General Duphot of the French embassy in Rome was killed in a riot, which provided a new pretext for invasion. General Berthier entered Rome unopposed on 13 February 1798 and proclaimed a republic. When Pius VI refused to renounce his temporal power, he was arrested and removed from Rome by stages, finally reaching Valence in the south of France, where he died on 29 August 1799. He was the longest-reigning pope until then (since 1775) and, it was widely supposed, had been the last.


In fact, the cardinals succeeded in gathering in conclave on the island of San Giorgio, Venice, and, after several months, elected Barnaba Niccolò Maria Luigi Chiaramonti to the papacy on 14 March 1800. Chiaramonti, a Benedictine monk and theologian, was fifty-seven years of age at the time of his election. He had owed early promotion to family relationship with Pius VI, but in fact was not unworthy of it. Since 1785 he had been a cardinal and bishop of Imola, a town near Bologna, in the Papal States. When the French revolutionary armies invaded northern Italy in 1797 and established a provisional government in Imola, Chiaramonti’s attitude was conciliatory. In his Christmas sermon that year he declared that there was no opposition between the Catholic religion and the liberty, equality and fraternity proclaimed by the Revolution. On his election he took the name of Pius VII; a week later he was crowned with a tiara made of papier mâché and studded with gems contributed by the ladies of Venice. Early in his pontificate, religious peace was finally restored between France and the Holy See and within France itself by the concordat of 16 July 1801 made with Bonaparte, who had become first consul of the French Republic a few weeks before Chiaramonti became pope. By virtue of this agreement, the Papal States were restored, and Pius VII returned to Rome.


Jean-Claude Colin was now eleven years of age. At about this time, his eldest brother Jean37 moved the family from the farm at Barbery into the village of Saint-Bonnet. This meant, no doubt, greater regularity in Jean-Claude’s schooling, including his religious education. It also meant that he could easily visit the church, next door to the family home, which eventually became the presbytery. A statue of Our Lady of Sorrows in the church was a particular object of his devotion.38 He also became a regular Mass server. At the end of his life, he reminisced to his nephew Eugène how he and other boys would jostle each other to be the first to arrive at the church and so be the server. The family had a meadow behind the church, where a few cows grazed during the day; the children would take turns in minding them and seeing they did not stray. One day, when Jean-Claude was with the cows, the priest came out of the church and asked him to serve. He entrusted the cows to Providence, but had an anxious time during Mass and was greatly relieved to find them all there at the end.39 As was customary at the time, he made his first communion in his early teens, following his confirmation, which probably took place on 5 June 1803.40


What sort of child was he? Jean-Claude would have been small for his age; he was shy and diffident, and spoke with a stammer. We hear of one notable illness around the age of ten, when he made his confession in what was thought to be danger of death.41 He was to be regarded—and saw himself—as sickly throughout his life, and we shall have occasion to note particular bouts of illness. On the other hand, he lived to the age of eighty-five; so he must have had a strong constitution and, given the limited medical treatments of those days, either his illnesses were not so serious, or he pulled through them in virtue of a basic good health. As a child Jean-Claude probably suffered already from poor eyesight, a defect that might well have contributed to his lack of social confidence.


On the other hand, he could be stubborn and get his way—as was shown by his insistence on not being hurried in his preparation for first (regular) confession. At the end of 1803, the heroic parish priest Benoît-Marie Cabuchet was ‘promoted’ to a more important parish and replaced by a certain Thomas Gilbert, a former Constitutional priest who had been reconciled with Rome. Relations between the new parish priest and his parishioners were probably never going to be easy; but he caused an upset by changing the catechism being used to instruct the children.42 He further upset Jean-Claude by bringing forward the date for the first communion, which deprived the boy of the long period of preparation for confession he had been counting on. When Gilbert refused his request for more time—in which Jean-Claude was supported by Marie Échallier—he resisted the parish priest (who was, of curse, his next-door neighbour) and insisted on going to a neighbouring priest, Antoine Odin at Saint-Nizier-d’Azergues, who not only kept the old catechism but also agreed to let him take his time in preparing for confession. In the end, however, illness prevented him from making his communion at Saint-Nizier and he had to go back to Gilbert.43


It was hardly surprising that Jean-Claude’s life centred on religion and the church. He was notably devout: he recalled how he used to get up at night and pray—a practice of which his guardian disapproved;44 he also performed bodily penances, including perhaps taking the discipline and wearing a hair-shirt, which he later admitted had been imprudent and, he believed, had ruined his health.45 He had a conscience that was delicate, even scrupulous, which caused him great interior suffering; around the time of his first confession and communion, which probably coincided with puberty, he was in continual distress.46 On his way to and from Saint-Nizier he avoided meeting women on the path—his horror of any sexual thought compounded by his belief that if a man and a woman even passed one another and thought of marrying and having a baby, a conception would result.47 Before we laugh at the boy, let us remember that we owe this information to the unusual frankness of the man. His notions about sexuality may have been no stranger than those of many young adolescents, which, however, remain unrevealed. As for scrupulosity—a morbid anxiety about committing sin—it was a not uncommon affliction among devout Catholics then and later.


As a child Jean-Claude also had a marked desire for solitude. ‘All I thought of’, he would later relate, ‘was to be a hermit, to go and live in the woods, to be alone with God.’48 He used to go off alone with a book to the nearby wooded height of Crest, where Cabuchet and Jacques Colin had hidden from the police. He was afraid to go too far among the fir trees—the slightest sound frightened him—but all the same, he liked being alone there.49 However, if he played at being a hermit, he also played at being a preacher. Sometimes, he would preach sermons to the trees. About the age of seven he would also gather other children and preach to them from the height of a pile of stones, repeating the sermons of the parish priest or the instructions of Sister Martha.50 With hindsight we can see that the child’s taste for both solitude and preaching was already characteristic and presaged much in the man he was to become.


Dedicated to Mary


Deprived so young of a mother, Jean-Claude turned all the more readily to the Virgin Mary. As she lay dying, Marie Gonnet had asked for a statue of Our Lady—recalling this in 1842, Jean-Claude could not restrain his tears.51 Pierre remembered that his mother took the statue in her hands with visible emotion, told the Blessed Virgin that she was leaving behind eight children and entreated her to serve as their mother.52 Throughout his life, Jean-Claude regarded the Virgin Mary as his mother and showed her the tender affection of a son.53


Finally, for all that will follow, it is important to realise that the Church Jean-Claude grew up in was not the established Church of the ancien régime. Nor was it the newly confident Church that had survived the Revolution, in which his successor as Marist superior general, Julien Favre (born 1812), grew up. Colin’s Church was a Church persecuted and rejected, a Church of martyrs and confessors of the faith, among whom he counted his own parents. It was a Church whose first age seemed to have returned—an age that might also be the last.


This deeply ingrained experience coloured his personal response to his age and his view of the vocation and destiny of the Society of Mary. He was convinced that the times he lived in were not simply in the continuity of history but were the last. Similarly, the Society of Mary was not just another religious congregation doing good works that needed to be done, but was called into existence by Mary to carry out her mission to the Church in the last times. This was not a vision that all his followers shared.
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New beginnings for the Church


The new century brought new beginnings for the Church in France and Europe. The Concordat of 1801 had enabled the public resumption of Catholic life and ministry as well as the healing of the schism between ‘Roman’ and ‘Constitutional’ clergy and their followers. As we have seen, Saint-Bonnet now had as pastor a former ‘Constitutional’ priest—something that would have seemed unthinkable just a few years earlier. The pope made important concessions. Thus new boundaries were accepted for the dioceses, which corresponded, by and large, to the départements, as laid down in the Civil Constitution of the Clergy. On the other hand, bishops were to be appointed in agreement with the Holy See. In the following year, Bonaparte’s uncle, Joseph Fesch,1 became archbishop of Lyons and soon a cardinal, with a diocese that at this time corresponded to three civil departments of Rhône, Loire and Ain.


The parish of Saint-Bonnet-le-Troncy now found itself in this vast diocese. So it would have been Cardinal Fesch who confirmed Jean-Claude in the newly reopened Primatial church of St John in 1803. The fact of belonging to the diocese of Lyons was to be a very important factor in the life of Jean-Claude Colin, as it brought him together in the seminary with a number of others with whom he founded the Society of Mary. If the old boundaries had been maintained, they would have belonged to different dioceses and might never have met.


Renewal was not restricted to the structural and administrative levels; it was also cultural and spiritual. A key date is 14 April 1802, when François-René de Chateaubriand published Le génie du christianisme (The Genius of Christianity), a defence of Catholic Christianity that was attractive to contemporary culture, which was discovering the Romantic Movement. The Romantics reacted against the rationalism of the Enlightenment by insisting on the role of the imagination and rediscovering the mysterious and the sublime, even the true and the good, in nature and in art. Chateaubriand argued to the truth of Christianity from its appeal to the imagination and emotions, to the sense of beauty, mystery and the awe-inspiring. This constituted not only a new apologetic, suited to the time, but was a symptom of a new emphasis in the Church on non-rational elements in Christianity, away from the deistic moralism that was all of religion tolerated by the Enlightenment.


Another defining moment was the visit of the pope to France. In May 1804 Bonaparte was declared Emperor of the French. He wanted to be crowned by the pope himself, as the old Holy Roman Emperors had been, and not at Reims, like the former kings of France, but in the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris. This ceremony took place on 4 December; in the event Napoleon placed the crown on his own head.2 Pius VII on his journey through France found himself, no doubt to his great surprise, an object of popular veneration. Both times he passed through Lyons, in November 1804 and in April 1805, he received an exceptionally warm welcome. Napoleon later commented that nobody ‘thought about the pope when he was in Rome. Nobody bothered with what he did. What made him important was my coronation and his appearance in Paris’.3 He was not so wide of the mark: Pius VII’s visit to France inaugurated a new era of Catholic devotion to the person of the Holy Father. Nineteenth century Catholicism was to have a quite different tone from that of the preceding period.


Saint-Jodard


The Concordat enabled seminaries to be reopened.4 Indeed a few clandestine seminaries already existed even in the time of persecution. One of these was at Saint-Jodard, in the Loire valley, about fifty kilometres southwest of Saint-Bonnet.5 This was a ‘minor seminary’, a boarding school where boys who were thought to have a vocation to the priesthood were given a secondary schooling that would enable them to go on to theology and ordination.6 It began in 1796 when Barthélemy-François Devis brought a number of boys whom he was teaching to the presbytery at Saint-Jodard, then transferred them three years later to a larger property in the same parish. Jean-Claude Colin’s elder brother Pierre began his studies there at the end of 1802—Cabuchet had already seen in him a prospective vocation and begun to teach him Latin. The two brothers were close, and Jean-Claude, who had just suffered the loss of his sister Claudine II (Mariette), would have felt Pierre’s departure.7


The question of ‘studying’ (for the priesthood) seems to have been first put to Jean-Claude by the priest who had prepared him for confession and communion, Antoine Odin, parish priest of Saint-Nizier-d’Azergues.8 The thirteen-year-old boy replied that the thought had already occurred to him, but perhaps his ‘parents’ (that is, his guardian, uncle Sébastien, and his eldest brother Jean, who was also his godfather) might not agree.9 The priest took it on himself to speak to them, and in fact, they did agree. Immediately, however, Jean-Claude was seized with a terrible fear of the ‘burden’ of the priesthood. Telling this, years later, he does not specify what constituted this burden and so the precise nature of his fear. To judge from many later statements and actions, this would chiefly have been the responsibility before God for others and their salvation that went with ordination and the ministry. He returned to his confessor and told him that he did not want to be a priest; his confessor responded ‘a bit vaguely’. Colin recalls that his mind was quite made up: ‘I absolutely did not want to be one.’


At this point Pierre came home from the seminary for the summer vacation. Jean-Claude confided to him his deep desire to leave the world and live as a hermit in the woods.10 Pierre did not think this a very practical idea and proposed instead that he should after all go to the seminary, where he would be able to ‘break with the world’.11 Pierre spoke with Jean-Claude’s guardian and the matter was settled. In preparation, he began to give his younger brother Latin lessons.12 So, at the end of October 1804,13 Jean-Claude accompanied Pierre to Saint-Jodard, still not intending to be a priest and—as it seemed to him thirty four years later—tormented by the thought that he would be taking up a bursary that might have gone to another whose vocation was more certain.14 He was put, with the other new arrivals, into the beginners’ class, where, at the age of fourteen, he would have found himself one of the older pupils.15


The superior of Saint-Jodard was by now Philibert Gardette.16 He had been a non-juring priest, arrested and sentenced to deportation, but released, still in France, in 1795. He began an unofficial minor seminary that was eventually merged with Saint-Jodard. In 1812 he became superior of Saint-Irénée, the major seminary of Lyons. He was therefore an important person in the early life of Jean-Claude Colin and other seminarians who became Marist aspirants, and indeed he played a part in the development of their project.


What sort of an establishment was Saint-Jodard in these years? Towards the end of Jean-Claude’s time there, on 16 September 1808, Claude-Marie Bochard, vicar general of the archdiocese of Lyons, reported to Cardinal Fesch on the state of the seminaries.17 Bochard regarded Saint-Jodard as a first-rate minor seminary, commenting on the good spirit that prevailed there, which ‘singularly prepared subjects in a genuinely ecclesiastical spirit’. The superior, he found, is ‘full of an unassuming ability that is not immediately obvious, but is all the more appreciated once it is properly known’. His way of governing the house was smooth and business-like, but at the same time strict and firm. He was respected by both teachers and pupils and ‘liked as much as he is respected’.


Bochard approved the students’ ‘taste, emulation and enthusiasm for study’, their zeal and fervour, their ‘great love’ for and excellent training in piety, ceremonies and chant. With regard to their behaviour, he noted their ‘reserve, seriousness, modesty, attentiveness and common sense’. The vicar general seems to have thought the ‘reserve’ might go just a little too far and wondered whether it might lead them to be too diffident. Obviously this aspect of his formation would not have helped the young Colin overcome his own shyness.18 Bochard also wondered whether enough attention was given to the students’ recreation and to the care of their person and appearance.19


Studies, he reported, were on a very good footing in all classes, from the lowest right through to logic; the emphasis was not so much on brilliance as on ‘soundness’. Again, however, there was something to be desired, this time ‘on the side of elegance and good taste’, a deficiency that could easily be repaired by giving greater attention to this area in the choice of professors, who were priests or senior seminarians. They were generally good; but some needed to be changed and sent back to the major seminary to finish their theological studies.20 One gets the impression from this report of a school that had high standards and was well run, but with a few rough edges.21


The seminary day, regulated by the ringing of the bell, began early.22 Rising was at 5 am, followed by vocal prayer and meditation at 5:30 am. The points of meditation were given the night before. At Mass, celebrated at 6 am, a choir often sang hymns in several parts from the beginning to the Offertory, then from Communion to the end;23 the seminarians would not have communicated every day. Mass was followed by study until 7:45 am. Breakfast—probably of bread and soup—was taken rapidly, and the morning class began at 8 am and ended at 10. Not all this time was taken up with teaching; there was also repetition of the previous lesson, correction of exercises and the like. This was followed by a quarter hour of recreation, then study until 11:45 am, when the seminarians made their ‘particular examen’ and went to dinner. They had a recreation until 1:30 pm, then a period of study until the afternoon class at 2:15 pm. This lasted until 4:15 pm, when they had a half-hour break for refreshment (‘goûter’) and recreation. From 4:45 until 6:45 pm there was study, followed by a quarter hour of spiritual reading (except on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays, when there was a class of Doctrine, which began at 6:30 pm). Then supper and recreation until 8:30 pm. The day finished with night prayers, and everybody was meant to be in bed by 9 pm.


On the half-holiday (‘congé’), which occurred every Thursday and on other occasions, there was a singing lesson in the morning before dinner, and a walk all together in the afternoon. On returning from the walk, the seminarians recited the rosary and then had study. On Sundays, they attended a class or practice in ceremonies from 8:45 to 9:45 am; this, it was suggested, not only trained them in rubrics and liturgy but also served a similar purpose to dancing and fencing classes in ordinary schools, namely to give them a ‘good deportment’.24 High Mass was celebrated at 10 am. On Sunday afternoons, from 1:45 until 3 pm, there was a public repetition of the week’s lessons, known as the ‘Dominical’. Sung Vespers followed, then refreshment and recreation until study at 5 pm. Twice a week, on Thursdays and Sundays, the seminarians and their clothes were to be inspected for cleanliness and good order (which had been a point of criticism by Bochard).


Examinations took place at the end of March and the end of August. Before breaking up for the vacation, the seminarians held ‘public exercises’. These were a review of the year, but were not to be occasions for dressing-up, acting or ‘comedy’—quite clearly they often were. Prizes were awarded to the best students. Indeed, throughout the year, marks were assigned for work well or ill done, in order to encourage ‘emulation’. Bad work or behaviour could be punished (but corporal punishment was excluded), and the parents of an unsatisfactory seminarian might be informed. For serious offences a seminarian could be sent away.


Did Jean-Claude write home from the seminary? If we had any letters from this period, we would know more about his life there. The Mayet memoirs have preserved a few scattered memories of life at Saint-Jodard. Colin considered the seminary rule under Gardette to be the best he had ever seen and tried to get a copy of it when he himself became superior of the minor seminary at Belley, only to learn that it had been lost in the fire that destroyed Saint-Jodard in 1827.25 An abiding lesson he learned from observing his peers was to prefer those who are regularly among the top students to one who is always first: these latter, he found, are nearly always proud and presumptuous.26 Jean-Claude seems to have been well regarded and liked by his fellow students. That, any way, is Mayet’s conclusion after telling of an incident in which the young Jean-Claude had shown tact and good sense in his relations with his peers.27 Speaking later of how to keep discipline in schools, Colin quoted as an example to follow Philibert Détard, prefect at Saint-Jodard in 1807–1808, who punished rarely and showed affection towards the students; once when Jean-Claude himself was too ill to eat, Détard was moved to tears.28


This and numerous other references to illness could easily give the impression that Jean-Claude was a sickly youth, ill for most of his time in the seminary. Such an impression needs to be modified. In fact, over his entire period of studies, he seems to have been generally in good enough health, though perhaps not infrequently subject to minor ailments. He was free from notable illness in his first three years at Saint-Jodard. He did, however, have several serious illnesses as a seminarian, which will be dealt with in their place.29


At the end of every school year, Jean-Claude, like all the seminarians, returned home for the summer. There, we may presume, he would have been expected to help out with any farm work that needed to be done. The feast of All Saints, 1 November, after all harvests were in, traditionally marked the recommencement of the academic year. Did he ever go home with other students, or invite them to Saint-Bonnet? We do not know.


In the school year 1805–1806, Colin was in ‘year eight’ (Huitième),30 where he had as his Latin teacher a future Marist Antoine Jallon,31 who was regarded as a good Latinist.32 No school reports exist for this year. At the end of the year he did, however, receive two prizes, including one for ‘memory’. This latter, however, was the cause of remorse—probably, suggests Mayet, because, like other students, he had occasionally taken advantage of Jallon’s poor eyesight to look at his book while being tested.33


School reports exist for 1806–1807, when Colin was in ‘year six’ (Sixième).34 From it we learn that he was in a class of twenty-two pupils (the total number of students, not counting the beginners, being 125). He was then sixteen years old, whereas the average age in his class was fifteen. Under the heading of ‘vocation’, he is marked as ‘ecclesiastic’. This was not an automatic label, but a positive evaluation: of his class, thirteen were so described, but six were labelled ‘doubtful’ and three outright ‘lay’. His ‘piety’ was regarded as ‘excellent’. For ‘progress’ also he received ‘excellent’, as did two others, whereas five were ‘good’, six ‘mediocre’, two ‘weak’, and others had no mark. He was therefore rated among the better students in his class, and his ecclesiastical vocation was not in doubt. In the same year, his elder brother Pierre, aged twenty-one, was in a class of ‘Philosophy’ with eighteen others; his vocation is rated as ‘ecclesiastic’ and ‘very good’, his ‘piety’ as ‘very good’ and his ‘progress’ as ‘good’.


In the following school year (1807–1808), Colin was in ‘year five’ (Cinquième), where his teacher was a future cardinal, Clément Villecourt, then twenty years old, who had not yet begun his theology studies. The report of that year describes Jean-Claude as capable, pious and of good will.35 The same report mentions him as one of a class of eighteen, of whom he is once again among the better students. Thus, with eleven others, he obtained ‘good’ for piety, where two were regarded as ‘excellent’. In the other fields, he is in the top group. The report registers the fact that he paid 22 francs towards his board—which seems to indicate that he was now on a partial bursary. The final note is: ‘Character good, became ill.’ It appears that ill health forced him to leave the seminary early and return home; but we have no further information about this illness.36


Crises: vocation; illness


Jean-Claude returned to Saint-Jodard in the following school year (1808–1809) to repeat ‘year five’. The seminary register mentions that, as in the previous year, he paid 22 francs.37 He was now approaching the age of nineteen, which was currently the age of conscription.


While Jean-Claude was growing up, France under Napoleon had been rising to unprecedented greatness. Precisely in the summer of 1807, while Jean-Claude was between ‘year six’ and ‘year five’, Napoleon’s star was at its zenith. Much of Western Europe had either been incorporated into the French Empire or was ruled by subordinate kings and princes, several of whom belonged to Napoleon’s own family. He had crushed Austria (Austerlitz, 1805), Prussia (Jena, 1806), and had just humiliated Russia (Friedland, 1807). In July of that year, the emperor of the French met the emperor of Russia, Alexander I, at Tilsit on a raft moored in the Neman River in what is now Kaliningrad Oblast, in Russia, and effectively divided Europe between them. Such power was achieved and maintained by large armies raised by the conscription of men between the ages of twenty and twenty-five who had been chosen by lot (and it was possible to pay for a substitute).


Already, however, Napoleon was over-reaching himself. He now turned against the pope. Napoleon’s reorganisation of Italy had left the Papal States between his Kingdom of Italy in the north, ruled on his behalf by his able stepson Prince Eugène de Beauharnais,38 and the Kingdom of Naples in the south, where his brother Joseph was king. When the pope refused to align his foreign policy with that of France by closing his ports (Civitavecchia and Ancona) to British shipping, imperial troops entered Rome on 2 February 1808, and that summer Napoleon annexed the Papal States. Pope Pius VII retaliated by excommunicating those responsible (but without mentioning names). Napoleon’s foreseeable response was to have him removed from Rome, finally keeping him under house arrest at Savona, on the Gulf of Genoa in northwest Italy, where he was alternately cajoled and bullied to try to bring him into line. Napoleon thereby lost the support of many of his Catholic subjects. That same year, the emperor opened a new front in Spain, where he had to maintain French rule against guerrilla resistance. As he needed ever more soldiers, the age of conscription was lowered to nineteen.


Since 1806 ecclesiastical students in orders were exempt from military service, and Cardinal Fesch had used his privileged position as Napoleon’s uncle to get the exemption extended to all seminarians, both major and minor, of his diocese. The procedure used was to send in a list of those officially registered as seminarians ahead of the ballot. So Jean-Claude was now in the age group for whom exemption was to be claimed. This provoked a crisis over his vocation. For, even if his superiors had no doubt of his ecclesiastical calling, to the young Colin things looked rather different. As we have seen, though dreading the burden of the priesthood, Jean-Claude had allowed himself to be persuaded by Pierre to go with him to Saint-Jodard, a step that represented for him the desired break with the world. So far, he had gone through the normal school course without, it seems, having the priesthood in the forefront of his attention. It was placed there now, very clearly, by the issue of conscription: given his own doubts, did he have the right to allow his name to be put on the list of those for whom exemption was to be claimed as candidates for orders? He went to the superior, Fr Gardette, and told him not to put his name on the list, as he did not want to be a priest. The superior heard him out, then dismissed him with the words: ‘Silly fellow, you have plenty of time to carry a rifle.’39 In fact, he was exempted on 26 January 1809.40


Jean-Claude did not, however, complete his second ‘year five’. Once again he fell ill and returned to Saint-Bonnet around the middle of April 1809. The nature of the illness is not known; but a doctor was called, who prescribed medicine. He also ordered that the patient be given meat broth, which Jean-Claude refused, because it was a Friday, and, in the absence of the parish priest, those who were caring for him were obliged to send to another parish for a dispensation.41 In spite of this treatment, he got worse. He later remembered hearing people come to look at him and go away telling each other that he was dying—except for one woman who said: ‘He’s not going to die’. Hearing this, he recalled, did him a lot of good, no doubt by boosting his will to live.42 His relations urged him to make his will. Since this has become one of the best-known episodes in the early life of Colin and is generally regarded as having been very important in the development of his opposition to greed and covetousness,43 it is necessary to give it particular attention.


Looking back thirty years later, Colin remarked that one of the things that had contributed most to detach him from relatives and from ‘earthly goods’ was when, at the age of eighteen, he fell ill and was at the point of death. He saw his sickbed besieged; the talk was all of wills and notaries, each one thinking of their own interests. He also claimed that one of those present, who believed he had an interest in the inheritance, tried to persuade him not to take the medicine prescribed by the doctor, telling him it was poison.44


We can understand Jean-Claude’s exasperation and distress. He was, of course, more concerned with making sure of his eternal salvation than with disposing of his temporal goods. About seven o’clock in the morning he asked for a priest to come and hear his confession, but—despite the fact that the presbytery was right next door—he had to wait until ten that evening until the priest came, by which time he hardly knew what he was telling him.45 He was also very concerned about paying a small debt he remembered he owed a cobbler.46 So the pestering of his family must have seemed intrusive and inappropriate.


On the whole, however, the Colins did not act worse than many families in similar circumstances, either before or after death has taken place (though, of course, if one of them did try to prevent his recovery, that was inexcusable). We must not, in any case, imagine them neglecting the sick youth and thinking only of the financial consequences of his death. He appears to have been well looked after: as we have seen, a doctor was called; and when Jean-Claude refused at first to take the prescribed medicine, his brother Jean wept and persuaded him to do so.


It is useful to understand things also from the Colin family’s point of view. Faced with the likelihood that Jean-Claude might die, they did in fact have understandable concerns: it was important to them that he should not die without making a will. For Jean-Claude had his share of the inheritance of his parents. Under the Napoleonic Code, if he died intestate and without children, his share would be divided equally among his siblings. But it would in all probability have been the object of litigation, since members of the family who had supported Jean-Claude financially could make claims against the estate that might be resisted by the others. Alternatively, family members might find that claims were made against them on behalf of the deceased’s estate. Jean-Claude’s uncle Sébastien, his former guardian, was one of those who besieged his sick-bed in tears, but to ask him to declare that all accounts of his guardianship had been rendered and settled.47 A will would prevent subsequent quarrels and lawsuits. Or perhaps not. After this will was made, one of Jean-Claude’s brothers was not pleased with its provisions;48 perhaps, if Jean-Claude had in fact died, he might have contested it.


Finally, on Sunday 23 April a notary was summoned from Saint-Nizier-d’Azergues to draw up the will—despite the protests of Jean-Claude against making him work on a Sunday.49 He certified that Jean-Claude, described as a ‘student of Latin’,50 was confined to bed but in full possession of his mental faculties and dictated his bequests in the presence of four witnesses, who signed together with the testator and the notary. After providing for Masses to be celebrated for the repose of his soul, Jean-Claude left half of all his goods to his eldest brother Jean.51 He declared that during three years while he was studying at Saint-Jodard, Jean had advanced him the total sum of 1200 francs to cover his board and living expenses. By receiving half of the inheritance, he would be compensated for these outgoings, as well as for Jean-Claude’s pious bequests and funerary expenses. The testator also declared that his uncle and guardian Sébastien had faithfully carried out his duties to feed, house, keep and educate him; that, in order to meet the costs, he had lawfully drawn on the estate of the deceased parents, and that those costs had absorbed and even exceeded any share of their inheritance that might have come to Jean-Claude at this time; consequently, there was no cause to demand anything further of him.


As we know, Jean-Claude recovered from this illness. He was sent to the thermal spa of Bourbon-Lancy, about 100 kilometres from Saint-Bonnet, to convalesce. Passing through the town of Charolles he was found to have no papers on him, so was arrested and put in prison suspected of avoiding military service. Next day52 a message was got to his brother Jean, who was away at the market. He dropped everything, hurried back to Saint-Bonnet to collect his brother’s papers, including his exemption from military service, and rode to Charolles, where he arrived the same evening, to the enormous relief of Jean-Claude.53


Alix


At All Saints 1809, Jean-Claude returned to his studies, not, however, to Saint-Jodard but to a recently opened minor seminary at Alix (Rhône), which had the advantage of being closer to Saint-Bonnet and near Villefranche, the regional centre where his family would have done business.54 He found himself in ‘year three’ (Troisième), perhaps because of the two years he had spent in ‘year five’ but perhaps also for reasons of diocesan policy.55 There is no direct proof of serious illness in this year; but it seems likely as, once again, he had to repeat a year.56 His later reminiscences recall details of an illness that he probably had at Alix.57 His health was in fact causing concern to the superior, who exempted him from classes and ordered him to have a hot drink of cocoa at mid-morning.58 This was Nicolas-Augustin de la Croix d’Azolette, whose path was to cross with that of Jean-Claude Colin again, first as director at Saint-Irénée, from 1812–1817, then as vicar general of the diocese of Belley until his appointment as bishop of Gap in 1836.59


In the absence of records, we have no details about Jean-Claude’s progress at Alix. It seems to have been in his ‘year three’ that he had an ambition to win the poetry prize—and did.60 In 1811–1812, Jean-Claude was in the class called ‘Humanities’, in which ‘he was always first in French composition’.61 By now, Napoleon’s ever increasing need for recruits for his armies was putting more and more pressure on the seminaries and their exempt students. It was important to be able to demonstrate that they were in fact ecclesiastics. So the archdiocesan council of Lyons, presided over by Cardinal Fesch in person, decided on 20 May 1812, to take measures to ensure that only young men with genuine vocations should be admitted to the seminary and kept there and to deter those who had been sent for an education without any intention of ordination. So every student in ‘year three’ who had already done at least one year in a seminary was to receive the tonsure, mark of the clerical state. Further, each student was to pay a deposit of 20 francs a month, over and above his ordinary fees, which would be refunded on receiving the subdiaconate.62 In accordance with this new policy, Colin received the tonsure from Cardinal Fesch on 23 May 1812.63


It was no doubt in his final year at Alix that he was made a dormitory prefect. This was a mark of confidence from his superiors, though not necessarily a passport to popularity with his fellow-students. By now, of course, he was twenty-one years old, in the same age group as some of the professors he had had at Saint-Jodard. He later recalled two incidents in which he had to reprimand a pupil, in one case a senior.64


In one aspect of his running of the dormitory, he effectively imposed on the boarders the upbringing he had received from Marie Échallier. Even during the summer he insisted on closing the window shutters at night and while the boys were getting up and going to bed ‘for fear of some lack of modesty’. The dormitory would have been stifling hot, and the seminarians, not surprisingly, objected. They took up a petition to have this rule changed and, thinking that Colin was acting on the orders of higher authority, gave it to him also to sign. He simply put the petition in his pocket, and no more was heard of it.65


Another incident at Alix also shows a young man whose scrupulosity could get the better of his common sense.66 The seminary fees were set at 200 francs. On one occasion the bursar remarked that his brother was late in payment. Colin’s conscience was pricked—and perhaps also his pride—and, despite being recently ill and still wearing blistering plasters on his legs,67 he set off immediately on foot for the vineyard that the family owned at Gleizé, near Villefranche, more than nine kilometres away, in order to borrow the money from the tenant. This embarrassed the bursar, who repeatedly apologised afterwards.


In a particularly distressing episode, which cannot be dated, Jean-Claude became aware that a fellow student, in some desperate situation, had decided to starve himself to death. He could not bear the thought of this, so got up at night, ‘stole’ some bread and brought it to him.68 Another incident illustrates his sense of the ridiculous. He remembered one of his teachers as somewhat eccentric and lacking judgment. One day this man was displeased with the class and walked out saying, ‘Since you don’t want to please me, I’m leaving you. Do what you like.’ The students immediately wrote a petition for him to return. Jean-Claude recalled that he was too timid not to sign, but he had felt the ridiculous side of ‘all this comedy’.69


After ‘Humanities’, Jean-Claude would normally have done the final class of the secondary cycle, known as ‘Rhetoric’, which, as its title implies, was designed to teach the range of devices that would make a speech (or a sermon) persuasive and moving. Instead, however, he started Philosophy at Verrières, where a seminary had been established in 1804.


But before we follow Jean-Claude there, let us look back at his school years so far. It is clear from what we have seen that in all his classes he was one of the more successful students. Reminiscing with his nephew Eugène he expressed the belief that he was really ‘made for study’ rather than for anything else, but that Providence had ‘pushed him into another way’.70 Yet, when asked by Eymard whether he had the ‘passion for study’, he replied vehemently, ‘No, never’. He warned that the ‘passion for study’ dries up the soul and told Eymard that he himself had countered it by making acts of love, humility or abandonment at planned intervals while studying, ‘and so I found God in my work’.71 Colin, we shall find, was not always consistent in his views—but he is not alone in that.


What had he learnt during those eight years at Saint-Jodard and Alix? Essentially, he had learnt to write French and Latin correctly and effectively. From the middle period of his life, we have plenty of opportunities to read his French, mostly in letters. It is clear, simple and correct in both grammar and spelling. As part of his French and Latin courses, he read some of the classics of both languages, both prose and poetry, including, but not exclusively, Christian authors. There is no sign, however, that he acquired any love of literature (‘belles-lettres’)—despite having won a prize for poetry—or any developed aesthetic taste. He also followed classes in history, geography and mathematics. He may have learnt some Greek,72 but not Hebrew or any modern language, and did not study anything that we would now regard as ‘science’. He continued to receive instruction in ‘piety, ceremonies and chant’. Religion was, of course, regarded as the principal subject for prospective priests. In the earlier classes, it took the form of instruction in the Catechism; in the higher classes, particular branches of doctrine could be developed, and there was a course in Scripture. This last seems to have been Jean-Claude’s favourite subject: when he was exempted at Alix from all lectures, he begged successfully to be allowed to continue with the New Testament class.73


Spiritual formation


What spiritual formation had Jean-Claude received in the minor seminaries he attended? This aspect of seminary life seems to have been taken very seriously, at least to judge from the one book we know was read in the refectory at Saint-Jodard, which was Louis of Granada’s The Sinners’ Guide.74 Colin said he would always remember the impression this reading made on him: ‘the motives for praying to God are set out with such force! It gave a very great impulse to my soul.’ At Alix he had his own meditation book on the Passion of Christ, which he asked, unsuccessfully, to be allowed to use instead of the points given for meditation.75


In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in France there had been two main spiritual currents: the Jesuit or Ignatian and what has been called in recent times the ‘French School’. Jesuit spirituality is derived ultimately from the life-changing spiritual experiences of St Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), founder of the Society (or Company) of Jesus. He distilled these experiences in his Exercises, into a form in which they could lead others to conversion of life, option for Christ and the discernment and choice of God’s call for them. At the heart of Ignatius’ own experience and of the Exercises is the ‘discernment of spirits’, by which a person examines the intimate movements of their heart (the ‘particular examen’ of conscience or consciousness) and learns to recognise what comes from the divine Spirit, what comes from one’s own human spirit and what comes from the evil spirit.


Ignatius recruited his first companions at the University of Paris, where he was studying for the priesthood. They offered their services to the pope, Paul III, and initially proposed that they should go to the Holy Land. In the end, they devoted themselves in Europe to strengthening Catholicism and combating Protestantism, especially through education, and, in Asia and the Americas, to the planting of the faith. They became prominent as confessors and spiritual directors, notably of the royal families and elites of France and other countries, many of whose sons they taught in their schools. As such, they made enemies, who alleged that they were too eager to please their highly placed penitents by excessive leniency in the confessional and that they exercised undue political influence. The most famous attack on the supposed laxity of Jesuit confessors was made by Blaise Pascal in his Provincial Letters, published in 1656–1657. In view of what we shall see later in the life of Jean-Claude Colin, it is worth noting that the Jesuits’ supposedly lenient approach in the confessional was opposed not only by the Jansenists and their sympathisers, such as Pascal, but also by the whole ‘Augustinian’ stream of French Catholicism that lay behind the moral rigorism taught in the seminaries. Well orchestrated political hostility led to their expulsion in 1767 from Portugal and Spain and their empires and also from France, Parma and the Two Sicilies, and finally to their suppression by Pope Clement XIV in 1773. This was the situation at the time of Colin’s birth and throughout his schooldays.


Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629) is regarded as the founder of the French School, not only as a writer but also as the founder of a religious order, the Congregation of the Oratory of France, which existed to live out this spirituality.76 From the Oratory came the Society of Saint-Sulpice, dedicated to the formation of priests, through which the influence of Bérulle reached widely among the French clergy.77 In fact, his influence was all-pervasive in the spiritual circles of France of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and reached every sphere.


Bérulle reacted against the victorious humanism of his age, which put human beings at the centre of the moral universe, so that even spirituality tended to be in fact if not in principle anthropocentric. He saw himself as bringing about nothing less than a ‘Copernican revolution’ in spirituality by introducing a Christocentric theory of the spiritual universe, as Copernicus had introduced a heliocentric theory of the physical universe.78 Christocentric, but in the last analysis Bérulle’s outlook is really theocentric. In contrast to any form of human-centred Christianity, Bérulle put God in the centre; specifically, he asserted the virtue of religion, which seeks to give God what is due to God, and in the first place worship and praise (he was known in his own day as the one who restored the virtue of religion). From this springs the great care given in the Oratorian and Sulpician traditions to the worship of God, especially in the liturgy. From it also springs a new attention to God that spreads everywhere in French spirituality. The dynamic principle of Bérullian spirituality is a profound union with Christ—the ‘perfect adorer’—that changes one into his likeness.


After the Revolution, there was no longer a spirituality that was properly Ignatian, and even less one that could be called Oratorian or Sulpician. Instead, the ex-Jesuit networks and the seminaries handed on a spirituality in which the main currents of the pre-revolutionary period met and mingled.79 In this mix, memories of the Jesuit tradition opened up the perspective of a universal mission and centred around models of missionary zeal, both for the renewal of Christian life within the country and for missions abroad. At the same time, the Sulpician current, which remained dominant in the seminaries, contributed the key concepts and characteristic vocabulary of the French School of spirituality, notably ‘state’ or ‘mystery’, by which was meant a significant event in the life of Jesus or Mary containing a grace that could permeate and mould the attitudes and conduct of those who contemplated or ‘honoured’ the event.


Jean-Claude Colin and his companions in the seminary certainly underwent these influences. Thus Jesuit memories provided the figures of Francis Régis and Francis Xavier as the great models of missionary zeal in France and overseas.80 We shall have occasion to point out later Jesuit influences on Colin’s spiritual teaching. We might note here that his awareness of the downfall of the Jesuits on the grounds of meddling in politics may have contributed to his own insistence that Marists should stay out of politics, not cultivate the rich and powerful and, in general, keep a low profile. The influence of the French School on Colin is also clearly discernible: we find him later using its characteristic language with its specific meaning.81


Jean-Claude supplemented the spiritual formation that he received in the seminary and was common to all by his own reading. He was already a serious reader as a schoolboy. While he was still in ‘year six’ at Saint-Jodard (1806–1807, at the age of sixteen) one of his teachers gave him a compendium of extracts from St Francis de Sales’ letters of spiritual direction published in Paris in 1685 under the title Le directeur spirituel des âmes dévotes et religieuses tiré des escrits du bienheureux François de Sales and often republished in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.82 These passages from the wise and practical bishop of Geneva constitute a Vade mecum of the spiritual life, touching such subjects as freedom of spirit, prayer in times of dryness, peace of soul, generosity, simplicity, self-renunciation. Colin carried the book around with him for about twenty years and knew it almost by heart.


While he was at Alix his sisters Claudine and Jeanne-Marie gave him two books by Henri-Marie Boudon (1624–1702), priest and archdeacon of the diocese of Évreux in Normandy, a prolific writer of the French School.83 One bore the title, Dieu seul (God Alone), and for ten years it was Jean-Claude’s inseparable companion. In fact, Dieu seul, an expression of Bérullian theocentrism that recurs like a refrain or motto throughout Boudon’s works, is the title of two different books by him. That which is quite certainly meant here bears the full title of Dieu seul ou association pour l’intérêt de Dieu seul (God Alone: Association for the Interest of God Alone), first published in Paris in 1662. It was put on the Index of Forbidden Books in 1688, during the antiquietist reaction following the condemnation of Molinos, which brought suspicion on many writings on mysticism. Notwithstanding this condemnation, the book continued to be republished frequently.84 It would have been a pocket edition published in Paris in 1809 that his sisters bought for Jean-Claude.85 In it Boudon advocates the formation of an ‘association’—a purely literary fiction, with no social structure even the loosest envisaged—to promote the interests of God alone. The ‘rules’ of the association inculcate in the reader a pure (that is, disinterested) love of God and a correspondingly radical self-abnegation, while its ‘practices’ encourage the reader to some course of action that will further God’s interests.


Boudon does not especially wish his readers to embrace a monastic way of life: rather in the manner of St Francis de Sales’ Introduction to the Devout Life, the ‘association’ is open to people in all walks of life. So Jean-Claude would not have been urged by his reading of Boudon to go back to his early idea of living as a hermit in the woods—the title of the book, after all, is ‘God Alone’ and not ‘Alone with God’. On the contrary, he read (under the ‘Second practice: to obtain all possible means to make God known and loved’) that ‘one of the most proper means for sanctifying the name of God is to obtain missions, both in the places and lands of Christians, and in foreign lands where unbelief reigns’. Boudon lists some of the benefits to be obtained by missions in the country districts of France: to instruct the ignorant, reconcile enemies, provide the opportunity for a good confession to a visiting priest. He then incites his readers to zeal in preaching the Gospel in the immense new lands of Canada, in Greece (‘where a great many schismatics hold out their hands for reunion with the holy Roman Church’), in the vast empire of China (which is ‘open to the preachers of the faith’), and in ‘the empire of the Grand Tartar’ (Mongolia and central Asia). We should not underestimate the influence of Boudon’s Dieu seul on the development of Colin’s thought, but nor should we misunderstand it. As much as it reinforced his inclination to humility and self-abnegation, it would also have directed his attention towards missions at home and overseas.


The other book that Jean-Claude’s sisters gave him was one he referred to as ‘a little book by Boudon on the holy Eucharist [that] also did me a lot of good’. Its full title is: L’amour de Jésus au très saint Sacrement de l’autel (The Love of Jesus in the Most Holy Sacrament of the Altar), which was reprinted a number of times between its first publication at Évreux in 1662 and 1828.86 Boudon refers to the spread in different parts of France of the daily public adoration of Christ present in the Blessed Sacrament, during the afternoon hours and even throughout the night. His book, written to promote devotion to the Eucharist, including the frequent and worthy reception of Holy Communion, as well as adoration, had a lasting influence on Colin. One of the two addresses that we have by him on the Eucharist was precisely on the love that Jesus shows us in the Blessed Sacrament, both in Holy Communion and in his presence in the tabernacle.87 Many years later, he was planning a new branch of the Society, to be known as the Marist Fathers of the Blessed Sacrament, devoted to practising and promoting perpetual adoration of the Sacrament of the Altar.


It is also interesting to see what Colin did not take from his reading. The other book by Boudon with the title Dieu seul was subtitled: Le saint esclavage de l’admirable Mère de Dieu (Holy Slavery to the Admirable Mother of God). Published in Paris in 1674 this book was the conduit by which Bérulle’s doctrine of ‘servitude’ to Jesus and Mary passed to Saint Louis-Marie Grignion de Montfort and his well-known Treatise on True Devotion to the Blessed Virgin. There is no proof that Colin read Boudon’s Saint esclavage, but it is at least likely that he knew about it.88 All the more significant, then, that his own Marian piety and teaching contain no trace of the language or idea of ‘slavery’ to Mary.


The young Colin thus laid the foundations of a spiritual culture that was eclectic but in the last analysis, profound and coherent. This was the source of the spiritual teaching that he was to impart to Marists, in letters, talks and personal direction, as well as in his Constitutions. He continued to read well. Around the years 1838–39, he spoke more than once with Mayet of the spiritual authors whom he had read ‘in the past’—so before 1836 and perhaps, at least in some cases, already in the seminary—and whom he recommended to Mayet personally or more generally to Marists.89 Besides those already mentioned,90 these are Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Louis Lallemand (sic, more usually spelt Lallemant), Lallemant’s disciple Jean-Joseph Surin and in particular his Catéchisme spirituel and his Dialogues, François Guilloré, Lorenzo Scupoli author of the Spiritual Combat, and Alonso Rodríguez.91 In Surin Jean-Claude could have come across the phrase ‘inconnu et caché (unknown and hidden)’, which he was to repeat so often and which he developed into a powerful and original formula: ‘Unknown and hidden in this world’.92 It is interesting to note that these authors are the same, by and large, as the identifiable sources of the spiritual teaching of the 18th century Jesuit writer Jean-Pierre de Caussade.93


Colin and the Bible


It was at this time also that Jean-Claude began to read the Bible systematically and to keep a notebook, in which he would jot down texts that struck him or appealed to him.94 From ‘year six’, the seminary rule (article III) required that students learn by heart half a chapter of the Gospels (in Latin) each week; in the higher classes, this became a whole chapter.95 He took it for granted that the ‘Novum’, as he called it for short, the New Testament in Latin, would be the constant companion of every priest.96 Systematic Bible-reading remained part of his daily routine for the rest of his life.


From a lifetime’s reading, Colin came to know his Bible very well. He was fond of quoting the Scriptures or referring to them—no doubt from memory—in the course of speaking and writing, even when not professedly dealing with a Scriptural passage, as in a sermon. In the body of his letters, oral remarks and talks reported or summarised, it is possible to identify quotations from or recognisable allusions to all the books of the New Testament, except the Letters of Jude and Second and Third John. Old Testament quotations or allusions take in Genesis, Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy—apparently not Leviticus; then Joshua, Judges (not Ruth), Samuel-Kings, Second Chronicles, Nehemiah, Judith, Esther. Colin quotes or refers to all the Wisdom books—massively, of course, the Psalms—and, of the Prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Joel and Jonah.97 All this testifies to a rich Biblical culture. As his education progressed, Jean-Claude became acquainted also with standard commentaries on the Bible, which he studied and recommended to others.


Knowledge of the Scriptures did not come only from direct personal reading of the Bible. It was also mediated by the liturgy. As a seminarian and young priest Jean-Claude was familiar with the liturgical books of the diocese of Lyons. The missal of Lyons had a lectionary that was considerably fuller and more varied than the contemporary Roman missal; prayers and antiphons found there and in the breviary were characteristically Biblical in tone and wording.98 In certain cases also the young Colin may have been first struck by a Biblical quotation heard in a sermon or read in a spiritual book.


Colin’s earliest ‘idea’ of a religious society


In the 1860s, at a time when the origins of the Society of Mary and the precise role played by Colin had become controversial, he asserted several times that he had had the same or a similar idea99 before he arrived at the major seminary of Saint-Irénée in Lyons in November 1813; in fact, he had drafted ‘a little project’. He could even say that he later worked on fulfilling this idea ‘without any relationship with the project formed at the major seminary’.100 The question of Colin’s ‘idea’—its independence and nature—is important for our appreciation of the man and for our understanding of the origins of the Society of Mary. We will look here at his claim that he had it before he came to the major seminary. We will also see if we can say something about its content.


The first hint that we have of Colin’s claim to have had his own idea of what would become the Society of Mary dates from 1824.101 It is not in itself improbable. After all, there would be nothing extraordinary about such a thing; he was already in his early twenties by the time he came to Saint-Irénée, so had the maturity to conceive and work on a ‘project’. Furthermore, a number of indications in the subsequent history confirm the truth of his claim. As we shall see, Jean-Claude Colin believed himself to be divinely called to write the Rule of the Society; what he produced went well beyond any mere codification of ideas that were common to the group of aspiring Marists at the seminary. He also took important steps to secure the Society’s approbation by the Church; this too would seem to indicate some special sense of personal responsibility for it.


Can we say when and why this idea might have occurred to the young Jean-Claude and what its contents might have been? Any papers relating to it would have perished in 1841. Furthermore, in later years Colin himself never gave a clear and full account of his early inspirations. This encouraged both Mayet and later associates to investigate and also to speculate, including upon some private revelation that they supposed must have lain at the source of the Society. In 1870 he told his secretaries that he could not say at precisely what age he had first thought of the Society, ‘because it was a desire all my life’. On the other hand, he refused to be drawn on whether he had received the idea from a revelation.102 The vagueness of this reply still left room for further speculation. A number of Marists believed that Jean-Claude had conceived the idea of the Society and had even written a ‘project’ for it around the time of his first communion at the age of fourteen, when his thoughts were turned towards withdrawing from the world.103 Others located the inspiration at Saint-Jodard, or else at Alix after a serious illness.104 That a grave illness—perhaps that of 1809—prompted Jean-Claude to think seriously of the religious life is plausible and could well be a solid piece of tradition. We might also think that he would be more likely to have done so towards the end of his time at the minor seminary. All this, however, is mere surmise and does not take us further than Colin’s assertion that he already had an idea of a project, and had even put something in writing, before he came to Saint-Irénée.105


Can we say anything else about Colin’s ‘idea’? We should not suppose that any ‘idea’ he had would have been only a general or abstract notion. When, later in life, Colin speaks of his ‘early ideas’, he always has in mind something concrete.106 It is important to remember that, at the time of which we are speaking, no form of classic religious life lay close at hand to serve as an example. Colin, however, had access to information about religious orders or communities as they had existed in the past. Finally, even though Jean-Claude did not share his idea with anyone at that time, this does not mean that he intended it to remain forever a figment of his imagination.


What might have been the content of this idea? According to Colin, it was a ‘project to make a society consecrated . . . to the Holy Virgin Mary, but it did not have the name of Society of Mary.’107 He therefore envisaged a real social group, and not simply a fictitious ‘association’ like that of Boudon. Besides its consecration to Mary, what can be said about this group? Were its members to have been priests? Jean-Claude at this time, despite being a seminarian, still ‘did not want’ to be a priest. So perhaps this point was not yet clear. We may well expect that the ‘project’ would have reflected the attraction Jean-Claude had so early felt for solitude. Indeed Jeantin groups in a single paragraph Colin’s assertion, repeated ‘several times’, that he had had an ‘idea’ before coming to the major seminary and had even written it down, with his reminiscence, ‘told one day’, that he had wanted to withdraw alone into the woods but that, unable to carry out this project, he had gone to Saint-Jodard.108 This may mean that, on at least one occasion when Colin had affirmed the independence of his own idea, he had gone on to talk about his early desire for solitude. The emphasis in Boudon’s Dieu seul on humility and self-abnegation would no doubt also have found an echo in the ‘project’.


We would be mistaken, however, to conclude that the ‘project’ was exclusively about solitude and the interior life or that he had in mind a group of hermits. As we have seen, at the very period when he would go off by himself into the forest of Crest, the young Jean-Claude was also preaching to the trees or to other children, repeating the parish priest’s sermons and the teacher’s catechism classes. Further, we have just seen the place of missions at home and abroad in Boudon’s Dieu seul. If the ‘project’ faithfully reflected his earliest tendencies and formative reading, it would have included missionary preaching and catechising. A late text has it that, ‘In (Colin’s) thought, this society was to dedicate itself to the education of youth, to the exercise of missions, especially for the poor people of the countryside’.109 At this early stage Jean-Claude may not have been thinking of schools, although he could have had the religious instruction of young people in view. On the other hand, ‘the exercise of missions, especially for the poor people of the countryside’ strikes a right note. It may well be a genuine echo—even after the passage of so many years and at second hand—of the original ‘project’. Did Colin at this stage already envisage foreign missions? We cannot say; but, once again, in the light of his reading of Boudon, that is not unlikely.


So we would have a group consecrated to the Blessed Virgin that cultivates solitude and the interior life and engages in missionary preaching and the catechising of the young and the uninstructed, especially in the country districts of France; the plan may well have envisaged also schools and overseas missions. These ministries define the ‘second’ goal of the Society of Mary, to work for the salvation of the neighbour, as set out in the letter written to Pope Pius VII in 1822, although they are there expressed in terms indirectly derived from the Ignatian Constitutions.110 They are emphasised in every version of the Marist Rule that we have, from the Summarium Regularum of 1833 (Number 42), through the Epitome Regularum of 1836 (Number 4) and the Constitutions of 1842 (Number 3), to those of 1872 (Number 4). Towards the end of his life, in 1870, Jean-Claude Colin inserted into the draft of number 50 of the Constitutions, ‘On the Spirit of the Society’, a new phrase that had not existed in any of the earlier texts: ‘and moreover so combining a love of solitude and silence and the practice of hidden virtues with works of zeal . . .’111 It is the perfect expression of the basic structure of Colin’s primitive ‘project’ as we believe we have recovered it.


A further echo of the original ‘project’ may be found in other historical notes drawn up between 1878 and 1881 by Lagniet. The aged Colin, he reports, wanting to put an end to doubts and misinterpretations, declared that his early inspirations were the motives for his perseverance in holding always to a society that was ‘modest, hidden, proceeding with the spirit of peace [?], under the direction of Rome, bishops’.112 Here we have an idea that was central to Colin’s intuition: the Society of Mary should be devoted to the pope—this was even expressed as its ‘third end’—but at the same time it was to be so attached to the bishops that they should think of it as ‘their own’.113 This amalgamation—which was not without an element of paradox—of devotion to Rome and submission to local bishops, could well go back to the origins.


Colin’s early ‘idea’, already drafted as a written ‘project’, seems to have been nothing less than the earliest form of what he was to call the Rule. Besides the features we have just assigned to it, some other elements of the later Rule may also go back to these beginnings. The ‘idea’ was still, no doubt, only an embryo, but, like every embryo, it already had a shape, which would be developed and articulated in subsequent growth.114


Philosophy at Verrières


An imperial decree of 15 November 1811 reformed the ‘University’, that is the national education system. Among its provisions there was now to be only one minor seminary for each civil department. Cardinal Fesch had obtained a delay of one year for its application in his diocese, but at All Saints 1812 he had to put it into effect. Saint-Irénée in Lyons, in the department of Rhône, was the sole major seminary for his whole diocese. He gathered at Verrières, which was in the department of Loire,115 all seminarians of the diocese capable of studying philosophy—whether or not they had completed the secondary cycle. Saint-Jodard and Alix were closed, and seminarians in the lower classes were sent to the regular schools.


Jean-Claude spent the school year 1812–1813 in ‘Logic’ at Verrières.116 There he was the classmate in ‘second division’—with a total of 130 students—of the future Saint Jean-Marie Vianney and several who would be among the Marist aspirants, notably Étienne Déclas.117 In ‘first division’—with a total of 102 students—were the future Saint Marcellin Champagnat and Étienne Terraillon, who would also become a Marist.118 The philosophy courses at Verrières followed standard textbooks. Training in logic was meant to equip the seminarians to follow and, if possible, employ for themselves the methods of argumentation that they were going to encounter in their theological studies.


The seminary archives were lost around 1906, when the buildings were confiscated. Fortunately, however, before this date information concerning Colin and others was copied from the records and sent to a Marist inquirer.119 In both semesters Jean-Claude received the endorsement ‘well’ for ‘Study’, ‘good’ for ‘Knowledge’, ‘very good’ for ‘Conduct’ and ‘good’ for ‘Character’. Otherwise, we know next to nothing about this year of his formation. He should have stayed a second year in Philosophy at Verrières, studying ‘Physics’ (principally mathematics), but he successfully petitioned to be allowed to go straight into Theology.120


The year that Colin spent at Verrières saw the beginning of Napoleon’s downfall. He broke with the Emperor Alexander of Russia. On 14 September 1812 he entered Moscow, then was forced into a disastrous retreat across eastern and central Europe in a winter for which he was ill prepared. Though he lost his ‘Great Army’, he succeeded in putting together another, with which he faced the encircling armies of Russia, Austria, Prussia and Sweden (now ruled by one of Napoleon’s Marshals, Bernadotte, who had turned against him), which sensed the opportunity to avenge their earlier humiliations and losses. During three days, from 16 to 19 October 1813, over 600,000 soldiers fought near Leipzig the so-called ‘Battle of the Nations’, which was the largest that took place in Europe before World War I. Napoleon was forced to withdraw into France, and the allies decided to fight to the finish. Amidst these momentous political and military events, on 23 February 1812, Napoleon annulled the Concordat and brought the pope to Fontainebleau in the hope of getting him to agree to a new one that would give the emperor greater power over the Church in his domains. For nearly two years Napoleon subjected him to intense pressure until, on 19 January 1814, his own worsening political and military situation forced him to free the pope, who made a triumphal return to Rome on 24 May; on the way, as he passed through the French countryside, Pius was once again the object of popular veneration.121
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River Loire, which flows by the town of St Jodard
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Chapter 3


The Society of Mary (1813–1816)


The seminary of Saint-Irénée


Jean-Claude Colin at Saint-Irénée


Stirring events


Jean-Claude Courveille: The project of the Society of Mary


The act of commitment


The seminary of Saint-Irénée


At All Saints 1813, Colin entered the major seminary of Saint-Irénée in Lyons to begin the years of theological studies that would lead to priestly ordination.1 Eighty-three others also began, including Champagnat, Déclas, Terraillon and Vianney.2 Since 1805 the seminary had been installed at Croix-Paquet, situated at the foot of the hill called Croix-Rousse and near the river Rhône.3 A number of buildings of different periods had been added on to the main edifice in order to provide accommodation and facilities, giving a somewhat irregular appearance. Even so, the accommodation was inadequate to house the large number of seminarians, who regularly had to share rooms—contrary to the seminary rule that normally forbade seminarians to enter one another’s rooms.


We are very well informed about Saint-Irénée at this time.4 The Church in France and generally in Europe was coping with the dislocation caused by twenty-five years of revolution and warfare. Most religious institutions, including educational, had been destroyed, and centuries-old traditions disrupted. In this situation, the seminaries did not do more than try to restore what had been before. Their greatest concern was, of course, to provide reasonably well-trained clergy in sufficient numbers to meet at least the most urgent needs. They were, in any case, closely supervised by the authorities of both Church and State, who certainly did not want innovation. Thus, for example, in 1827, the watchword was given, not to put forward any opinions that might displease the king’s government, ‘for we need the protection of the State’. The reference seems to have been to the ideas of those Catholic liberals, such as Félicité de Lamennais, who were advocating, among other things, the separation of Church and State.5 So we must not be surprised that there were no outstanding theologians or exegetes produced in this generation. For the time being the methods and books of the past had to suffice: that was all there was.


When the seminary was re-established, it was originally entrusted to the Sulpicians, who had been revived after the Concordat of 1801. Their Society was suppressed once again by Napoleon in 1810, and the staff at Saint-Irénée replaced by young diocesan priests, at first inexperienced and not fully qualified, who, however, tried to follow the methods and spirit of Saint-Sulpice.6 In the period that interests us, between 1813 and 1816, the superior of Saint-Irénée was Philibert Gardette, recently transferred from Saint-Jodard, who brought the desired experience and steadiness to the establishment. A director, Nicolas-Augustin de la Croix d’Azolette, previously at Alix, assisted him in the formation of the students, and a bursar, Mathieu Menaide, in the administration of the seminary. Teaching and study at Saint-Irénée were dominated by dogmatic and moral theology taught respectively by Simon Cattet and Jean Cholleton. There was also a professor of Holy Scripture, at this time Gardette himself, and a master of ceremonies, Jean-Marie Mioland.7


The daily rule at Saint-Irénée in Colin’s day was broadly the same as that of the minor seminaries.8 Rising was at 5 am until after Easter, when it changed to 4:30 am, with vocal prayer and meditation, Mass and study before breakfast. There was a class in ‘dogmatic and scholastic theology’ in the morning, from 8:30 to 10 am, followed by a singing class. The afternoon class, from 3 until 4:30 pm, was in moral theology. The afternoon finished with a ‘conference’ or repetition of the day’s classes. Those obliged to recite the Divine Office prayed the Little Hours (Prime, Terce, Sext and None) in their own time during the morning and Vespers and Compline in common following the after-dinner recreation, while the others said the rosary. The bell rang for Matins and Lauds (of the next day, anticipated) at 5:45 pm, then for spiritual reading from 6:30 until supper at 7 pm. Every Wednesday was a free half-day, which in the summer became a whole day, when the seminarians walked to the country house that belonged to Saint-Irénée.9


There was much insistence upon decorum, not only in chapel but generally in the seminary. Relations between the seminarians were to be respectful. They were not to use the familiar ‘tu’ in addressing one another. They were not to push and jostle each other, even playfully—in fact, not to touch one another, except in the formal ‘embrace’ that marked departures and returns. At recreations, where at least three were to be present, they were to engage in polite conversation. Silence reigned throughout the seminary.


The traditional teaching method, which had already been criticised in the eighteenth century, consisted of dictation by the professor, written down by the students, learned by heart and repeated in the examinations. Theology courses followed ‘the Author’, namely the eight-, then nine-volume textbook by Louis Bailly, Theologia dogmatica et moralis, first published in 1789 (recently, therefore, at the time we are speaking of) and continually republished at Lyons. In 1815, ‘Bailly’ was for a time replaced by another ‘Author’, briefer and supposedly better adapted to the needs of students, known as ‘Poitiers’, namely the Compendiosae institutiones theologicae ad usum seminarii Pictaviensis, by Claude de la Poype de Vertrieu, bishop of Poitiers, first published in 1708–1709 and continually reprinted in six volumes. Beginners were expected to restrict themselves to the textbook; but more talented and advanced students were encouraged to read widely in Scripture, the Fathers, Councils, ‘Authorities’ and recognised theologians, dissertations, treatises, commentaries, ‘monuments’, history and ‘reason’—all being grist to the theologian’s mill.10


The dogmatic theology of Bailly and Poitiers was orthodox, but their ecclesiology reflected the Gallicanism traditional in pre-Revolutionary France, whose famous ‘four articles’ emphasised the ‘liberties of the Gallican church’ and limited papal power, notably subordinating the papacy to a general council. By now, however, the Civil Constitution of the Clergy had discredited Gallicanism, by subordinating the French Church to the State; and the reception of Pius VII in France presaged the Ultramontanism of the nineteenth century. Indeed, by demanding the resignation of the entire French episcopate and appointing new bishops to replace them, as the Concordat of 1801 required, Pius had performed an act of papal authority practically without precedent. Nevertheless, Gallicanism, which was favoured by all French governments of whatever stripe, continued to be taught in the seminary, but probably in the mitigated version now favoured at Saint-Sulpice.11


Jean-Claude, it seems, had no sympathy with Gallicanism in any form. Later he was to say that, even in the seminary, he had never managed to get ‘those ideas’ into his head; it seemed strange to him that the rights of the pope and the degree of obedience owed him should be matters for debate.12 Assuming the accuracy of Colin’s memory, we may wonder to what extent his youthful rejection of Gallicanism was exceptional: did it find an echo among his classmates? More probably, he kept his views to himself.


Another traditional French system, this time in moral theology, which the seminary textbooks reflected was rigorism. In 1700, amid controversy over moral systems, the French clergy under Bossuet formally adopted ‘probabiliorism’. Jean-Claude and his contemporaries left the seminary convinced that it was necessary to follow the moral teaching that the standard authors regarded as ‘more probable’ or even that which was deemed ‘safer’ (‘tutiorism’). Similarly, they had been trained to demand unmistakable, and at times extraordinary, signs of repentance in the confessional and regularly to delay or even refuse absolution to penitents.13


Here, Colin’s upbringing and native scrupulosity would have disposed him to accept the prevailing view. Later, however, when dealing with real people and their sins, he began to feel less comfortable with rigorism, although it took him some years to emancipate himself from the system. Both Gallicanism and rigorism lost ground as the nineteenth century went on until the point where Bailly was placed on the Index of Forbidden Books in 1852 precisely for these tendencies.


Church history was not taught as a separate course at this time; but it might enter into the theology courses, to support a thesis or to attack an opposing view, and books of Church history, lives of saints, and the like, were read aloud in the refectory during meals. The Bible also played a part in Bailly and Poitiers as in all such textbooks, being one of the three sources of proofs—along with tradition and reason—for each thesis defended there. There were lectures in Scripture; but it was a minor subject and had only two periods a week allotted to it, on Sunday and on the weekly half-day off. In Colin’s day, there were no examinations in Scripture; so students lacked an important incentive to take it seriously as a subject. There was no published commentary or other textbook set for the students. The content of the course, as far as we can judge from books used at the time, would have been a series of explanatory notes on the Biblical text, dictated by the professor, with occasional discussions of topics that needed more attention. There was no detailed exegesis of particular passages. The Scripture course could perhaps best be regarded as an adjunct to the future priest’s preaching and reading of the Bible.


Jean-Claude Colin was to prove that he was not limited to what he had been taught at Saint-Irénée between 1813 and 1816. We can safely conjecture that he had used study time, and perhaps personal time, to read widely in the seminary library, as Bochard’s Manuel encouraged. In the years to come he engaged in a continuing self-education that went well beyond what he had received in the seminary. Colin did not become a scholar; but he became a very well-read man, who kept up with what was going on in theology and other branches of scholarship, largely in the pages of a newspaper called L’ami de la religion, to which he subscribed.14 He regularly consulted Scripture commentaries, being well aware of those that were most highly regarded at the time.15


Jean-Claude Colin at Saint-Irénée


But this is to look far into the future. No sooner had Colin arrived at Saint-Irénée than he was plunged into his most serious vocational crisis. Cardinal Fesch had decided16 that in future all seminarians entering Saint-Irénée in November should be ordained subdeacons around the following Christmas time, with no allowance for delays. This was applied to the intake of All Saints 1813 and caused some disarray among the students; for ordination to the subdiaconate was a decisive, even irrevocable step, since this was the first of the ‘major orders’ and brought with it the obligations of celibacy and of the breviary. In fact only thirty-four out of a possible eighty-four were ordained on the due date.17


As with the crisis over his first communion, Jean-Claude found himself being hurried, where he had counted on taking his time. If up till now he had been able to put off a final decision whether or not to get ordained, being persuaded by his superiors that he was at least justified in continuing, this was now the moment of definitive choice, and it came sooner than expected. He besieged his spiritual director, Jean Cholleton—who, be it noted, was only two years older than Colin—asking not to go on to ordination, until finally Cholleton shut his door and refused to see him. Then he threw himself on his knees before the superior, Philibert Gardette, who replied kindly: ‘But if I let you go, the cardinal will scold me, and then, perhaps, you’ll have to be a soldier and do military service.’ Colin replied that he preferred to do his military service and went off to Jean-Marie Mioland, the registrar, and asked him to remove his name from the list of seminarians; which he did. Jean-Claude did not, however, immediately leave the seminary. For a couple of days he was at peace with his decision; then he became uneasy, as the thought occurred that he had acted wilfully. He had no peace until he returned to Cholleton, who heard him out with no sign of impatience, then strongly encouraged him to put his name back on the register. Colin went to Mioland, who entered him once again on the list.18 On the Feast of the Epiphany, 6 January 1814, Jean-Claude received the minor orders (porter, lector, exorcist, acolyte) and was ordained subdeacon at the hands of Cardinal Fesch in the chapel of the Archbishop’s Palace.19


We have no records of Colin’s studies at Saint-Irénée; but he has left some reminiscences. He was methodical in his study habits, concentrating on one subject at a time and making summaries as he went, which served as a basis for continuing study during his first nine years as a priest.20 He later admitted that he did not achieve much in his first year, as he overworked, thinking he had not a minute to lose. In his second year he adopted the advice he had been given, to work as if he were having fun, and things went much better.21 Perhaps the most important achievement of this period was to overcome his speech impediment, using the time-honoured method, attributed to the ancient Athenian orator Demosthenes, of speaking with a mouth full of pebbles.22 Finally, we get a glimpse of his use of vacation time. He did no serious study, he tells us, but did much spiritual reading.23 He also made an hour of prayer daily before the Blessed Sacrament in the village church, a practice he persevered in despite occasional feelings of repugnance or dryness.24


In fact, Colin as a seminarian was committed to mental prayer. He found it distracting when one of the directors ‘spoke’ during the time of meditation—no doubt reading aloud the points of the meditation from a book; then his consolation was to continue his meditation during Mass.25 In the light of his later opposition to avarice, it is interesting to learn that he kept no money—though perfectly entitled to do so—but got advances for whatever he needed from the bursar.26 He was exact in keeping the seminary rule, careful also to observe certain small practices of devotion in honour of Our Lady.27 He later professed to be very grateful for monitions and corrections received at Saint-Irénée from superiors and fellow-seminarians.28 He was undoubtedly very strict—too strict—with himself. He was dispensed from observing the rules of abstinence from meat, but did so all the same; and since he was seated at a table where meat was served to those allowed to eat it on days of abstinence (not only Fridays, but also every day throughout Lent, vigils of certain feasts and other penitential days), he simply went without, claiming that it did him no harm. He observed the strict Lenten fast, though not obliged to. All this, he later admitted, had been quite imprudent. He also attributed to it a hernia, which obliged him to wear a bandage for twenty-five years.29


During his time at Saint-Irénée Colin followed the advice of M. de la Croix d’Azolette—who had been a medical student before studying for the priesthood—to take snuff as a remedy for his poor eyesight. We are not surprised that snuff did nothing to improve his vision; not surprised either to learn that he became addicted to nicotine. He himself was to admit his vain attempts at Cerdon to cure himself of the habit, resorting to the typical addict’s device of putting the tobacco jar in an inaccessible place, only in the end to bring it out again.30 He advised anybody who did not have ‘this importunate and disgusting habit’ and could do without it, not to take it up.


Jean-Claude still suffered much from scruples.31 It was during his first year at Saint-Irénée that he discovered a book that, he believed, did him much good and brought great peace of mind. This was Giuseppe Ignazio Franchi’s Treatise on the Love of Self-Contempt, which he read, reread and summarised carrying the summary around with him.32 Franchi (1712–1778) was an Oratorian and recalls at the outset of his Treatise that when his spiritual father Philip Neri wanted to know someone’s interior spirit, it was enough for him to see if he was humble; so he put that person’s humility to the test immediately by treating him with ‘contempt’. That word is strong; examples given suggest that it might be better understood as ‘disregard’. If he passed the test, Philip judged from this touchstone that he was filled with the spirit of God. Franchi also quotes Luke 9:23: ‘[Jesus] said to all: “If anyone wishes to follow me, let him renounce himself.”’ Consequently, he wanted his readers to be convinced that they deserve ‘contempt’; once this point was gained, they would be able to accept every slight and ill-treatment with peace of mind. The heart of the book is a training in the ‘love of self-contempt’—which does not mean a morbid self-denigration, but acceptance, without bitterness or resentment, that others do not treat one with esteem. Franchi has his readers perform the exercise of imagining that they are in the worst situations in which they could find themselves, yet convinced that, strictly speaking, they deserve no better. The ultimate motive for this ‘love of self-contempt’ is not just a sense of one’s unworthiness to be held in esteem. Rather, in being treated with contempt, one finds oneself in the same situation as Jesus in his life and especially in his Passion. How could a follower of Jesus expect to be better treated than his Master? The training seems to have worked with the young Colin, helping to free him of self-regard and scrupulosity and to achieve peace of mind.33


Jean-Claude does not seem to have shone at Saint-Irénée. Looking back around 1838 on the seminarian he had been, Colin believed he observed a certain contrast between appearance and reality: outwardly he was taken to be ‘slow’, whereas inwardly he ‘was seething’; indeed, he regarded his real character as endowed with ‘great vivacity, great activity’.34 Four years later, he saw the contrast rather between the sickly, shy young man and what he was to achieve in later life.35


Stirring events


As Jean-Claude and his companions were preparing for their ordination as subdeacons, the Allies were invading France from the east. On 15 January 1814, a little more than a week after conferring the Orders, Cardinal Fesch left Lyons. Before the end of March the Allies were in Lyons, then in Paris, and on 6 April Napoleon abdicated at Fontainebleau. In May the elder of the two brothers of the executed king entered Paris as Louis XVIII, and the Treaty of Paris assigned Napoleon, still with the title of emperor, to a dignified exile on the island of Elba off the coast of Tuscany. From September 1814 to June 1815 ambassadors of the European rulers, including the pope, met in the Congress of Vienna to reorganise post-revolutionary Europe.36


In the middle of their deliberations, on 1 March 1815, Napoleon slipped away from Elba, landed in France and made a rapid march to Paris, gathering an army as he went. Thus began the ‘Hundred Days’, which ended on 18 June with the battle of Waterloo and Napoleon’s second abdication on 22 June. This time he was relegated to the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic Ocean, the rock on which the captive eagle completed the Napoleonic legend. France, however, paid dearly for Napoleon’s last adventure, with loss of territory, a heavy indemnity and occupation by allied armies.


Five days after Waterloo, Jean-Claude Colin and his companions were ordained deacons by the bishop of Grenoble in the seminary chapel.37 They had not, of course, been living out of all contact with what was going on in the wider world. The military events and the political turmoil and change from 1813 to 1815 had a notable impact on Saint-Irénée.38 Despite offering dutiful obedience to Napoleon while he was in power, the seminarians, like most of the clergy, were royalists and rejoiced at the emperor’s downfall and the return of the ‘Most Christian King’; they were especially disaffected during the Hundred Days. Colin recalled that he shared these sentiments, though refraining from anti-Bonaparte or pro-Bourbon demonstrations.39 A special point of rebellion after Napoleon’s return was the order to recommence public prayers for the emperor. Colin later took the credit for having suggested—it was only a joke, he said—to the seminarian charged with intoning ‘Domine, salvum fac imperatorem—Lord, save the emperor’ to substitute ‘Domine, servum fac imperatorem—Lord, enslave the emperor.’40


The city of Lyons, on the other hand, was one of the most important centres of Bonapartist sympathy and loyalty in the country, and many citizens violently resented the attitudes of the seminarians and other clergy.41 France was in fact divided. Many had remained royalists at heart. More, perhaps, weary and resentful of Napoleon’s constant wars and of conscription, simply longed for peace, even if it meant the return of the Bourbons. Others, however, were committed to the gains of the Revolution and in particular to the institutions set in place by Bonaparte, most of which still exist in France today. After his return from Elba, a great number, especially Napoleon’s veterans, fell once again under the spell of the emperor, who had led France to glory.


The period beginning in 1814, both in France and elsewhere in Europe, is conventionally known as the Restoration. The term is, however, misleading, as it suggests that, at least in intention if not in fact, governments and other authorities (including religious) simply tried to bring things back to the way they had been before 1789. There were those in France who wished for that (called the ‘Ultras’), headed by the king’s brother, Charles-Philippe, count of Artois. Most, however, recognised that an older order had passed beyond recall. Moderate royalists accepted, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, the new social and political realities created by the Revolution and especially under Napoleon. So in France the legitimate king was restored, not as an absolute monarch as under the ancien régime, but as a constitutional ruler committed to abiding by the Charter that he had granted.


Louis XVIII should be credited with a genuine desire to unify the nation.42 Yet the ease with which the fallen emperor regained power revealed not only the surviving magic of Napoleon but also widespread discontent with the new government, whose mistakes had lost it popular support. Symbolic of its errors was the king’s refusal—despite the advice of Talleyrand and others—to adopt the tricolour of the Republic and the Empire. Louis’ second restoration after Waterloo was marred by a ‘White Terror’, which gave opponents of the Bourbons their own martyrs. On the other hand, the constitutional monarchy inaugurated by the Charter of 1814 gradually established itself and lasted until 1848.


In the Church, too, there was no going back to the old regime. The concordat of 1801, and so the restructuring of the French Church, were left in place. This period saw the reconstruction and adaptation of older institutions and also the creation of new ones. A key moment was the re-establishment of the Society of Jesus by Pius VII on 7 August 1814. After their suppression by the pope in 1773, the Jesuits had paradoxically retained institutional continuity only in non-Catholic countries, such as Orthodox Russia, which did not recognise papal jurisdiction. Many other religious orders had all but disappeared, having been suppressed and stripped of their property by temporal rulers. This was the case in revolutionary France and wherever France had ruled. It was also the case in some countries like Austria, where Catholic sovereigns ‘reformed’ the Church. The result was that in large parts of Europe religious life had practically ceased to exist.


At the same time as the Jesuits, other societies revived, notably the Sulpicians and the Vincentians. There were also new foundations in France, many of which had already begun unofficially: the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary (known as ‘Picpus Fathers’, founded by Pierre Coudrin in 1800); the Society of the Missions of France (Rauzan, 1815); the Oblates of Mary Immaculate (Mazenod, 1816); the Daughters of Mary Immaculate (known as ‘Marianist Sisters’, Chaminade, 1816). Later came the revival of older orders: Benedictines (Guéranger at Solesmes, 1836), Dominicans (Lacordaire, 1840).


An obvious recruiting ground for revived or new congregations was a seminary such as Saint-Irénée. The vicar general, Claude-Marie Bochard, alerted Cardinal Fesch to the danger of losing his best priests to ‘Sulpicians, Lazarists [Vincentians], Fathers of the Faith, etc.’43 The diocese would no doubt take defensive measures; but a further remedy was called for. He proposed to create ‘in the diocese itself an association for missions and good works, which would offer a home for good subjects who absolutely wanted to enter some congregation.’ On 12 October the archiepiscopal council decided to defend the diocese of Lyons against the encroachments of the congregations by forbidding any diocesan priest, under the penalty of ipso facto suspension, to go out of the diocese without permission, which would be granted ‘only after mature examination’.44 During the school year of 1814–1815 Bochard circulated among the seminarians a manifesto with the heading ‘Pensée pieuse (Pious Thought)’ seeking recruits among the seminarians for his project of a Society of the Cross of Jesus (though it is not named in the paper).45


Bochard knew his men and how to touch their youthful generosity and aspirations. He also cleverly excluded potential competitors. He sketched the woeful state of religion in France. God surely meant to raise up those who would respond to the needs of the times, as he had done in every age since the Apostles, men like Ignatius at the time when Luther appeared on the scene, or Vincent de Paul after the Wars of Religion in France. So much for the past. What about the present age? Was no remedy for the human race kept in store for ‘our times, when it is so corrupt, so depraved, so lost?’ He addressed the individual seminarian (‘O my brother’). If the Lord chose him at this time to do his work, how would he respond? If the angel of God knocked at his door, he should follow the example of the ‘Queen of Saints’ and answer with humility and obedience. He would thus be joining forces with ‘so many fervent brothers whom zeal for God’s house is already devouring for this great work.’ Bochard sketched the ‘harvest’ that offered itself: preaching, retreats, missions, spiritual direction, seminaries, colleges, schools—enough to engage the zeal of every heart, every kind of spirit and talents. He raised the prospect of an ‘association’ of zealous priests to undertake all these works and contrasted it with religious orders, which were, he held, inappropriate to the needs of the times: ‘If, confined within the narrow circle of a common life, you aspire only to a ministry lacking in courage and energy’, then things will simply get worse. ‘If, on the other hand, the force of zeal makes you fly into the midst of great works … tackling everything, braving everything’, the situation can still be remedied. What would his readers choose? Would generations perish, or would they be saved? The writer acknowledged that those who engaged in these works would need to be ‘penetrated with a profound religious spirit’ and proposed the ‘august tradition of our elders’ for great and true models.


Bochard succeeded in stirring up the zeal of both students and professors at Saint-Irénée. He recruited a number of outstanding ecclesiastics to the Society of the Cross of Jesus, including a future cardinal, two future archbishops (de la Croix d’Azolette and Mioland, from the faculty), a bishop and two founders.


His manifesto sheds interesting light on the spiritual atmosphere of Saint-Irénée while Jean-Claude Colin was there. Bochard did not blame the Revolution for the sorry state of things—in fact he did not even mention it expressly—but rather a ‘century of impiety’. This does not mean that he had any sympathy with the Revolution; but for him both the evil and its remedy lay at a much deeper level than the political. He also included certain themes that will recur in other texts that are going to interest us: a comparison with the Society of Jesus; the needs of the present times, which are very evil and require a new type of religious body to meet them; Mary as a model of response to those needs. The apostolic works that would be most efficacious were various forms of preaching and education. Finally, although he did not say so explicitly in his manifesto, it seems that Bochard saw the perversity of the age as a sign of the end times.46


Into this religious ferment came a new seminarian, who was to have a decisive effect on the life of Colin and many others, Jean-Claude Courveille.47


Jean-Claude Courveille: The project of the Society of Mary


Courveille’s birthplace at Usson-en-Forez was at the time (1787) in the diocese of Le Puy.48 At All Saints 1812 he entered the diocesan seminary, where he began his study of philosophy and, in the following year, of theology. Under the new arrangement in force since 1801, Le Puy was part of the diocese of Saint-Flour; Usson, however, now belonged to the diocese of Lyons. So when in the spring of 1814 the diocese of Saint-Flour applied to Lyons for dimissory letters relating to his tonsure, the authorities of Lyons claimed Courveille as their own subject. Thus it was that at All Saints 1814 he entered the major seminary of Saint-Irénée. He came from Le Puy with a project.49


One Wednesday during the school year 1814–1815 Étienne Déclas was cutting Courveille’s hair at the seminary’s holiday house, just outside the city, where the seminarians used to go on their days off.50 They had been reading in the refectory the Life of Saint Francis Régis (1597–1640), the great Jesuit missionary who re-evangelised the country regions of south-central France, including that of Le Puy. Courveille confided to Déclas that when he became a priest he would imitate St Francis Régis and go through the countryside to the aid of the poor people, who often had more need of visiting priests than those in cities and big towns. The latter had priests to choose from, whereas the former had only one priest and were exposed to the risk of making bad confessions.51 ‘We would go on foot, simply, eating the same food as the peasants. We would live on the milk and bread of the country folk. We would instruct them, and those people would thus have the advantage of going to confession to priests who were not their pastors.’ The tone of this brief quotation gives an idea of Courveille’s idealistic enthusiasm, which was evidently infectious. He asked Déclas if he wanted to do likewise, and Déclas replied: Yes.


Nothing more was said for the moment, but from time to time during the rest of the year at the seminary Courveille would say to Déclas: ‘We will do like Saint Francis Régis’, and that was all. Then, just before everyone left for the vacation, Courveille took him aside and said: ‘You know, what we were talking about during the year, that’s serious. There’s going to be an order that will do more or less the same as that of the Jesuits. Only, those who will be its members will be called Marists, instead of calling themselves Jesuits.’ The two seminarians promised to write to one another during the vacation, ‘and we kept our word’.


After the vacation, at the beginning of the school year 1815–1816, Courveille and Déclas began to recruit among their fellow-seminarians. Courveille spoke to Marcellin Champagnat, to his own roommate Jean-Pierre-Philippe Perrault-Mainand, to Jean-Baptiste Seyve and others. Déclas spoke to Étienne Terraillon, saying later, ‘Without me, he would not be a Marist’,52 and to Thomas-Augustin Jacob. Terraillon remembered what Déclas said to him: ‘He began with the words that had been addressed to Mr Courveil [sic]: “Everywhere that Jesus has altars, Mary too has her little altar alongside. Jesus has his Society, Mary should have hers too.”’ He also remembered being ‘amazed’ by these words and ‘left quite dumbfounded’.53 In the end they had about fifteen or sixteen who were at least interested in the project.


The seminary registers give the occupation of the seminarians’ parents. Courveille’s are described as lace-merchants; those of Champagnat, Déclas and Seyve are, like the Colins, ‘cultivateurs propriétaires’, that is farmers who worked their own land, whereas Terraillon’s are described as ‘cultivateurs fermiers’, or tenant farmers. Perrault-Mainand’s father was a carpenter; Jacob’s was a merchant draper. Elsewhere, Champagnat’s father is described as a ‘merchant’ and Déclas’ as a weaver—again, like the Colins. So we get the picture of young men issuing from a rural middle class of farmers and artisans, who marketed their own products and were relatively prosperous and upwardly mobile both economically and socially. The social origins of the founding group of Marists show the possibilities now open to classes who, under the ancien régime, might have expected to be led by their betters. With few exceptions, founders of religious orders from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries had come from the minor nobility: Ignatius of Loyola, Camillus de Lellis, Francis de Sales, Pierre de Bérulle, Alphonsus de Liguori, to name but a few.54 Now the ‘third estate’ was coming into its own, in the Church as elsewhere. In this respect also, the Society of Mary was a child of the Revolution.


It is not clear who recruited Jean-Claude Colin. He himself did not say, and others’ memories are confused on the point. Déclas wrote that it was Courveille, which Courveille himself also claimed.55 According, however, to Terraillon, Déclas spoke to Colin about the same time as he spoke to himself.56 The same late source that we have already used gives the precise and vivid detail that he left a meeting of the group during recreation to go in search of ‘Colin junior’, as he was called.57 So perhaps it was Déclas, who had not remembered clearly when he was writing in 1844. In any case, what is more important is Colin’s reaction to Courveille’s idea. What he heard worked strongly on his imagination. According to Terraillon, he too was ‘amazed’ and ‘quite dumbfounded’.58 He does not seem, however, to have been attracted by the person of Courveille. Much later, he stated: ‘In 1815 and 1816, I attached myself to the idea of the Society, but not at all to M. Courveil.’59 There appears to have been no warmth at any time in the relations between the two Jean-Claudes.


We have seen that Colin began his seminary training and progressed as far as major orders though fearing the obligations of the priesthood and uncertain of his suitability to the life of a diocesan priest. Later he put it this way: ‘I don’t have enough virtue to be a secular priest. I have great esteem for those who have enough strength to be in this state. As for me, I know my own weakness.’60 In these circumstances, he might have been attracted to Bochard’s association or even to one of the religious societies that were being revived at the time. In fact, he later recalled that he had been invited to join this or that project, but nothing seemed to suit him. ‘But as soon as the Abbé Courveille revealed the project of a Society of Mary, I said to myself: “There’s something that suits you!” and I joined them.’61 Colin confided to the future Saint Pierre-Julien Eymard that the thought of the Society of Mary ‘encouraged’ him to be a priest. Since he was already a deacon when he heard about the Society, he cannot mean that it was only when he heard about the Society that he decided to proceed to ordination; but rather that it gave a sense to the priesthood that lay ahead of him.62


Jean-Claude Colin, we have seen, already had his own ‘idea’ of a society, which so far remained with him alone. He must have recognised sufficient similarity between it and the Society of Mary to which Jean-Claude Courveille was recruiting. In any case, he decided that the best way of realising his own project was to join forces with Courveille. As he was later to say, with remarkable insight into his own character: ‘Never would I have had the courage to noise this idea abroad. And later, when the thing was known, I was able to get involved in it, without having the appearance of being its creator.’63 At the same time, his adherence to the Society of Mary did not represent for him the abandonment of his own project but its federation with Courveille’s.


From an early point the little group needed and wanted to meet. But that meant getting some sort of authorisation from a ‘superior’. The name most frequently associated with the aspiring Marists is that of Jean Cholleton, who is often referred to in the sources as ‘director of the seminary’, though he did not become that until 1817; at the time of which we speak he was simply the professor of moral theology. He was also the personal spiritual director of many seminarians, including Jean-Claude Courveille as well as Jean-Claude Colin. After arriving at Saint-Irénée, Courveille spoke to him about the idea of the Society of Mary. Cholleton, who was favourably impressed by Courveille, gave his approval.64 It was only natural, therefore, that the group—no doubt in fact Courveille—turned to Cholleton and informed him of its existence and their desire to meet. Cholleton began by saying a Mass asking for divine guidance about the question. Thenceforth, they began to meet ‘with his permission and under his protection’.65


Another who took an interest in the nascent group was Vicar General Bochard. It seems that Courveille had already had dealings with Bochard at the time of his transfer to Saint-Irénée. So, on his arrival in Lyons, the seminarian went to pay his respects to the vicar general. The latter asked him why the authorities of Le Puy had been so determined to keep him in their diocese. Courveille replied ‘naively’ that it was because of ‘the work of the Blessed Virgin that he had in mind and was hoping to establish at le Puy’. Bochard then said: ‘My friend, you will find in me just as good a father as [you had] at Le Puy, and you will do here what you were wanting to do at Le Puy.’66 Bochard continued to speak with Courveille about his project and in particular about the choice of members, going so far as to tell him: ‘No, don’t take this one or that. They are troublemakers.’67 The vicar general’s protection of the group was not, however, purely disinterested: he was hoping to divert them to his own project of diocesan missionaries.68 According to Terraillon, Bochard even ‘proposed to merge them into his Society’.69


It is inconceivable that the superior of the seminary, Philibert Gardette, knew nothing of what was afoot. He could have observed for himself the comings and goings, or might have been informed by a zealous seminarian (himself, perhaps, a little put out by not being invited to join). But in any case, Cholleton would have made sure that his patronage of the group had the backing of the superior. That, perhaps, is the sense of the tradition that Gardette was opposed to the meetings.70 This cannot mean that they met in defiance of him; rather, he did not authorise the formal constitution of the group and official recognition of their meetings, but did not forbid informal meetings under the supervision of Cholleton.71 Yet when in July 1816 Déclas asked Gardette’s permission to sign the pledge to establish the Society of Mary, the superior was clearly surprised to learn that the group was about to make a formal commitment. He asked: ‘But what authority . . . ?’, and Déclas replied: ‘Father Superior, the authority is at the head of it.’ Gardette took ten turns around his room before saying: ‘Yes’, adding, by way of general encouragement, that he ‘would be happy to be part of it some day.’72 At the same time, however, he showed that he knew very well who was the ‘authority’ invoked by Déclas and guessed his motives. His final word before Déclas left the room was: ‘You won’t get anywhere, because the missionaries of the diocese of Lyons [Bochard’s nascent Society of the Cross of Jesus] will be opposed to your plans.’73


At the seminary itself, the group met secretly in Cholleton’s room, Number 34 on the third floor. At the country house, they met in Cholleton’s room there, or else, weather permitting, in the garden, among the trees. The tradition of the place continued to associate the groves of trees, and in particular a mulberry tree capable of sheltering about a hundred persons, not only with the beginnings of the Marist project but with many other ardent reflections and discussions of seminarians.74


Courveille remembered that they spoke as often as they could about the Society of Mary.75 Terraillon too recalled the early meetings of the first recruits.76 They would ‘fire one another with enthusiasm’ about how lucky they were to dedicate themselves to the ‘success of such a fine work’. Two themes recurred in their discussions: their happiness to be the ‘first children of Mary’, and the ‘great need of the peoples’. The group would no doubt have discussed the ways in which, as Mary’s sons, they proposed to meet that need. Very likely, they also talked about the structure that the Society of Mary would have. Now and again, Courveille would speak to them, most often about the ‘need to imitate Mary, above all in her indescribable humility’. They resolved from the start not to advertise their project, but to give serious thought to the best means to adopt in order to bring it to a successful outcome. So each one reflected on who might be asked to join; but before speaking to them, the whole group discussed their suitability.


Jean-Claude Colin was not the only recruit who came to the Society of Mary with his own project. Another was Marcellin Champagnat. He, it appears, had already given thought to establishing a group of teaching brothers for catechising and instructing children of the country districts, such as he himself had been, and of whose religious and educational needs he was personally so well aware.77 Similar groups were appearing elsewhere in France. Like Colin, he had so far done nothing about his project; unlike Colin, he spoke openly of it in the group and insisted that teaching brothers should form part of the Society of Mary.78 Colin always maintained that the idea of the teaching brothers was Champagnat’s and his alone.79 In Champagnat’s own eyes, the group formally entrusted the formation of a branch of brothers to him, as he himself was to declare in 1837.80 Each expresses a somewhat different point of view; but there is, of course, no contradiction between them. Early narratives bring them together. According to the historical notes on the origins drawn up in 1852 by Denis Maîtrepierre, Champagnat’s response to the invitation to join the Society was to say: ‘I have always felt in myself an attraction for an establishment of brothers; I willingly join you and, if you see fit, I will be responsible for this part’. Maîtrepierre added immediately: ‘And he was given this responsibility’.81 According to Champagnat’s first biographer among the Little Brothers of Mary, he often told the group at Saint-Irénée: ‘We must have brothers, we must have brothers, to teach the Catechism, to help the Missionaries, to run Schools for children’ (italics in the source). They replied: ‘Well then, you take responsibility for the brothers since you have had the idea.’82 According to this account, the group admitted the validity of Champagnat’s idea but did not at first attach much importance to it, as it had not formed part of the original project. Champagnat himself attached far more importance both to the idea of teaching brothers and to the perhaps reluctant concession of his comrades, in which he chose to see a formal mandate. Fundamentally, however, he did not disagree concerning the relationship of the brothers to the rest of the Society: as he later wrote in a letter to his old theology professor Simon Cattet, now vicar general of Lyons: ‘the society of brothers’ could not really be regarded as constituting the ‘work of Mary’, but was ‘only as it were a branch posterior to the Society itself’.83


The introduction of the brothers’ branch represented a significant new departure. So far in our sources, the historical model for the Society of Mary has been the Society of Jesus. On the other hand, the model for a company of teaching brothers was not, of course, the Jesuits but the Brothers of the Christian Schools founded in France by Saint Jean-Baptiste de La Salle (1651–1719).84


There are other indications that the Jesuit model was not the only one for the Marists. By the 1830s the Society of Mary was representing itself and being described in official documents as consisting of several branches—male and female religious and lay tertiaries—united under a common superior general. This complex composition was not, however, simply the result of piecemeal historical developments. Rather, as we shall see, it was said to be a feature of the original project, though its component parts were variously enumerated. This scheme recalls the great medieval orders, such as the Franciscans and the Dominicans, which brought together friars, engaged in apostolic activities, contemplative sisters and dedicated laypeople. That all gives a plan for an institute whose overall shape was modelled on the ‘great orders’, but whose branch of priests was modelled on the Jesuits, while the branch of teaching brothers was to be modelled on the Christian Brothers of La Salle. What would be the particular model for an eventual branch of sisters or for a lay confraternity or third order? Such complexity was to prove unacceptable to Rome.


To speak of ‘branches’ does not necessarily entail being aware of the image of a tree. In Colin’s own mind, however, this image was vivid and effective. In 1838 he said at table: ‘“The Society was presented to someone” (words said with embarrassment, reserve and mystery) “under the emblem of a trunk with three branches . . . primo in lucem prodibit sub nomine regis Christianissimi” (these words were said to him)’.85 Here the emblem is linked with the prediction, quoted in Latin, that the Society would ‘first emerge into the light of day under the name of the Most Christian King’. Colin often came back to the image of the tree with three branches. In fact, such mysterious sayings, expressed with embarrassment, were typical of the way he would refer to the origins of the Society.86 Was Colin the one to whom the Society was presented under this emblem and to whom these prophetic words were spoken? If so, it is strange that his director Cholleton had never heard of the image of the three-branched tree until he joined the Society in 1841.87 Courveille at any rate declared that, in his own spiritual experience at Le Puy, there was no question of a tree with three branches.88


The origins of the Society of Mary, we are beginning to see, were accompanied by ‘revelations and prophecies’. It is time to ask the question, deliberately delayed until now, of the source of Courveille’s inspiration. The earliest account we have is that given by Pierre Colin in a letter of 9 October 1819 to Bishop Bigex of Pignerol (Pinerolo).89 In his narrative for the bishop of the origins of the Society of Mary Pierre Colin wrote:




About twelve years ago a young man, at the present time thirty-four or thirty-five years of age and a priest for three years, after a particular grace at Notre-Dame du Puy in Velay, felt himself led to establish a society of religious under the name of Society of Mary.90 Fearful of being deceived, he was silent about this for two years. However, interiorly, he was always urged in a very lively fashion to labour for this work, so he felt he must speak to his confessor and to a number of other wise and learned people. [Then follow the events at Saint-Irénée.]





Since Pierre Colin was not even at Saint-Irénée with Courveille, let alone a member of the group, he must have had this information from his brother Jean-Claude. Courveille is not named, but, despite the vagueness of the dates given, he is obviously intended. The account tallies very closely with that given by other early companions. Thus Terraillon wrote somewhere between 1840 and 1842:91




The first idea of the Society of Mary is due to Our Lady of Le Puy. Mr Courveil was attacked by a grave illness. What does he do to obtain a cure? As he had full confidence in Mary, he addresses this good Mother. To ensure more effectively her powerful protection, he makes a vow to Our Lady of Le Puy. So he goes eagerly on this famous pilgrimage, fulfils his vow, and his problem disappears. From then on his gratitude knows no bounds. He investigates what he could do to prove it to such a good Mother. On reflection he says to himself: ‘Everywhere that Jesus has altars, Mary normally has her little altar alongside.’ Filled with this felicitous idea, he thinks seriously about its realisation. [Then follows the narrative of events at Saint-Irénée.]





This account reflects what Terraillon must have heard from Courveille, directly or indirectly. Courveille’s cure, not mentioned by Pierre Colin, was considered remarkable and occurred through the intercession of Our Lady of Le Puy; but it was not claimed as a ‘miracle’. The idea that Mary should have a society of her own was presented as the fruit of Courveille’s own reflection, even though Terraillon began by saying that it was ‘due to Our Lady of Le Puy’. As we have seen, the image of the two altars, as suggesting a Society of Mary parallel to the Society of Jesus, had struck Terraillon when he heard it from Déclas, who himself had it from Courveille.


Déclas’ narratives are much less detailed; but they include elements that do not appear in Terraillon’s. Both his first, oral, account of 1842 and his second, written, account of 1844 stated without ambiguity that Courveille was ‘the first to whom the idea of the Society of Mary was given’.92 Although he made no mention of any revelation, Déclas presented this ‘idea’ as something more than the natural result of reflection: Courveille at first regarded it as an ‘illusion of the demon’ and tried in vain to turn his mind away from it. He even went so far as to hear six Masses in one day in order to be rid of it. He needed the reassurance of his directors in order to accept that it came from ‘on high’. Déclas here agrees with Pierre Colin: both imply the supernatural origin of Courveille’s inspiration; both underline his hesitations in accepting it. Déclas, it appears, knew more than he told in the 1840s. The late source that we have used before contains the following brief narrative:




In 1812 Courveille, after his miraculous cure and consecration to the Most Holy Virgin at the feet of Our Lady of Le Puy, heard, as he told Fr Déclat [sic], those serious words concerning the foundation of the Society of Mary.93





The name ‘Society of Mary’ was ‘in the air’ at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries. In 1817, in Bordeaux, Guillaume-Joseph Chaminade, who knew nothing of what was afoot in Lyons, also founded a Society of Mary. Already, in 1792, during the period when the Society of Jesus was suppressed, Bernard Dariès gave this name to a new project, which circulated among French exiles in Spain. Consequently, by the 1850s, there were rumours that Courveille’s idea of a Society of Mary parallel to the Society of Jesus was derived from a pre-existing ‘plan’ often attributed vaguely to ‘a Jesuit’ or ‘a Spaniard’. The Marist Gabriel-Claude Mayet wrote to Courveille—since 1836 a monk of Solesmes—asking him about the origins. On 18 July 1851 Courveille replied unambiguously:




The first inspiration of the Society of Mary or of the Marists was given in the cathedral of Le Puy, at the foot of the large altar where there is the miraculous statue of the divine Mary, on 15 August 1812, and it was repeated several times until 1814. There is no question in that of a Spaniard.94





Mayet’s further questioning elicited a fuller account in February 1852, which we summarise and quote as follows.95


At the age of ten Jean-Claude Courveille caught smallpox, which left him almost blind, a condition that the doctors pronounced incurable.96 This made it impossible for him to pursue his desire of becoming a priest. In 1809 he went on pilgrimage to Our Lady of Le Puy (which was about 50 km by road from his home) and rubbed his eyes with oil from one of the lamps that burned in front of her statue.97 Immediately he could see perfectly even the smallest objects in the cathedral and since then had no further trouble with his eyesight.98 In 1810, before the same miraculous statue, he promised the Blessed Virgin to ‘devote himself entirely to her, to do all that she wanted for the glory of Our Lord, for his honour to Her, for the salvation of souls.’ All his thought was to become a priest so that he could fulfil this threefold vow through his priestly zeal.


In 1812, renewing the same promise to Mary at the foot of the same altar, ‘he heard, not with the ears of the body, but with those of the heart, interiorly but very distinctly’99 the following words:




Behold . . . what I desire. I have always imitated my divine Son in everything and followed him right to Calvary, standing at the foot of the cross when he was giving his life for the salvation of men. Now that I am in glory with him, I imitate him in all that he does on earth for his Church, of which I am the protector and like a mighty army for the defence and the salvation of souls. In the time of a frightful heresy, which was on the way to overthrowing the whole of Europe, he raised up his servant Ignatius to form a society that bore his name in calling itself the Society of Jesus and those who composed it Jesuits, in order to fight against the hell that was breaking out against the Church and my divine Son. So I want, and it is the will of my adorable Son, that in these last times of impiety and unbelief, there be also a society that is consecrated to me, which bears my name and is called the Society of Mary and that those who compose it be called also Marists, to fight against hell . . .100





Courveille was recalling an experience that had occurred to him forty years previously. This experience had been powerful and unforgettable. On the other hand, we should not be surprised if what he wrote for Mayet has been in part composed rather than simply remembered. Just as his reading of Saint Teresa on ‘locutions’ supplied him with apt expressions to describe the experience, something similar may also be true of its content and structure. In it we find the parallel between the Society of Jesus and the Society of Mary that had struck Déclas and Terraillon. As they told it, however, the parallel was symbolised by the two altars, to Jesus and to Mary, side by side.101 The parallel in what Courveille wrote in 1852 recalls Bochard’s ‘Pious Thought’, with its reference to Saint Ignatius and the Jesuits at the time of the Reformation, and its conviction that, in a new situation just as dramatic for the Church, God would raise up a new society. Courveille introduced a further note. Behind the parallels between the two societies was Mary’s ‘constant imitation’ of Jesus in everything. Mary was with Jesus on Calvary, as he gave his life for the human race; she is with him now in glory, imitating everything he does on earth for his Church. So of course, as well as the Society of Jesus, there would be a Society of Mary, whose providential hour was ‘these last times of impiety and unbelief’.


There is no trace in Pierre Colin, Terraillon or Déclas of this eschatological note that is present, though not prominent, in Courveille’s account of the ‘locution’. That same note occurs also in a document of 1824 referring to an association that Courveille wanted to form into a Marist third order: the writer is commending the work, which he believes to be the work of God ‘in the last age(s) of the church’: eschatology was therefore part of Courveille’s own thought, even if it did not impinge so much on all his followers.102


Common to all these accounts and therefore constituting, as it were, their kernel, is the conviction that the Virgin Mary was inspiring Courveille and his companions to found a new Society bearing her name. Other elements—a parallel with the Society of Jesus, a work entrusted to them by Mary, a special mission to the age in which they were living—either belonged to this central conviction from the beginning or were easily inferred from it. All, however, needed further definition or development; there was room here for considerable variation.


At the end of 1837—so more than twenty years after Colin left Saint-Irénée—Mayet records that he quoted the following words:




The Blessed Virgin said: ‘I was the support of the Church at its birth (l’Église naissante); I will be also at the end of time (à la fin des temps); my bosom will be open to all who want to enter.





The memoirist adds: ‘On 26 October 1844 he repeated these words to us and said: About thirty years ago that was said to a priest.’103 On 25 September 1844 Mayet made a remark to Colin, which elicited the following response: ‘Ah yes, he answered me, I was the support of the Church at its birth; I will be also at the end of time . . . (italics and ellipsis points in the source). These words presided over the first beginnings of the Society.’ Mayet adds: ‘He repeated these same words to us on 2 December 1847 at Puylata, and said: About 36 years ago.’104


We notice the fixed form of the words Colin attributed to the Virgin Mary and repeated a number of times at intervals of several years. The more precise dating given in this last quotation would indicate about 1811. So, can it be related to the revelation of 1812 at Le Puy as it was recalled by Courveille in 1852?


At first sight, there is rather little in common between the two. In both cases, Mary speaks in the first person, ‘I’. In both she describes herself as the helper (‘protector’, ‘support’) of the Church. In both there is a comparison of a past act of Mary and of another act in the last times or at the end of time. In the locution of Le Puy, however, it is ‘these times’ that are identified as the ‘last’; whereas in the saying repeated by Colin, the intervention of Mary at the end of time lies in the future: ‘I will be . . .’ In the latter formula there is no reference, even implicit, to the Society of Jesus—or even to the Society of Mary! Finally, the moment in the past to which Mary refers is neither Calvary nor the Reformation, but the ‘Church at its birth’, which does not appear in the locution of Le Puy.


On the other hand, a number of these missing elements are present in other contexts where Colin quotes those words attributed to Mary. So, around 1839, he told Mayet: ‘We are the younger brothers of the Jesuits.’ In fact, the Jesuits were regarding the Marists favourably, and Colin thought this had something to do with revelations concerning the Marists that the Jesuits had been told about in the course of their work as spiritual directors. Colin ‘then repeated to me what he had told us of this revelation where Mary said: I was the support of the Church at its birth; I will be also at the end of time.’105 We get a much clearer echo of the relationship between the two societies according to the locution of Le Puy in the following words of Colin recorded by Mayet in January 1849:106




Fifteen centuries after the preaching of the gospel we suddenly see the appearance of a body of apostolic men. The name of Jesus was reserved for them, and also they imitate him . . . In its turn, nineteen centuries after the establishment of the Church, comes a little society. The name of Mary has been, as it were, held in reserve for it and given by God. The Blessed Virgin said to him107: ‘I was the support of the Church at its birth; I will be also at the end of time.’





The saying quoted by Colin is clearly related to the Society in other contexts. So in 1848, he said that ‘these words . . . were, right at the beginnings of the Society, what gave us a base and encouragement’.108 On another occasion he expressed his belief that the Society was called to do great things in God’s Church and added: ‘Mary was the protector of the Church in its cradle, she has to be in a special way at the end of time’—here the wording is a little different and Mary is ‘protector’ of the Church, as in Courveille’s report of the locution of Le Puy.109 At other times, Colin made an even clearer link between the Marian saying and the Society of Mary. So, in 1863, Colin repeated it, with slightly different wording (‘in the first times’), to Fr David, who asked if he had any particular reason for believing that Mary would be the support of the Church ‘at the end’. Colin replied: ‘Mary herself revealed it, speaking of the future of our little Society.’110 He told the General Chapter of 1866 that he was sure the Society of Mary was destined to ‘fight until the end of time. Mary was the support of the Church at its birth; she will be also at the end, and she will be through you’.111 He told the Chapter of 1872 that God seemed to have prepared Mary to be specially the support of the Church in its last combats. He added, using martial imagery that is not dissimilar to Mary’s description of herself at Le Puy as a ‘mighty army for the defence and the salvation of souls’:




I have always had this feeling in the bottom of my soul since the origin of our Society, that it was destined to struggle against the Antichrist under the standards of her who crushed the head of the infernal dragon.112





It does seem, therefore, that the words so often repeated by Colin were intended to convey what Courveille told the group at Saint-Irénée about the revelation he had received at Le Puy.113 Colin had reduced a longer and more diffuse utterance into one that is simple, pointed, and memorable. In other words, he had shaped it into a ‘saying’, a unit of tradition.


One important element is still, however, unexplained, and that is the role of Mary in the Church at its birth. It is very difficult to relate this to anything in Courveille’s account of the locution of 1812—unless we suppose that Colin understood that Calvary, at which Mary was present, was the birthplace of the Church. That the Church was born on Calvary is in fact an idea found among certain Fathers of the Church;114 and Colin could have known it. But nowhere does he refer explicitly to this notion. On the other hand, as we shall see in later chapters, the role of Mary in the Church after the Ascension of Christ became a major source of inspiration for Colin in contemplating the Society of Mary.


The act of commitment


The school year 1815–1816 was wearing on towards its close. This brought before a number of the aspiring Marists not only the goal of priestly ordination, but also the prospect of dispersal as each went to his first pastoral appointment. They encouraged one another with the thought that they would eventually reunite and establish the Society of Mary at Le Puy, where the first idea of the Society had been given and where they expected to be well received.115


The group also decided to draw up an act of commitment, which they would sign, promising to ‘pursue this work with all one’s power’.116 Not all those who had hitherto belonged to the group signed the document. According to Déclas, three dropped out at this point; he himself, as we have seen, sought permission of the superior Gardette before signing. Unfortunately, there is no record of the names of the signatories. They were twelve in all and included, of course, Courveille himself and his earliest recruits, Déclas, Terraillon, Champagnat and Jean-Claude Colin.117 Colin also recalled that the number of signatories was twelve.118 Even if it was in fact fortuitous that this was the final number, it probably did not escape his notice that it was the number of the apostles: he was to draw attention in the future to the similarities between the beginnings of the Society and the beginnings of the Church.119


Four copies exist of this pledge. They are all written in the hand of Pierre Colin and bear neither date nor signatures.120 The act is couched in the first person plural, ‘We’. Its authors formally identify themselves as ‘We the undersigned’—which would indicate that our text is a document to be signed rather than read out (when one would expect something like ‘We assembled here’). The fact that it is drawn up in Latin and the use of a number of formal and emphatic expressions testify to the desire of the aspiring Marists to invest it with the highest degree of solemnity of which they were capable. At the same time, the document betrays—even in its insistence that its authors are not acting ‘childishly or lightly’ but ‘seriously, having taken early advice’—that they are still young and liable to be suspected of rashness and imprudence. It is not, however, a vow or even, properly speaking, an act of consecration, but a declaration of intent.


In his letter of 1819 to Bishop Bigex, Pierre Colin includes the document, presented as containing ‘in abbreviated form the aim and the plan of the Society’, which the unnamed Courveille had communicated to the group. Does this imply the existence of an earlier document, drawn up presumably by Courveille himself, which put this plan in writing? Perhaps, but not necessarily.121 In any case, the document copied by Pierre Colin is the earliest written statement that we have of the intentions of the first Marists.


The act begins ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ and continues: Omnia ad majorem Dei gloriam et Mariae Genetricis Domini Jesu honorem—‘All for the greater glory of God and the honour of Mary the Mother of the Lord Jesus’.122 Its authors declared their ‘sincere intention and firm will of consecrating ourselves at the first opportunity to founding the most holy congregation of Mariists [sic]’.123 The use of the term ‘congregation’ implies that they have in mind something more than a simple association or a diocesan society. This perspective is confirmed when they promise fidelity to Christ ‘in the bosom of our most holy mother the Roman catholic church, cleaving with all our strength to its supreme head the Roman pontiff124 and to our most reverend bishop, the ordinary.’ Rather than simply an affirmation of papal primacy, this probably implied an intention to seek the approval of Rome for the ‘congregation of Mariists’, which was therefore to have a large sphere of operation. Their self-dedication was total and envisaged even martyrdom (cruciatibus). They were confident that ‘under the government of our most Christian king, which is friendly to peace and religion, this special125 institute will shortly come to light’. In the context of 1816, this expressed the hope that the Society would soon be established during the reign of the recently restored Louis XVIII, who was referred to by the title Most Christian King traditionally borne by the kings of France; the allusions to peace and religion make a pointed contrast with the latter years of Napoleon, marked by constant wars and by ill-treatment of the pope. As we have seen, however, there had been a prophecy that encouraged them to expect that the Society would ‘first emerge into the light of day under the name of the Most Christian King’; it was often mentioned or alluded to in the years to come.126 The young men did not specify any apostolic work or works to which they would devote themselves but promised that they would ‘spend ourselves and all we have in saving souls in every way under the very august name of the Virgin Mary and with her help’. They concluded with a clause suggested perhaps by Cholleton, that they left all to the better judgment of their Superiors.127


On Monday 22 July 1816, Feast of Saint Mary Magdalene, in the chapel at Saint-Irénée, Louis-Guillaume Dubourg, bishop of New Orleans, with dimissory letters issued in the name of Cardinal Fesch, now exiled in Rome, conferred priestly ordination on fifty two candidates, including Marcellin Champagnat, Jean-Claude Colin, Jean-Claude Courveille, Étienne Déclas and Étienne Terraillon.128 They had now arrived at the goal of many years of study and formation. For Colin it was the end of a road on which he had embarked with great diffidence and trepidation in 1804. His brother Pierre, a priest since 1810, was at Saint-Irénée for a few days before his ordination, but had already left on 20 July, a Saturday, to be back in his parish for the Sunday.129


The following day, Tuesday 23 July 1816, the group of Marist aspirants, newly ordained priests and seminarians still completing their studies, climbed the steps of the hill that dominates the city to Fourvière (Forum Vetus), the site of the Roman and pre-Roman Celtic town of Lugdunum. Here stood a little chapel that was an ancient shrine of Our Lady recently restored as a place of pilgrimage. Today it is overshadowed by the huge basilica built between 1872 and 1884. At the altar before the venerated statue of the Blessed Virgin, Courveille alone celebrated Mass—the other newly ordained were intending to celebrate their first Mass in their parishes. Terraillon, who had the best knowledge of ceremonies, assisted him. All received Holy Communion from Courveille. During the Mass the signed act of commitment was placed on the altar under the corporal, thus uniting it with the sacrifice of Christ.130 The ceremony of 23 July 1816 and the intention that it expressed found a place at the beginning of the Summarium Regularum Societatis Mariae of 1833 and has a similar place in the present Constitutions of the Society of Mary (Number 2).131
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