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To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive, and the true success is to labour. 

(From “El Dorado”, by Robert Stevenson) 
 

“Unless the Lord build the house, they labour in vain who build it.” 
 

(From Psalm 127, the expressing Hope in God, “Nisi Dominus”, a favourite prayer of 
Marcellin Champagnat) 
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furtherance of their apostolic works. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This story of Blessed Marcellin Champagnat and his relationship with the other 
Founders and pioneers of the Society of Mary falls into three divisions. In Part One 
(Chapters One to Four), the period from 1816 to 1829, the affairs of the main characters 
are related as the concerns of a group as well as the concerns of individuals. The 
reason for this is that, for some of that period, the four principals were living in close 
proximity and, to some extent at least, were working together on the Marist project. For 
example, for a number of years Jeanne Marie Chavoin was housekeeper in the 
presbytery of Pierre and Jean-Claude Colin at Cerdon, and Jean-Claude Courveille was 
under the same roof as Marcellin Champagnat at Notre Dame de l’Hermitage. 
 
In Part Two (Chapters Five to Eight) the story strands of the main characters are more 
separate, partly because their original closeness in location no longer obtained, partly 
because they commenced pursuing their respective apostolate without quite the same 
degree of group collaboration that existed previously. A more discernible pattern of 
dealing with the people and congregations then becomes evident in the Chapters of the 
book, the general plan of presentation following this order: 
 
1. Jeanne Marie Chavoin and the Marist Sisters. 
2. The Third Order of Mary. 
3. Françoise Perroton (at ten-year intervals). 
4. Jean-Claude Courveille. 
5. Jean-Claude Colin and the Society of Mary. 
6. Marcellin Champagnat and the congregation of Marist Brothers. 
7. Marcellin Champagnat’s relationship with Jean-Claude Colin and with the other 
branches of the Society of Mary. 
 
While following the general plan mentioned above, Part Three (Chapters Nine and Ten) 
summarises Society history from 1845 to 1875 (the death of Father Colin) and attempts 
an assessment of the main characters. 
 
Another way of viewing the three Parts of the book is to regard Part One as ending with 
the separation of the leaders, Part Two as ending with the separation of the branches of 
the Society (1845), and Part Three as containing a brief historical survey to the death of 
Colin, and also an Epilogue. 
 
The story is arranged in time-slots. The purpose of this mode, a synoptic treatment of 
the principals of the Marist story, is to present history as it was lived, to show the 
development of the respective branches of the Society of Mars and to present the many 
instances of interaction among the characters. 
 
The ten Chapters are arranged not only in time-slots but also in sub-divisions of the title 
of the book -“Travelling in Hope”. These sub-divisions are reflections on the title of the 
book in regard to the fortunes of the members of the Society of Mary in the particular 
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time period under consideration. 
 
Readers will also note that time-slots are not absolutely adhered to. For example, 1832 
is dealt with at the end of one Chapter and at the beginning of the next. Again, it is 
sometimes necessary to complete a particular topic within the one Chapter even though 
some of the events stretch beyond the time limit of that particular Chapter. Occasionally, 
a brief Review of past events is given under one of the sub-headings. Such reviews 
occur in Chapters Two, Eight, and Ten. 
 
Maps, illustrations, and events of history are presented to the reader to assist in a 
deeper understanding of the characters and of the difficulties they faced, difficulties that 
were compounded by factors which are not always present to-day, for example, “the 
tyranny of distance”, opposition from clerical and government opponents, and “wars and 
rumours of war”. 
 
Since they form the topic of a previous book, the “domestic” affairs of Marcellin 
Champagnat and his congregation of Marist Brothers are not dealt with in depth. For the 
same reason, the development of the spiritual and human qualities of Blessed 
Champagnat is not examined. In essence, this work concerns Champagnat and his part 
in the emergence of the group of Marist congregations, a part which led Pope Benedict 
XV to refer to him as the “Co-Founder of the Society of Mary”. 
 
Although Jean-Claude Courveille departed from the Marist scene in 1832, and although 
Françoise Perroton cannot strictly be classified as a Foundress, it was considered 
appropriate to continue the story of Courveille, “the Lost Leader”, and to outline briefly 
the life of Mademoiselle Perroton. 
 
The Society of Mary, as envisioned by the young men of the Fourvière pledge, did not 
come to fruition. Officials at Rome rejected the multi-branched concept, permitting only 
the priests’ congregation to be regarded as the “Society of Mary”. Nevertheless, the four 
congregations and the Third Order which eventually emerged are close in family spirit 
and in spiritual paths. All groups are indebted to the Marist pioneers for their endeavours 
- the failed efforts to set up the greater Society and the successful efforts to give a spirit, 
a spirituality and a story to those who followed them. 
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PRELIMINARY NOTES 
 
1. Throughout the book names of people and places are written in their French form. 
Most titles, however, are given in English, e.g., Father (Fr), Brother (Br). 
 
2. Re Congregations, Institutes, Societies. In keeping with the documents of the period 
of history with which we are dealing, the word “congregation” is used in the sense of a 
single religious group, such as the Marist Brothers. Nowadays, of course, “institute” is 
the appropriate word for a single religious group, the word “congregation” being applied 
to those religious Orders of long standing, such as the Benedictines, where autonomy of 
individual monasteries exists, save for intervention, if need be, by an Abbot-General of 
the congregation. 
 
“Society” here has the sense of a number of groups closely connected in origin, spirit, 
and administration. 
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PART ONE 
 
CHAPTER ONE - 1816 
 
Burning with High Hope 
 
COURVEILLE - A FIRE WITHIN 
 
«Whenever an altar is raised to honour Jesus, Mary has her altar, too. Jesus has his 
Society; Mary also must have her Society.» It is Etienne Terraillon, one of the group of 
carefully chosen seminarians, who quotes these words and goes on to explain the 
striking effect of the gifted speaker and his moving discourses. Terraillon confesses that 
«this idea struck us all in a similar way, to such an extent that it left us somewhat 
stupefied1». Indeed, he who moved them so much, the man from Le Puy, was «like a 
prophet new inspired2».  And, certainly, he had reason to be so.  
 
Jean-Claude Courveille, recently transferred from the seminary of Le Puy to that of St 
Irénée, the major seminary of Lyon, had a strange tale to relate concerning his cure from 
near blindness, which, he claimed, occurred in the cathedral of Le Puy in 1809, five 
years before his coming to St. Irénée. Courveille attributed the recovery to Our Lady of 
Le Puy.  
 
Subsequent to his cure Courveille heard, «not with his bodily ears, but with those of his 
heart, interiorly, but very distinctly: “This is what I desire. I have always imitated my 
Divine Son in everything and followed Him to Calvary itself, standing at the foot of the 
Cross while He gave His [page 001] life for men’s salvation. Now that I am in glory with Him, I 
imitate what He did on earth for His Church, of which I am the protectress. Like an army 
in battle array I defend it and work for the salvation of souls. When a fearful heresy 
threatened to convulse the whole of Europe, my Son raised up His servant Ignatius to 
form a Society under His name, calling itself the Society of Jesus and its members 
Jesuits, to fight against all that hell unleashed against the Church of my Divine Son. So, 
in these last times of impiety and unbelief it is my wish that there be also a Society 
consecrated to me, which will bear my name, being called the Society of Mary. Its 
members will be known as Marists, and they, too, will battle against hell3”». 
 
Later on, after a period of anxiety and hesitancy, Courveille seemed to hear the words, 
«speak of it to your directors, disclose all to them, and you will see what they tell you 
about it4». Courveille followed the directive and duly received encouragement from 
spiritual directors. He was on the point of seeking recruits at the seminary of Le Puy 
when the unexpected intervened. 
 

                                                 
1  Terraillon, O.M. Vol. 11, Doc. 750, Lines 27-28. 
2 W. Shakespeare, Richard II, Act II, Sc. I, Line 31. 
3 Fr. Courveille’s account of Marist Origins, O.M. II, Doc. 718, Lines 22-38. 
4 Ibid., Lines 55-56. 
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In the readjustment of dioceses made early in Napoleon’s regime (1802), Courveille’s 
home town of Usson was transferred to the archdiocese of Lyon. When details of place 
of origin were looked into at the time of transfer to the major seminary, this fervent 
seminarian was obliged to complete his studies at St Irénée, where he arrived in 1814. 
Despite the new circumstances, Courveille was not slow in seeking recruits. 
 
Happy chance played its part in helping Courveille with his project. In the dining room of 
the major seminary the life of St Jean-François Regis was read. The purpose of this 
exercise was to stir the young priests-to-be to more fervour for their apostolic mission. 
Not only did it achieve success in this regard, but it also provided Courveille with a 
useful handle for advancing the Marist idea. For instance, it enabled him to broach the 
concept of the new Society to Etienne Déclas, the first seminarian to whom Courveille 
explained his project. To Déclas, the enthusiastic Courveille declared, «I have a plan in 
mind, so that, when I am a [page 002] priest, I shall do as St Jean-François Regis did, going 
through the country to help the poor people, who often have greater need of visiting 
priests than do people in the big towns or cities5.» 
 
We are told by Terraillon of the success of Courveille’s words. «The first to whom he 
communicated his plan was M. Déclas of Belmont. This proposal moved the seminarian 
and made a profound impression on him. From that time onward he became most 
enthusiastic about this project6.» Etienne Séon, too, speaks of the eloquence of 
Courveille. His words echo the description given by Terraillon. «Courveille started his 
studies quite late. Possessed of much zeal, he had a natural eloquence. Sometimes he 
gave the impression of being inspired.»7

 Courveille, then, the man who conjured up the 
dream of Mary’s Society in his fellow seminarians, was somewhat like the spell-binding 
poet spoken of by Coleridge: 
 

For he on honey dew has fed 
And drunk the milk of Paradise8. 

 
Courveille certainly possessed both the witchery of words and the confidence of 
conviction to win over the young men of the seminary most of whom were of hard-
headed peasant families. But there was more then youthful enthusiasm. Courveille and 
his fellow-seminarians were prudent enough to gain the approval of authority in the 
person of their Professor of Moral Theology Father Jean Cholleton, who later joined the 
ranks of the Society of Mary We read of the backing that Courveille received from this 
source. «M. Cholleton, who allowed him to receive Communion every day, encouraged 
him very much9.» Further encouragement came from one of the three Vicars General of 
the archdiocese of Lyon, a man who had designs on the project initiated by Courveille. 
That man’s name was Bochard.  
 

                                                 
5 Fr Detours, O.M. III, Doc. 872, Lines 5 1-54. 
6 Fr Terraillon, O.M. II, Doc. 750, Lines 1 7-20. 
7 Fr Séon, O.M. II, Doc. 625, Lines 15-17. 
8 S. T. Coleridge, Kubla Khan. 
9 Fr Déclas, O.M. II, Doc. 551, Lines 7-8. 



Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 16 

Claude-Marie Bochard, Vicar charged with the administration of seminaries, was the one 
who made the arrangements for the transfer of Courveille from Le Puy to Lyon. When 
the latter confided to him his mission of founding a Society in honour of Mary, Bochard 
took it as a [page 003]  sign from heaven that his own project of foundation should not only 
proceed, but should also absorb other projects, such as that of Courveille. 
 
In the early stages Bochard encouraged and helped Courveille in the careful selection of 
likely vocations. He confidently expected Courveille to throw in his lot with the Society of 
the Cross of Jesus, the group which Bochard was about to establish. The fact that 
Courveille was favoured by so important a cleric as an archdiocesan Vicar General gave 
confidence to the group Courveille was forming and enhanced the leadership claims of 
the man from Le Puy. 
 
Bochard had been taking measures to ensure a successful launching of his Society of 
the Cross of Jesus. First, he sounded out some significant clerics. Next, he influenced 
the archbishop’s council to make a move towards cutting off the outflow of clerical 
vocations to Paris and elsewhere. A decision was made by the council to the effect that 
no diocesan clergyman could leave the archdiocese without permission from the 
appropriate authority. The penalty for breaking this regulation was suspension of priestly 
faculties. As a third measure, Bochard circulated the brochure “Pious Thought” among 
the seminarians. Its aim was to attract the young priests-in-training to Bochard’s Society. 
 
FRANCE - SPIRITUAL STATE OF THE NATION 
 
“Pious Thought” provides some interesting revelations about the milieu of a France 
emerging from twenty-five years of revolutionary government and the dictatorial reign of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. The general view taken by clerics in regard to French society was 
anything but optimistic. For example, this extract from Bochard’s pamphlet refers to the 
eighteenth century: «An age of impiety when all flesh was corrupted and irreligion 
penetrated into every place and into almost all classes of society10...» “Pious Thought” 
was not exactly a booklet designed to bring joy to the soul. Father Jean-Marie de 
Lamennais, a Founder of this period, [page 004]  painted an even gloomier picture: «Society 
was nothing but a decomposing corpse, a vile and disgusting mass, silently devoured by 
the gnawing worms of egoism and greed11.» Such expressions of revulsion necessarily 
imply that there were people who were anxious to change French society. And that was 
certainly the situation. The fervour that led Frenchmen across Europe proclaiming the 
human dimensions of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” blazed anew in the post-Napoleonic 
era. But this zeal had a different purpose — to proclaim the Lord, and to arouse the 
spiritual dimensions of “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity” in the souls of men and women. 
Those plain, blunt men who gathered around the visionary Courveille in a time of great 
religious fervour were destined to fan the fire of spiritual love in hearts ready for the 
Lord. 

                                                 
10 Fr Claude-Marie Bochard, pamphlet Pious Thought, quoted in Les Nouvelles Congregations de Frères Enseignants en France 
de 1800 a 1830, p. 113. 
11 Writings of Vicar General J.M. de Lamennais, quoted in C. Poulet and S. Raemers, A History of the Catholic Church, B. Herder 
Book Co., St Louis Mo. and London, 1934. Vol. II, p. 391. 
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In 1815 France was longing for peace and reconciliation. The fratricidal struggles in 
Lyon and in the region of La Vendée, the attrition of the Russian campaign, the carnage 
of Waterloo — all these pleaded for a farewell to arms. More importantly, people were 
longing for interior peace. Marriages solemnised before papally-disowned priests (the 
“juring” clergy)12, and the acquisition of Church land through the Revolutionary settlement 
occasioned a sense of guilt in many souls. They wanted these matters regularised. For 
others, there was a genuine desire to worship in the way of their ancestors and in the 
company of their friends. Church gatherings had social, as well as religious meaning. 
 
The flame of spiritual conviction in the France of the Bourbon restoration was fed by the 
appearance of two books which produced significant effects on their many readers. In 
1802 François René de Chateaubriand published a famous work, “The Genius of 
Christianity”. «In it he showed that of all religions, Christianity is the most practical, the 
most human, the most favourable to freedom, arts, and letters.»13 His appeal was to the 
heart. A later book, the work of Father Félicité de Lamennais, appealed to the head. 
Published in 1817, the “Essay on Indifferentism in the Matter of Religion” «set out to 
prove logically that religion was necessary to every honest man».14 [page 005]  The cause of 
religion in France was furthered by the genuine sympathy of the French people for 
Popes Pius VI and Pius VII. The former died in a French prison at Valence during the 
Revolution; the latter was both humiliated and imprisoned by Emperor Napoleon. The 
charity of this same Pope in welcoming the relatives of Napoleon to safe exile in Rome 
was not lost on those who watched the papal scene. Moreover, some of the French 
would recall that the Emperor himself, although a persecutor of Pius VII, yet had words 
strongly in favour of religious education: «Man without God? I have seen that type of 
man at work since 1793. You do not govern that type; you shoot him. I have had enough 
of such men. No, no. To form the man that this country needs, I put myself with God.»15 
 
The first half of the Nineteenth century in France was destined to witness a religious 
revival that was as astonishing as the spreading of Revolutionary principles by French 
armies in the years after 1789. Vocations to the priesthood and to the religious life were 
extraordinarily numerous. The laity was no less wonderful in achieving durable works for 
God. The sense of Mission was strong —inland missions to bring solace to the country 
people, and foreign missions, where French zeal and determination triumphed over 
formidable barriers. Lyon was by no means the least among the centres of religious 
revival. The superb work of the lay woman Pauline Jaricot in her foundation, the Society 
for the Propagation of the Faith, was matched by that of the layman Frédéric Ozanam 
with his now world-wide organisation, the Society of St Vincent de Paul. The Church 
militant was on the march, both within the French realm and in the world beyond. 
 
MARISTS - MEN WITH A MISSION 

                                                 
12 “Juring” clergy, that is, those who swore allegiance to the State and accepted the arrangements of religious affairs by the 
Revolutionary government. 
13 Comments on François René de Chateaubriand, quoted in C. Poulet and S. Raemers (see above), Vol. 11, p. 394. 
14 Comments on René Félicité de Lamennais. Ibid. 
15 Napoléon Bonaparte, Emperor of the French, quoted in L’Enseignement Primaire en France de Ia Révolution a la Loi Guizot 
(1789-1833), Paris 1959, p. 236. 
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Is it any wonder, then, that Courveille’s ardour should affect others? They were 
predisposed to facing a brave, new world to win it for Christ. The zeal of Courveille and 
of his [page 006] first recruit, Déclas, soon won other followers. Before July 1816, the month of 
ordination, the number had risen to fifteen. The responsibilities associated with such a 
commitment, however, and the excitement of approaching ordination reduced this 
number to twelve by the time the Marist pledge was presented for the signatures of the 
fortunate few. 
 
And they did indeed consider themselves as privileged men, overjoyed to be in the 
service of Mary. In their meetings they encouraged one another, rejoicing «sometimes in 
the happiness of being the first children of Mary, at other times by considering the great 
need of people».16 They gave serious thought to the means that would have to be taken 
to realise their project, the Society of Mary. They felt secure in the support of Cholleton, 
who offered Mass for them and who made available for them his room in the country-
house owned by the seminary. It was there that they held discussions. When the 
weather was fine, however, they preferred to have their meetings in the groves of the 
park within the property. 
 
Their talks were serious, touching on topics such as admission to membership and the 
mode of maintaining their purpose after ordination, Jean-Claude Courveille presided at 
the meetings. He stressed the need of imitating the profound humility of Mary, often 
repeating, «Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name be glory.»17 In mysterious 
language Courveille spoke of his revelations and declared that the Society would 
flourish under the auspices of the most Christian King. The group also spoke of Marist 
eschatology — the events and struggles at the end of time and Mary’s part therein. We 
cannot be certain of all the topics discussed in their meetings, but from later accounts 
we may conjecture that there could have been talk of the future Society of Mary under 
the image of a tree with three branches, branches which would cover the whole world: 
priests, Sisters, Third Order. The young men were dreaming their dreams. «Jesus has 
His Society; it is therefore necessary that Mary have hers.»18 Courveille’s words, quoted 
here by Terraillon, no doubt led to [page 007] comparisons being made. What the Society of 
Jesus had been to the world of the sixteenth century, the Society of Mary would be to 
the France of the nineteenth century. The first Jesuits, seven in number, had climbed 
the hill of Martyrs (Montmartre) to a Parisian shrine in 1534. There, with Peter Favre as 
celebrant, they made their dedication. The twelve Marists (twelve being an “apostolic” 
number) made their plans to make a pilgrimage to Mary’s shrine on Fourvière, the hill of 
martyrs in Lyon. There, on the day following ordination, they would solemnly dedicate 
themselves to forming Mary’s Society at the altar of the “Black”.  
 
THE MARY MILIEU 
 
That the name of Mary should be attached to the proposed Society seemed perfectly 

                                                 
16 Fr. Terraillon, O.M. Vol. II, Doc. 750, Lines 48-49. 
17 Fr. Terraillon, O.M. Vol. II, Doc. 750, Lines 53-54. 
18 Fr. Terraillon, O.M. Vol. II, Doc. 750, Line 12. 
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natural. The twelve belonged to the archdiocese of Lyon, where Mary had been 
venerated almost from Apostolic times. St John, who had Christ’s commission to care for 
Mary (“Son, behold thy mother”19), had Polycarp as disciple. Polycarp it was who sent 
Pothin to be the first bishop of Lyon. After Pothin’s martyrdom, Irenaeus, a leading 
theologian, assumed the role of diocesan pastor. Now, the same Irenaeus was the first 
theologian of the Western Church to write about Mary. Besides, at least two of the group 
of seminarians (Courveille and Champagnat) were, in childhood years, members of the 
diocese of Le Puy, where the cult of Mary was also very strong. Both Lyon and Le Puy 
were leading centres of devotion to Mary. It is no wonder, then, that these zealous men 
should gather under her name.  
 
DRAMATIS PERSONAE 
 
It is now time to focus on the twelve, the pioneers of the Society of Mary. Only five 
persevered with the pledge given. For the other seven, disillusionment with the lack of [page 

008] progress, plus the worries and concerns of apostolic life, choked the growth of the 
seed sown in seminary days. Courveille, too, was destined to wither by the wayside. 
Only four produced a good crop within the field of the Society of Mary. 
 
The French Revolution dealt harshly with Usson, the village of Courveille’s boyhood. 
The local religious women (Courveille’s cousin was in this community) were imprisoned. 
One was executed. Courveille’s parents hid the miraculous statue of Notre Dame de 
Chambriac in their home, where the boy Courveille prayed before it. The near-blindness 
that came upon him at the age of ten led him to a preference for a life apart, a kind of 
semi-hermit existence. Thus, both physical affliction and Revolutionary terror turned the 
young Courveille towards seclusion, towards withdrawal from human society. 
 
Jean-Claude Colin came from a village that suffered even more tragically from the 
Revolution. His parents stood fast to the Catholic cause and suffered much because of 
their adherence. They had to take flight, hiding in the woods that surrounded St Bonnet-
le-Troncy. As a result of their hardships, they died prematurely, leaving the four-year old 
in the care of a paternal uncle and his forbidding housekeeper. Unhappily, it was not a 
house of welcome and love. For young Jean-Claude solace was found in the retirement 
of the fields and woods, where he conversed with the Lord and His Mother. 
 
Colin made his way through seminary training, but suffered doubts about ordination. His 
great reluctance to be pushed before the public eye was a deterrent, and, certainly, no 
one is more exposed to parish people than the priests who serve them. The introverted, 
shy Colin, “little” Colin, as he was known to the seminarians, was seeking solitude with 
the Lord in a milieu that would permit a quiet quest. In a certain sense, Colin’s call from 
the Lord was to a religious vocation rather than to that of a diocesan clergyman. 
 
When Courveille spoke with golden tongue about a religious congregation dedicated to 
Mary, Colin found the [page 009]  answer to his prayers and longings. «I should never have had 
the courage to make this idea known. And, later on, the undertaking being then well 

                                                 
19 St John’s Gospel, Chapter 19, Verse 27. 
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known, I could busy myself with the movement without appearing to be the originator. 
From the very moment when Father Courveille explained his project of a Society of 
Mary, I said to myself: “That is for you, Colin!”. And I joined the group.»20 
 
Marlhes, the town of Marcellin Benedict Champagnat, managed to avoid the worst 
excesses of the Revolution. Jean-Baptiste Champagnat, Marcellin’s father, a prominent 
official of the Revolutionary government, was wise enough, skilful enough, to manage 
town affairs so that, despite the tension, there was a minimum of dislocation to the life of 
the citizens of Marlhes. Jean-Baptiste was a leader, a gregarious type whose son 
Marcellin grew to manhood with similar qualities, standing four-square before the world. 
There was nothing of the recluse in Marcellin Champagnat. 
 
Etienne Terraillon came from a farming family. Déclas recruited him to the Society of 
Mary whose seminary meetings he attended, and, later on, described to Father Gabriel-
Claude Mayet, the unofficial “journalist” of the Society Although one of the originals, one 
of the early assistants to Champagnat, and one of the twenty who made profession in 
1836, Terraillon remained on the periphery of Marist affairs until 1839, when he 
withdrew from his position as parish priest of Notre Dame, St Chamond, to give himself 
wholly to the Society. As parish leader at Notre Dame, Terraillon was very close to 
Champagnat’s work at the Hermitage. It was he, too, who sent Marie Mortier (later, 
Mother St Ambrose) to the Marist Sisters. In due course she become the second 
Superior General of the Sisters. 
 
Before entering the seminary Etienne Déclas had been a horse-groom. (It takes all kinds 
to make a priest; after all, Paul of Tarsus was a tent-maker!) After ordination Déclas 
passed through many parish appointments before coming to join the Colin brothers at 
Cerdon in 1824. Déclas was a down-to-earth man, the type who could withstand 
hardships. Later on, Jean-Claude Colin managed to keep him to country appointments, 
since the former stablehand [page 010]  was too rough and ready for the more sophisticated 
people of the towns. 
 
Of the other neophytes, Mayet tells us21 that two became members of Bochard’s Society 
of the Cross of Jesus, one joined the Jesuits, and the others worked mainly in the 
archdiocese of Lyon. One of the latter, Jean-Baptiste Seyve, was destined to play a brief 
role in one scene of the drama of Champagnat’s life. 
 
These, then, were the men whose discussions ended in general approval of the three-
branched Society — Priests (with auxiliary Brothers), Sisters, and the Third Order. There 
was general approval, but not unanimity. One insistent voice was raised on behalf of a 
band of teaching Brothers. It came from the mouth of Champagnat. This spare mountain 
man, this “montagnard”, was well aware of the grave deficiencies of France in regard to 
the Christian education of youth. He voiced his concern. 
 
ENTER THE MAN FROM MARLHES 

                                                 
20 Fr. Jeantin’s account of Fr Colin’s words, O.M. Ill, Doc. 819, Lines 54-61. 
21 Fr Mayet, O.M. Vol. II, Doc. 719, Lines 19-28. 
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Having suffered from lack of formal education in his boyhood, a period that coincided 
with the Revolution, Champagnat no doubt agreed wholeheartedly with Governmental 
findings and with the comments of interested parties concerning those times. A 
government report in 1800 stated: «The young are living in the most frighful ignorance 
and the most alarming dissipation.»22 The report went on: «Children have been 
abandoned in a state of most dangerous idleness, the most alarming vagabondage. 
They have no idea of the Divinity, no concept of what is just and unjust. Hence their wild 
and barbarous behaviour, and their resemblance to a people of savages.»23 
 
It is no matter of surprise to read that children had no idea of the Divinity. The 
Republican catechism was no help in this regard. «Who are you?» it posed. «I am a 
child of the Fatherland», was the “correct” response. «What do you bring to society?» — 
«A heart to love my country and my arms to defend it.»24 There seems no doubt that 
France [page 011]  under the Revolution was on the way to forging a totalitarian state. 
 
Because of the disturbing irreligious ideas of the revolutionaries and the ceaseless wars 
of Napoleon, education was in a state of chaos. A herculean task faced genuine 
educationalists. Moreover, to compound the chaos, teachers were generally held in little 
esteem. Abbé Gregoire, an important figure in the Revolutionary period, said, «Most 
teachers were irreligious, drunkards, immoral, and were the dregs of the human race.»25  
 
Champagnat himself, despite only one day’s experience, could recall the terrors of the 
class-room. All the more reason, then, for pushing vigorously for the teaching Brothers. 
Besides, the presence of Brothers, their catechising, their correction of children, their 
good example, were means of consolidating the apostolic work of priests among the 
young. 
 
Champagnat persisted. Not for him the visionary projections; he was concerned with the 
here and now. Perhaps, too, he was aware of the steps taken by the government of the 
restored Bourbon king, Louis XVIII, to help those who were willing to undertake the 
education of the young. A significant step had been taken by the authorities with the 
issue of an Ordinance on 29 February 1816. Although Champagnat was still in the 
seminary preparing for ordination, it is quite likely that there was discussion about the 
Ordinance among the teachers and students at St Irénée. Some of the Articles of the 
Ordinance promised well for the project that Champagnat had in mind. 
 
«Article 36: Any religious or charitable Association, such as that of the Christian schools, 
may be authorised to supply, on stated conditions, teachers for the parishes that ask for 
them, provided that such Association is authorised by us, and that its regulations and 
the methods it employs have been approved by our committee of Public Instruction. 
Article 37: These Associations, and especially their novitiates, may be supported, if 

                                                 
22 Government Report on Education 1800, Moniteur, No. 49 of Year 9 (BibI. Nat. R. 3 1.074). 
23 Government Report on Education 1800, Ibid. 
24 Desmaret, Elements d’instruction république, quoted in From Disaster to Fulfilment, p. 219. 
25 Abbé Grégoire, Annales de la Religion, Tome II, p. 210. 
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necessary either by the Department in which it will be deemed necessary to establish 
them, or by funds from the Public Instruction Commission.»26 [page 012]  Champagnat 
maintained his insistence on having teaching Brothers as a branch of the Society of 
Mary. We have the words of Denis-Joseph Maîtrepierre, one of the early Marist priests: 
«Father Champagnat, on joining the original founders, said to them: “I have always felt 
in my mind a special attraction for a foundation of Brothers. I unite very willingly with you 
and, if you approve, I shall undertake this section. My early education was deficient,” he 
said. “I should be happy to contribute towards providing for others the benefits I myself 
was deprived of.” And he was given charge.»27 Champagnat accepted the charge as a 
sacred mission. Maîtrepierre went on to say: «He worked at it with an indefatigable zeal 
right up to the time of his edifying death.»28 
 
MUSTERING OF THE MARISTS 
 
Déclas tells us of the backing that the group received from Father Cholleton and of the 
seeming support of Vicar General Bochard for Courveille. «He (Bochard) committed him 
(Courveille) to remain in the diocese of Lyon, promising him both aid and protection.»29 
 
These were heady days for the earnest young men. The tenors of the Revolution had 
passed, the dictatorial Bonaparte was secure on the island of St Helena. They were on 
the threshold of a new world, a world which had been purged by the blood-letting of the 
Revolution, a world which was now ready for the return of religion. «Bliss was it in that 
dawn to be alive; but to be young was very heaven!»30 Although Wordworth’s lines refer 
to the events of 1789, they could equally be applied to the surge of Christian endeavour 
in France in the first part of the Nineteenth century. 
 
GATHERING THE HARVEST 
 
And indeed, those who gathered to form the nucleus of the Society of Mary were but 
one cell of a growing body of [page 013]  religious congregations which waxed strong during the 
Bourbon Restoration. In a burst of national rechristianisation there emerged religious 
societies whose end was to bring about religious renewal in France. Such work came to 
be effected in three ways: through parish missions, through sodalities of lay people, and 
through religious schools. Thus it was that many religious foundations — and the 
Society of Mary was but one of many — finally emerged as complex groups which 
generally contained three branches: 
 
1. Priests, originally destined for home missions, but eventually induced to devote 
themselves to sustaining secondary education. These priests would naturally concern 
themselves with lay sodalities and Third Orders. At times they had co-adjutor Brothers to 
help them. 

                                                 
26 Commission for Public instruction, Ordinance of 29th February 1816, quoted in L’Application de l’Ordinance du Février 1816, p. 
45. 
27 Fr. Maîtrepierre, O.M. II, Doc. 752, Lines 702-709. 
28 Fr. Maîtrepierre, O.M. II, Doc. 752, Lines 709-7 10. 
29 Fr. P. Déclas’ account of origins, O.M. II, Doc. 551, Lines 16-17. 
30 W. Wordsworth, The French Revolution, The Prelude XI, 108. 
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2. Sisters for teaching primary school girls. 
 
3. Teaching Brothers for primary school boys. 
 
The parish missions, thanks to spectacular presentations which recalled more or less 
the semi-liturgical dramas of the Middle Ages, thanks to romantic eloquence directed 
more to the heart than to the head, captured imaginations still excited by the double fall 
of Napoleon and by the double return of Louis XVIII. Such missions led Christians to 
examine their attitudes and to amend their way of life. Then, to make initial impression 
lasting, and to ensure a deep, slowly maturing Christian life, lay sodalities were 
established to continue the work of the missions. They were usually Marian in character. 
Finally, to safeguard the future for the younger generation and to protect young people 
from the corrupting spirit of the eighteenth century, it was necessary to provide them 
with a deeply religious education. 
 
There was, then, nothing of a particularly startling nature in the plans made out by the 
men of St Irénée seminary. They were perhaps not aware that others were acting 
similarly, just as they were not aware that their endeavour would be restricted by one 
who seemed a supporter — Vicar General Bochard. [page 014]  

 

BOCHARD - “VILLAIN” OF THE PIECE 
 
Bochard was the key figure in the seminaries and religious congregations within the 
archdiocese of Lyon. He encouraged Courveille simply because he saw Courveille as an 
aid to his own project. In point of fact, however, Courveille was planning his Marian 
foundation apart from Bochard, wanting to treat with Rome to have it canonically 
established. A clash was inevitable. 
 
We have a picture of Bochard in a letter which Joseph Courbon, the First Vicar General 
of the archdiocese, wrote to the absent archbishop of Lyon, Cardinal Fesch, resident in 
Rome since the exile of his nephew Napoleon Bonaparte.  
 
Courbon is speaking of Father Philibert Gardette, Superior of the seminary of St Irénée. 
«He (Gardette) is also rather wearied by the meticulous and never-ending nonsense of 
Father Bochard. I advise him secretly to get the upperhand somewhat, but he hasn’t the 
strength to do it. 
 
«This Father Bochard is indefatigable at work. He treats small affairs as matters of great 
importance. His will must prevail in every circumstance. The major and minor 
seminaries, the religious communities — he runs the lot. Superior General, particular 
superior, superior, econome, etc., etc. This wears everyone down, because, in addition 
to all this, his mind is changeable. When he takes to liking a person, that person is a 
champion, and at once is exalted by Bochard. On the other hand, when Bochard dislikes 
a person, that person can no longer be endured and Bochard seeks to remove him. 
When Bochard has thought up some project, he must accomplish it. If the good Lord 
made him a bishop the seminaries and the religious communities would Sing a Te 
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Deum, and the other Vicars General would shake hands, shouting “Deo Gratias”. I don’t 
say these things to bring down on him remonstrances or reproaches but so that you may 
be on your guard against his opinions, and that you may recommend him to treat 
everyone with respect, and especially the seminary Directors, and to be discreet in 
implementing new ideas and changes.»31 [page 015]  Bochard’s Society of the Cross of Jesus 
received the approval of the archdiocesan council in June 1816. In the course of time it 
included Priests, Sisters, and teaching Brothers. In an archdiocese where seminaries 
were full and where religious congregations were flourishing, his organisational work 
was effective, especially for the seminaries. He was intent, however, on absorbing new 
congregations into his own Society. In Vicar-General Bochard, those who aspired to 
found a new religious Society faced a formidable foe. 
 
THE PLEDGE - UNFULFILLED 
 
At last the great day of ordination drew near for the excited seminarians. Among them 
were some who had extra cause for joy — those twelve young men, among the best in 
the seminary who had been won over by Courveille’s eloquence, conviction, and ardour. 
These men were ready for an additional commitment — a pledge to become members 
of Mary’s Society. 
 
On 23 July 1816, the day after their ordination, the twelve set off for the shrine of the 
Blessed Virgin at Fourvière, where they made their promise to found the Society of Mary 
as soon as the archdiocesan authorities approved their project. The Marist pledge was 
placed on the altar at which Courveille alone celebrated Mass. There was little doubt 
about the identity of the initial leader of the group.  
 
The pledge32 was signed by all participants beforehand. 
 
It speaks of a congregation yet to be founded. It was to be ONE society not several, the 
various branches counting for little as against the unity of the whole project. It is 
interesting to note that the term “the Society of the Holy Virgin” is used, not “the Society 
of Mary”. 
 
Also of note is the explicit statement of loyalty to the Holy Father. The Marists were 
solidly for the Pope. All those who signed, however, knew quite well that they had only 
elaborated a plan, and that it was their duty to work [page 016]  for its accomplishment as 
quickly as could be. For this, Courveille was their great hope. He it was who received 
permission from Cholleton for the rare practice of daily Communion. He it was who 
seemed to be so much favoured by Vicar General Bochard. He was indeed the Moses 
destined to lead them to the Promised Land of an authorised Society of Mary. Sadly, it 
was not long before these Marist enthusiasts came to realise that the final expression of 
their pledge contained words which would occasion them much pain — «accepting in 
everything, however, the better judgement of our superiors».33

 To their chagrin, they 

                                                 
31 Fr. Courbon’s Letter, O.M. I, Doc. 31, Lines 4-21. 
32 Marist Pledge - See Appendix A. 
33 O.M. Vol. I, Doc. 50, Line 26. 
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found that Vicar General Bochard, seemingly so well disposed towards Courveille, was 
one superior who would bar the way to the fulfilment of the Marist dream. He was not 
the only obstacle. Tyranny of distance — Lyon was a far-flung archdiocese — 
absorption in parish duties, and lack of prudent leadership were matters which further 
conspired against fulfilment of their hopes. 
 
Unaware of the problems ahead, the young priests blissfully went off to their respective 
appointments—Déclas to a whirlwind round of five parishes in his first five years, 
Terraillon to Firminy, near St Etienne, the montagnard Champagnat to La Valla, on the 
slopes of Mont Pilat, Colin to a backwater known as Cerdon, there to be guided and 
supported by his brother Pierre, the parish priest. Courveille received special treatment. 
He was sent to the parish of Verrières, but lodged with the minor seminary staff. He was 
one of whom Bochard expected much — for the Society of the Cross of Jesus. 
 
DRAMATIS PERSONAE OFF-STAGE 
 
Beyond the narrow confines of the major seminary of Lyon the affairs of other people in 
France continued their wonted ways. At thirty years of age, in the village of Coutouvre to 
the north-west of Lyon, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin went about her parish works and chores 
of charity with heart and mind open to the Lord, awaiting some sign [page 017]  to indicate her 
vocation. Closer to the seminary, in Lyon itself, a young lady of twenty years sought to 
augment the family finances. 
 
The family of Françoise Perreton was not blessed with an abundance of the goods of 
this world, so the death of her father when she was but fifteen meant that Françoise had 
to help her mother, who had been earning for the family by the sale of lace embroidery. 
Young Françoise found scope for her spiritual development through participation in 
parish and religious activities. In the future, and for Jeanne-Marie Chavoin it was the 
near future, the lives of both young women were to become involved in the affairs of the 
Society of Mary. The young priests, full of high hope as they launched into their parish 
apostolates were quite unaware of the existence of these “ladies-in-waiting”. 
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CHAPTER TWO - 1816-1823 
 
Hope Fades — then Flickers 
 
FIRST SALLIES - COURVEILLE 
 
Courveille wasted no time. His first appointment was to the community of priests at 
Verrières minor seminary, but his assignment was for normal priestly duties in the 
parish. Launching himself into this work, Courveille at the same time kept his eye on the 
cause of the Society of Mary. His early endeavours in this regard concerned a group of 
young people, the Association of the Holy Family, whom Courveille sought to direct 
towards becoming the first members of the Third Order of Mary. In seeking the 
establishment of his own project, the stubborn Courveille incurred the displeasure of 
Vicar General Bochard, who was annoyed with the newly ordained priest for not co-
operating in the development of Bochard’s Society of the Cross of Jesus. 
 
Firmly attached to his own Marist project, Courveille willingly helped Champagnat when 
the latter began the congregation of teaching Brothers. Together, they purchased the 
property at La Valla in which Champagnat housed his first two disciples on 2 January 
1817. At the end of his first year of parish apostolate, Courveille, no longer one of the 
favoured sons of Bochard, was moved to a different parish, Rive-de-Gier. Here he was 
much closer to the scene of Champagnat’s work, and here, too, he found a situation 
ready-made for his intervention, something similar to the Association of the Holy Family 
at Verrières. But at Rive-de-Gier there was a significant difference — Courveille found 
there a group of women ready for religious life. 
 
This band of young teachers had been formed ten years before by Father Lancelot, 
parish priest of Rive-de-Gier, a fervent cleric anxious to provide Christian instruction for 
the burgeoning village. The young ladies whom he [page 020]  assembled gradually felt drawn 
to a religious way of life. When Courveille arrived, he seized the chance offered and 
induced about half the number to join his group, his Sisters of Mary. Of course, as things 
were in the archdiocese, they could not expect approval as a congregation, but they 
were hopeful of future favour, and, if need be, they could seek another diocese. Father 
Lancelot was far from being happy with this development, for he preferred the women to 
seek admission to an established congregation — the Ursuline Sisters at St Chamond. 
Lancelot, faithful to the views of his archdiocesan superiors, did not approve of a new 
congregation. Nevertheless, during his two years at Rive-de-Gier, Courveille maintained 
his interest in, and support for his Sisters of Mary. Before he moved to Epercieux (at the 
behest of the archdiocesan authorities) he made arrangements for the transfer of part of 
his group to the town of St Clair, in the diocese of Grenoble, where they continued their 
apostolate of primary education. Courveille was becoming unpopular, not only with 
Bochard, but also with the archbishop’s council. Inducing these pious ladies to transfer 
to another diocese was one reason for Courveille’s loss of grace with the archdiocesan 
authorities. 
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Although transferred fairly frequently in his early years as a priest, Courveille maintained 
contact with Champagnat and Colin, both of whom were already active in Marist affairs. 
Nominated priest-in-charge of the small village of Epercieux in 1819, Courveille 
continued to busy himself with the great project. As we shall see, one aspect of this 
constant activity was his involvement with the Holy See in quest of authorisation for the 
Society of Mary In this Pursuit he linked with the Colin brothers. Futherrnore while still 
maintaining contact with the Sisters at Rive-de-Gier and St. Chair (the Superior came to 
see him from time to time), Courveille went about the task of setting up a group of 
teaching Brothers at Feurs, close to Epercieux This was done with the assistance of the 
curate, Father Jacob, one of the Marist aspirants at the major seminary. Shortly after its 
opening, the school at Feurs received a [page 021]  visit from University inspector Guillard, who 
speaks about Courveille, priest-in-charge at Epercieux. «He is considered here as the 
sole Superior General of the Brothers of La Valla (Guillard had visited La Valla earlier in 
the year). The curate of the last-mentioned parish (i. e. Champagnat) is only an agent of 
Epercieux’s parish priest, who has similar agents at Cerdon (i. e., the Colin brothers), in 
Dauphiné (the Sisters of St Clair), and in other places.» Guillard continues, «This new 
school at Feurs was opened last February 25 by one Brother. A second arrived some 
five or six weeks later. The school is far from being the equal of the schools of the 
Brothers of Christian Doctrine (the De La Salle Brothers), yet, nevertheless, it has 
caused the collapse of two other schools in the town, though, to tell the truth, they were 
in very bad hands.»34  
 
Guillard’s report goes on to indicate that the spoken word of golden-tongued Courveille 
was not matched by writing skills. Guillard took note of the school organisation. «The 
regulations I read posted up in this school swarmed with serious errors in both language 
and spelling. I noted over forty in eight Articles, covering about fifty lines. I asked who 
had prepared it. The first Brother answered me that it was the priest at Epercieux who 
had composed it and written it.»35 Guillard was aware that the Brother was disgruntled 
with his situation and with his superior. When Inspector Poupard called the next year 
(1823), he found the school in the charge of Bochard’s Brothers. Like Macbeth, 
Courveille could not «keep his disordered cause within the belt of rule».36 
 
The launching of the Society of Mary in the archdiocese was in effect rendered 
impossible by the opposition of Bochard. Having made little headway with the 
authorities, and having lapsed in maintaining contact with one another, the twelve Marist 
aspirants waned in the fervour of their commitment. Verrier and Pousset, two of the 
best, joined Bochard’s Fathers of the Cross of Jesus in 1820. Gillibert played the role of 
intermediary for the first letter to Rome (1819), but he and others, although keeping in 
touch, did little in regard to the Society. Disillusionment [page 022]  seemed to be setting in — 
partly because of Courveille’s hack of prudence of good sense, and of sound results. 
 
THE COMING OF COLIN 
 

                                                 
34 Report to the Academy by Inspector Guillard, O.M. I, Doc. 75, Lines 107ff. 
35 Report to the Academy by Inspector Guillard, O.M. I, Doc. 75, Lines 129ff. 
36 W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act V, Sc. II, Lines 14-15. 
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If there are success stories to be told of this period of Marist history the interior 
development of Jean-Claude Colin ranks among the highest. At the request of his 
brother Pierre, parish priest of Cerdon, Jean-Claude arrived in August 1816 to take up 
his duties as curate. His years at Cerdon were years of singular grace for the younger 
Colin. The timid, introspective, hesitant young man blossomed and bloomed. At the 
beginning he kept turning to his spiritual director of seminary days: «I didn’t dare take a 
step without consulting him.»37“He acknowledged that the parishioners complained of his 
cold demeanour. «From all sides came complaints that I was cold, that I was dead.»38 

But a remarkable change came to the curate, heading to vigour and fire in the pulpit and 
compassion in the confessional. One day, after speaking passionately from the pulpit, 
he complained to his older brother that, when a spirited homily was needed, it was 
always he, Jean-Claude, who was called upon for the thunder. «Why should you 
complain?» asked the parish priest. «You think you are not having any effect? Well, 
listen. After your homily a man who had not been to the sacrament for ten years came to 
me to make his confession.» 39 
 
Jean-Claude Colin seemed to be carried along, not solely by enthusiasm for the Marist 
project, but also by special graces from God. The fact that someone else had 
proclaimed the plan and had recruited followers was a solace to the younger Colin. 
Acutely aware that he could not at that time bring himself to take such steps, he gave 
thanks to the Lord for the launching of the project, then flung himself into its successful 
outcome. Seeing the need for a Rule of life for the Marists, he set about writing it. So, 
from 1817 to 1821, in the Presbytery of Cerdon, Jean-Claude burnt the midnight oil in 
fashioning the framework of the Marist Constitutions. «Ah,» he said, «I had the certitude 
that it» (the Marist project) [page 023]   «would succeed. During the first six or seven years I had 
no shadow of doubt nor discouragement. Never! The trials were to come later.» 40 
 
For Jean-Claude, the Society of Mary was all in all. He gave of his utmost to achieve its 
establishment. The first seven years, however, years which witnessed the writing of the 
proposed Rule, were seven lean years in regard to concrete achievement. Always one 
to follow due legal procedure, Colin soon found that authority was obdurate. Like 
Pharaoh, Bochard had hardened his heart. The path of progress, however, was not 
completely blocked. Some forward steps were made along certain byways which 
Bochard was powerless to block. For instance, Bochard had no power of veto over the 
movements of those not under clerical jurisdiction. In this case, it concerned a certain 
lay woman. Her name was Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. 
 
A LADY IN THE LISTS 
 
It was Pierre Colin who mentioned Chavoin’s name to his younger brother. After about a 
year of silence Jean-Claude opened his heart to his older brother to unfold the plan for 
the Society of Mary. «The parish priest replied that for a long time he had nourished the 

                                                 
37 Fr Colin to Fr Mayet, O.M. 11, Doc. 480, Lines 2-3. 
38 Fr Colin’s words, O.M. II, Doc, 480, Lines 2-3. 
39 Colin to Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 541, Lines 41-45. 
40 Colin, as reported by Fr Jeantin, O.M. ITT, Doc. 819, Lines 328-329. 
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idea of living in community, and he joined in the project.» 41When discussion eventually 
turned to the proposed branch of Marist Sisters, Pierre began to speak about two young 
women whom he had been acquainted with since his own curate days (1810-1814) at 
the village of Coutouvre. He wrote, probably to Marie Jotillon, but it was Jeanne-Marie 
Chavoin who came to Cerdon to talk to Pierre’s brother, the ill-at-ease curate. No details 
of the meeting have been recorded for us, but we can readily imagine the scene.  
 
Jean-Claude’s upbringing did not imbue him with confidence for conversation with 
women, but the cause he was serving braced him for the ordeal. Doubtless with a prayer 
for boldness and guidance, he plunged into an [page 024]  explanation of the Marist dream, his 
blue eyes sparkling with crusading conviction. 
 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, thirty years of age, paid careful attention to Colin’s words. Born 
at Coutouvre in 1786, she passed her infancy and childhood in the period of the French 
Revolution. What formal education she possessed probably came from her father and a 
priest, Father Alex, to whom her family gave shelter. Under the Revolution Coutouvre 
did not suffer as severely as St-Bonnet-le-Troncy. It would appear that Jeanne-Marie’s 
father, a tailor with premises in the heart of the town, went along with the Revolution. A 
list of “loyal” Catholics of the Revolution era did not include the Chavoin family, but their 
sheltering of Father Alex and their assistance in the restoration of this broken cleric was 
a long-lasting act of Christian charity. Madame Chavoin claimed that she had sheltered 
priests, vestments, and sacred vessels in the house. We have no reason to doubt her 
statement. 42 
 
With a busy, sociable father (tailor-shop at the village centre), an outgoing, generous, 
and forceful mother, and a milieu not unduly affected by Revolution’s tenors, Jeanne-
Marie «rapidly developed into a tall, healthy young girl, with an open, agreeable 
countenance, rare frankness, combined with a cheerful manner and a simple dignity». 43 
 
Jeanne-Marie applied herself to helping the parish priest, Father Guillermet, becoming 
involved in several parish spiritual groups and carrying out many corporal works of 
mercy. Jean-Philibert Lefranc, a seminarian and distant cousin of Father Guillermet, 
started the Association of Divine Love in the parish. It was not long before Jeanne-Marie 
and her close friend Marie-Thérèse Jotillon became active members of this group. New 
horizons opened for Jeanne-Marie when she made Retreats at the Chartreuse in Lyon 
and when she became acquainted with the Benedictine way of life in the convent of 
Pradines, an abbey Close to Coutouvre which had been re-established after the 
Revolution by Madame de Bavoz. Cardinal Fesch, a friend of the Convent, spoke to 
Jeanne-Marie on three separate occasions urging her towards religious community life. 
A [page 025]  tribute to the poise and clear-sightedness of the country lass is that she had the 
courage to resist the urgings brought to bear by Fesch and others. What she was 
looking for had not as yet come into view. 
 

                                                 
41 Mayet’s statement, O.M. II, Doc. 623, Lines 19-21. 
42 Notes of Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 730, Lines 7-9. 
43 Recueil Mère St-Joseph, Doc. 279, Section 7. 
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In 1816 Lefranc, who directed her from afar, spoke these prophetic words to Jeanne-
Marie: «You are not meant for a congregation already established, but for one yet to be 
founded.» 44Her friend Marie Jotillon joined a group of teachers at Belleville but was not 
content there. She returned to Coutouvre, worn out by her unhappy experience at 
Belleville, but overjoyed to be once again with her family and her friend Jeanne-Marie. 
Such was the background of the woman who made her way to Cerdon, there to 
converse with the curate. 
 
The earnest talk with the younger Colin determined Jeanne-Marie that the vocation she 
was called to had at last been manifested. She was to be part of the Society of Mary and 
it was Colin who was destined to be her guide and the guide of other women who joined 
the Marists. She hurried home to explain the exciting project to Marie-Thérèse. 
 
When, towards the end of 1817, the two women arrived in Cerdon for the first stage of 
their journey towards Marist Sisterhood, Pierre Colin arranged a lodging for them with 
the Sisters of St Joseph. Their reception at the convent was anything but warm, for the 
parish priest had given expression to his dissatisfaction with the effectiveness of these 
Sisters at the parish school, and the Sisters, probably aware of the parish priest’s 
attitude, vented their resentment on the two from Coutouvre. Whatever the reason, the 
experience of the Colins’ protégées at the convent was quite painful. Nevertheless, the 
ordeal was borne with patience by the newcomers, who spent their time in prayer and 
apostolic activities. It was probably in 1819 that Marie-Thérèse was once more 
separated from her friend. A crisis had arisen in the apostolate of Courveille’s Sisters of 
Mary at St Clair. Marie Jotillon had experience of the teaching profession and, since 
Courveille was still influential enough in matters Marist, she went off to St Chair to 
steady the shaky school community there. [page 026]   

 

Almost at the same time the Colin brothers lost their Jeanne-Marie accepted the offer to 
take up this position. At the presbytery, where she proved competent in all the tasks that 
devolved upon her, she could assist the priests parish apostolate and, with Pierre and 
Jean-Claude, she could formulate plans for the future of the Society of Jean-Claude’s 
quick brain soon devised another activity for this self-possessed woman — that of an 
emissary. 
 
As we have seen, in 1814 the diocesan authorities of had issued a decree which 
imposed an ipso facto ion on any ecclesiastic leaving the diocese without permission. 
On several occasions the Marist aspirants sought this permission from the Vicar 
General, only to be met with blunt refusal. Jeanne-Marie, encouraged by the Colin 
brothers, first determined to sound out the intentions of the local Vicars in order to gauge 
the chances of the of the Society of Mary in the Lyon archdiocese. She made an 
appointment with Father Courbon, the First Vicar General, he neatly sidestepped being 
tackled for information he unwilling to give. He replied lightly, «They (the Marists) will 
succeed. Their time has not yet come. We want to give them a thorough trial. They are 
still young-beards.» 45 

                                                 
44 Saint Joseph, Cerdon Manuscript, O.M. II, Doc. 759, Lines 
45 Mother St Joseph to Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 513, Lines 27-29. 
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The would-be Marists chafed at this sporting with their precious project. Now, a major 
factor that preserved Marist unity was not the organising ability and the persistence of 
Courveille — he did not possess these qualities — but the hope that one day they would 
be able to start the Society at Le Puy. It was, after all, at Le Puy that the idea of Mary’s 
Society had originated. Why not sound out the possibilities there? 
 
Jeanne-Marie, being able to leave the archdiocese freely, travelled to Le Puy in 1820. 
There she met Vicar General Richard, but could not obtain definite approval for the 
Marists to come to the diocese of Le Puy, situated in the Department of Haute-Loire. 
During the following year she wrote to Father Richard. The reply was not encouraging. 
One of the problems for Father Richard was the confusion in ecclesiastical affairs that 
followed the attempt to renegotiate the Concordat between Church and State in 1817. At 
the time of Jeanne-Marie’s efforts Le Puy did not have an [page 027]  episcopal leader. «We are 
hoping day by day to receive the bishop of Le Puy» 46were Richard’s words in his reply to 
Jeanne-Marie. Obviously, without a bishop in the diocese, he was not in a position to 
give a decision. Later on, Pierre Colin also went to Le Puy for the same purpose. 
Nothing concrete came of his visit, either. 
 
SENDING “FEELERS” TO ROME 
 
Unable to obtain an invitation to commence the Society in Le Puy, and blocked by 
Bochard in Lyon, the Marists then concentrated on recourse to Rome. The letter of 7 
February 1819 having failed to elicit a reply, other would-be Marists tried to travel to the 
Eternal City. Déclas tells us of the result: «We asked Bochard’s permission to go to 
Rome. Oh! Then there was a sudden change of attitude. Father Bochard, although 
formerly encouraging towards us, had views quite different from ours. Then the war 
began. From simple opposition, the superiors turned to persecuting us. They called the 
two Colins Jansenists and they said I was a fool.» 47The hopefuls then sought the advice 
of Monseigneur Bigex, bishop of Pignerol. This Bigex, at one time an administrator in the 
archdiocese of Lyon, had a reputation for practical wisdom and was thus someone to 
whom the would-be Marists could turn for sound advice. Following his counsels, they 
wrote to Rome. The letter, signed by Courveille and the two Colins, was sent to Cardinal 
Pacca, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Regulars. No reply was 
received. 
 
At the end of 1821 they thought about sending another letter, this time addressed to the 
Pope. Once again they sought the advice of Bishop Bigex. He urged them to do so. 
Courveille drafted a letter, but it was considered unsuitable and the Colins put it aside. 
They composed a different letter, which all three signed. After Courveille’s name 
appeared the letters “s.p.g.”, clear evidence that Courveille was convinced of his right to 
be regarded as Superior General of the Society of Mary The letter was despatched on 
25 January 1822. This time they had their reply. [page 028]  Courveille was the one to whom 
the papal letter was sent. The address was that of Cerdon, so the delivery was not to 

                                                 
46 Vicar General Richard to J-M. Chavoin, O.M. I, Doc. 68, Lines 23-24. 
47 Fr. Déclas to Fr Mayet, 14 O.M. II, Doc. 551, Lines 3 1-35. 
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Courveille, who was little known in that area, but to the parish priest of Cerdon. «On the 
day when the Colin brothers received the reply from Rome, they went to the parish 
church to give thanks to God.» 48The fact that the Cerdon address was clearly given in 
their letter of petition points to the distinct possibility of an arrangement among the three 
priests that the letter was to be opened by the recipient. Later, the Colins gave the letter 
to Courveille, but they came to regret what they had done, for they were convinced that 
Courveille was foolish in the use he made of it. Pierre Colin reports, «Ah! How he made 
us suffer! Having had this precious Brief in his possession for some time, he used to 
display it everywhere, even in public vehicles. He had even quite soiled it with his 
fingers. We carefully took it from him, and then, when he came to Cerdon, we placed the 
Brief in a safe house so that we could say that we no longer held it. What would have 
become of it in his hands?» 49The pretext for the recovery of the Brief was probably 
Jean-Claude’s need to produce the original of the pontifical letter when he went to see 
the Nuncio in Paris, for it was Jean-Claude who was chosen to represent the Marists in 
the capital city. 
 
«Dilecto filio cognominato Courveille» was the Latin inscription of the papal letter. The 
substance of the communication was an invitation to Courveille or to one of his 
companions to speak to the Papal Nuncio in Paris. Which one of them was to accept the 
charge? Had they been able to look into the seeds of time to see which grain would 
grow, they would have learnt that he who made the Journey would be the one to 
become the leader of Marist affairs — at least in dealings with the official Church. 
 
THE CHANGING OF THE GUARD 
 
Courveille was ostensibly the leader of the Marist movement — certainly in his own 
eyes. But it was the [page 029]  younger Colin who had written a Rule that could be presented 
as a basis for discussion with the Paris Nuncio and his advisers. Besides, it was Jean-
Claude Colin who was mainly responsible for the drafting of the letter to Rome. It was 
Jean-Claude, too, who, unlike the others, did not have the responsibilities of parish 
management. Perhaps Courveille could sense that the direction of affairs was slipping 
from his grasp, and perhaps there was hot debate, but finally agreement was reached 
that Jean-Claude Colin would go. 
 
It is typical of Jean-Claude Colin that all due procedure was carried out. Permission was 
sought, but not obtained. The advice of Bishop Bigex was that papal authorisation to see 
the Nuncio in Paris overrode all archdiocesan requirements. Jean-Claude went, but, 
constant to his respect for proper authority, later gave an account of his journey to the 
Vicars General. 
 
An all-absorbing love for Mary and for her Society had led the younger Colin to labour 
long into the night in fashioning a Rule for this Society. He wrote first in French, then 
made the translation into the language of the Church. It was this same love that helped 
him to survive the next fortnight, a period in which the shy, self-effacing curate from 
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Cerdon rubbed shoulders with the ecclesiastical elite of Paris — the Nuncio, 
Monseigneur Macchi, the archbishop of Paris, Monseigneur de Quelen, the Chancellor 
of the University, Monseigneur Frayssinous, and the Superior of the Sulpicians, Father 
Duclos. 
 
A second journey was made in the spring of the following year. Colin had to rework parts 
of the Rule, since the Nuncio had raised certain objections, and since one of the 
Sulpicians, in praising the first document, had been of the opinion that the Rules were 
«made for angels rather than men». Before Colin’s second journey to Paris, however, 
the authorities in Rome made a decision that was momentous for those trying to 
establish the Society of Mary: the archdiocese of Lyon was broken up. This meant that 
the Marists were further separated. Some remained in the archdiocese; others found 
themselves members of the new [page 030]  diocese of Belley. Moreover, the Papal Nuncio in 
Paris saw fit to hand over the dossier concerning the proposed Society of Mary to the 
bishop of the new diocese of Belley, Monseigneur Devie, a man unknown to the anxious 
negotiators. 
 
REVIEW OF CAMPAIGN - SEVEN LEAN YEARS 
 
In 1823, seven years after the Fourvière pledge, the Society of Mary was in a parlous 
position. A brief stocktaking will show just how bare were the Marist shelves. 
 
We have seen how Courveille, the weaver of the Marist dream, fell from archdiocesan 
favour. His fairly frequent transfers made it difficult for his foundations to endure. The 
attempt at a Third Order at Verrières came to nothing; some of the Sisters of Mary at 
Rive-de-Gier were shifted to another location (St Clair) in another diocese (Grenoble); 
and the school Brothers at Feurs dispersed, to be replaced by Bochard’s Brothers of the 
Cross of Jesus. Courveille, priest-in-charge of Epercieux as he was, came to a position 
where he had to allow Colin junior, curate at Cerdon, to conduct affairs with Rome’s 
representatives. 
 
Jean-Claude Colin wrote a Rule for the Society, presented it to Church authorities, and 
made important Contacts in the ecclesiastical sphere, especially in Paris. Moreover, 
when the younger Colin won over his brother Pierre to the Marist cause, the way 
became open for the Initiation of the female branch of the Society of Mary at Cerdon. By 
a stroke of good fortune, Pierre knew two young women, who, having heard about the 
project, were willing to try to form a group of Marist Sisters. Although the archdiocesan 
regulations precluded a new congregation, the Women nevertheless came to Cerdon, 
first staying at the local convent of the Sisters of St. Joseph. Later, Jeanne-Marie 
Chavoin became housekeeper at the Colins’ presbytery, while Marie-Thérèse Jotillon 
went to St. Clair to give strength and support to Courveille’s group of Sisters of Mary. 
 
In 1823, then, after the passage of the seven years between ordination and the division 
of the archdiocese, the [page 031]  would-be Marists had precious little stock-in-hand to display. 
These first seven years were indeed seven lean years. The archdiocese of Lyon 
contained no community of Marist priests, no Third Order, no approved community of 
Marist Sisters. There were, however, communities of Marist Brothers established by 
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Marcellin Champagnat, but these were both ecclesiastically and governmentally illegal! 
It is the story of this “outlaw” group that we shall now consider. 
 
MOUNTAIN MAN ON THE MOVE 
 
The newly-ordained Marcellin Champagnat came to the mountain parish of La Valla just 
before the feast of the Assumption, 1816. Although fully immersed in parish duties, he 
was, nevertheless, able to take stock of the parish situation in regard to the special 
interests that he manifested so frequently at the seminary — the children and the 
school. He was not pleased with what he saw. The teacher Montmartin did not possess 
the qualities Champagnat expected of one in so responsible a position.  
 
After curate Champagnat attended a dying boy on the outskirts of the parish, he made 
his decision. Ignorance of God and of man’s relationship with God - the dying boy 
displayed both of these — had to be remedied. He determined to start the branch of the 
Marist teaching Brothers which his companions had commissioned him to foster. Within 
two months of arriving at La Valla he came to this decision; within two months of the 
decision he gathered his first two recruits; within two months of recruiting he placed the 
duo in community in a La Valla residence. Parish priest Rebod was unhappy; Vicar 
General Bochard was unaware; government officials were uninformed.  
 
Champagnat, with the help of Courveille, who provided half the sum, was able to 
purchase a house for his young men. The congregation of Marist Brothers dates from 2 
January 1817, the day on which Jean-Marie Granjon and Jean-Baptiste Audras, the first 
two recruits, took up residence. In November of the following year [page 032]  Champagnat 
moved in with the Brothers, who then numbered six.  
 
COUNTERMOVES 
 
Parish priest Rebod, fearing that failure by Champagnat leave him with responsibility for 
the Brothers, was opposed to his curate’s education apostolate. Annoyance with the 
young priest was also felt in the neighbouring town of St Chamond, where the local 
college authorities contemplated an adverse effect on college enrolments. Abbé 
Cathelin, principal of the St Chamond College, incorrectly concluded that Champagnat 
was establishing at La Valla a college that would ruin his own. Cathelin had the ear of 
Father Dervieux, parish priest of St. Pierre in the town of St Chamond, and Dervieux 
was an influential man. Naturally, Bochard soon became aware of the venturesome 
Champagnat and his schools on the slopes plateau of Mt. Pilat. 
 
Two meetings with Champagnat not having produced the desired result — that is, the 
union of Champagnat’s Brothers to Bochard’s own Society of the Cross of Jesus — the 
Vicar General vented his wrath on the parish curate shortly the clergy retreat of 1823. 
Among the threats levelled by Bochard were ecclesiastical censures and removal from 
La Valla. Rebod approached at least one of Champagnat’s men (Br. Louis) to arrange 
for admission to another congregation. Champagnat, encouraged by his supporters, 
determined to hold out. There were other reasons for this determination. The great 
dearth of vocations which dried up the novitiate in 1821-1822 had disappeared with the 
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arrival of eight Postulants from Le Puy diocese. 
 
Champagnat’s recourse to Mary in the nearby chapel of Our Lady of Pity helped solve 
the vocations problem. Champagnat also considered that it was Mary who worked a 
“miracle” after the recitation of the Memorare when he and Br Stanislas were lost in the 
snow in February 1823. He was convinced that Mary wanted him to proceed with the [page 

033]  project that bore her name — the “Brothers of Mary”. That conviction was enough to 
“stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood”50, and give him the courage to face the crisis 
with confidence. He asked the Brothers for a special novena of prayer and fasting to 
implore the Lord’s help to meet the grave threat posed by Bochard. 
 
Difficulties were also encountered with the French government. One function of the 
itinerant Inspectors was to locate schools where unauthorised teaching of Latin was 
taking place. Such teaching was a monopoly of the University of France, professors 
having to pay for a licence to teach this subject — one-twentieth of fees collected. 
 
Inspector Guillard, arriving unexpectedly at La Valla on 26 April 1822, found no evidence 
of the teaching of Latin at the “college”. In his report to the Rector of the University 
Guillard said, «We visited the home of the congregation. Everything there bespoke 
poverty, even uncleanliness.” Guillard added, «In order to complete the information on 
this institution, see also what is said in the notes on St. Sauveur, Bourg-Argental, and, 
especially, Feurs.» 51The “uncleanliness” which drew Guillard’s attention was doubtless 
occasioned by the building extensions carried out by Champagnat to accommodate the 
recent influx of recruits. For this work Champagnat was architect, builder, and co-
labourer. 
 
“THE OLD ORDER CHANGETH” 
 
Guillard’s report on Bourg-Argental highlights a problem that the coming of the religious 
teachers created —the itinerant teachers were displaced and lost their source of 
income. It is true that many of these teachers were not worthy of the profession, but 
some were, and the installation of the Brothers ruined their employment. This was 
especially the case with teachers of more permanence in the villages and towns. 
Guillard speaks on this theme: «Mr Brole,... now at Bourg-Argental for four years, no 
longer has a house, nor the 250 francs the town used to give [page 034] him. All that has been 
taken away from him in order to make a more advantageous deal with three Brothers 
supplied by the curate at La Valla.” 52 
 
Guillard gives us some interesting comments on the impressions made by 
Champagnat’s first disciples. For example, the two Brothers at St. Sauveur «live in the 
test frugality and never drink wine». 53Br Jean-Marie Granjon had evidently made his 
mark at Bourg-Argental. He «had been a Grenadier in the Imperial Guard, and on Holy 

                                                 
50 W. Shakespeare, Henry V, Act Ill, Sc. I, Line 7. 
51 Pierre Zind, Les Nouvelles Congrégations de Frères Enseignants 1800-19 p. 206-19 
52 ibid., p. 205 
53 ibid., p. 206 
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Thursday had remained kneeling upright from eight in evening until eight in the 
morning”.54 It is very doubtful that Champagnat would have been pleased with such 
immoderate behaviour by his first disciple. 
 
In mid-May 1822 Guillard was at Feurs. Part of his report has already been seen in 
regard to Courveille and his assumption of the role of leadership. Again Guillard alludes 
to the problem of the unemployed lay teachers. He does point out, however, that at 
Feurs the two schools that collapsed because of the arrival of Courveille’s Brothers 
«were in very bad hands».55 Of the four lay teachers, «two who were authorised to teach 
failed in their religious duties, the third practised at the same time as hairdresser»56, 
while the fourth had «gone through a fortune of 50,000 francs in gambling».57 Guillard 
also touches on another point at issue — the general opposition of the clergy to the 
control of education by the University. «It is perhaps to be regretted that this town has 
not been inspected more often. It seems clear to me that the clergy of this area want, 
more so than elsewhere, to busy themselves with every phase of education and to 
consider as ungodly whatever concerns the University — of which they have very little 
knowledge.» 58 
 
In supplying religious Brothers for communes that approached him, Champagnat would 
have known the effect on lay teachers already conducting classes. His very first school 
at La Valla led to the departure of Montmartin, the friend of Fr Rebod. For Champagnat, 
then, it was a matter of choosing the greater good. «The old order changeth, yielding 
place to new, and God fulfils himself in many ways.»59 In this case, the “old order” of 
independent teachers was, in some [page 035]  regions, giving way to the new religious 
congregations. And, with their feet, parents were voting for the change. 
 
In matters educational Champagnat tried not to antagonise government officials, but the 
opposition of many of the clergy to the University’s role in education, and the conflict 
between the hierarchical Church and the State officials in matters educational militated 
against Champagnat in his attempts to obtain authorisation from the government. 
 
AUTHORISATION - A GLIMMER OF HOPE? 
 
Guillard’s report was a well-balanced document which concluded with the following 
advice:  
«To refuse these new Brothers the authorisation asked for by the town committees 
would be to set them against the Academy, which already they are not so well disposed 
to respect. The Rector will examine in his wisdom whether it would not be prudent to 
take up these matters with the Royal Council.» 60 
 

                                                 
54 Ibid., p. 206 
55 Ibid., p. 210 
56 Ibid., p. 210 
57 Ibid., p. 210, note 05 
58 Ibid., p. 211. Many church officials were opposed to the control of exercised by the University of France and its Academies. 
59 A. Tennyson, Morte d’Arthur. 
60 Les Nouvelles Congrégations de Frères Enseignants 1800-1830, p. 212. 
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D’ Regel, Rector of the Lyons Academy, did not follow Guillard’s advice. Later, however, 
on 4 October 1822 he wrote to the Grandmaster of Education (Minister for Public 
Instruction), Monseigneur Frayssinous, in reply to a circular from the latter: «I would say 
that similar Statutes have been adopted by the Founders of a comparable institution 
formed in my area. I have so far shown these Founders the great interest I have in their 
establishment. I have with pleasure authorised the Brothers whom they have placed in 
the towns of my province, but I should like their institution to be authorised legally, and I 
am working for this end with the Vicars General who direct this vast diocese, and with 
the superiors of the worthy congregation of the Brothers of Christian Doctrine.»61 
 
It seems certain that the founders of this institution of Brothers are Fathers Champagnat 
and Courveille. The Rector wanted to respect the rights of the De La Salle Brothers and 
to work in conjunction with the Vicars General. We do not know whether the efforts were 
made. We know for sure that Father Bochard was quite opposed to the Society of Mary 
and that, later, he threatened curate Champagnat with [page 036] ecclesiastical censures. 
Thus, Champagnat’s first chance for legal authorisation came to nought. As we know, 
he was already without Church authorisation. For legal acknowledgement from the 
State, it was probably Bochard who blocked the way; for Church acknowledgement, it 
was certainly Bochard. 
 
A DEATH IN ROME - ITS RAMIFICATIONS 
 
On 20 July 1823 Pope Pius VII died in Rome. In August of that same year Bochard 
threatened Champagnat with ecclesiastical censure. In September Pope Leo XII was 
elected. One of his first actions was to appoint an Apostolic Administrator, Monseigneur 
de Pins, to the See of Lyon. Since his flight to Rome after the downfall of his nephew 
Napoleon Bonaparte, Cardinal Fesch had been ruling the huge archdiocese of Lyon 
through three Vicars General. Pope Leo XlI’s appointment of the Apostolic Administrator 
put a stop to this practice. Fesch refused to resign his See, maintaining this attitude until 
his death in Rome in 1839. Although de Pins took over the full administration of Lyon, 
and although he was made an archbishop shortly afterwards (titular bishop of Amasia), 
he never bore official title to the name “Archbishop of Lyon”; he was the Apostolic 
Administrator of that vast archdiocese. For the purposes of this book, however, he is 
often referred to as the archbishop of Lyon. 
 
When the news of the coming of an Apostolic Administrator reached Lyon, Vicar 
General Bochard, Fesch’s staunchest supporter and a Gallican to the core, was 
enraged. Maintaining that the Pope had no right to make such changes, Bochard 
rebelled against the papal action, protesting vehemently to a plenary session of the Lyon 
clergy that Gallican rights had been violated. These so-called rights of the French 
(Gallican) Church (as against Rome’s authority), emerged in the Fourteenth century 
were revised by Bossuet in 1682, and, although not agreed to by the Pope, had not 
been condemned as schismatic or [page 037]  heretical. They continued to be taught in French 
seminaries until the middle of the Nineteenth century. 

                                                 
61 Letter of d’Regel, Rector of Lyon Academy, to Mons. Frayssinous, for Public Instruction, 4 October 1822, O.M. Extraits 
concernant les Frères Maristes, p. 79-80 
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Bochard did more than protest. He refused all connection with the Apostolic 
Administrator, leaving the archbishop’s house and the diocese just before the arrival of 
de Pins. After destroying official archdiocesan documents, he quit the See without 
permission, taking up residence in his own property at Ménestruel in the diocese of 
Belley. 
 
BOCHARD BOWS OUT 
 
In the archdiocese of Lyon Bochard’s Society of the Cross of Jesus collapsed. De Pins 
was angered by Bochard’s actions and was suspicious of the double vow of obedience 
(one to Cardinal Fesch, one to the Superior General of the Society) taken by members 
of Bochard’s group. He cancelled the vows. From Ménestruel Bochard reorganised what 
was left of his Society of the Cross of Jesus. All branches were withdrawn from Lyon. 
The former Vicar General was no longer a menace to the Marists. Bochard’s departure 
to the neighbouring diocese of Belley meant that they could now breathe more easily. 
Even so, in contemplating the future of their proposed society, with its members now 
separated and under the authority of two unknown bishops, the more sensitive of the 
Marists must have experienced an anxious indrawing of breath. 
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CHAPTER THREE - 1823-182~ 
 
Highs and Lows of Hope 
 
COLIN ON A TIGHTROPE 
 
After the downfall of Napoleon the government of the restored Bourbon kings was at first 
well disposed towards the re-establishment of the Catholic Church in France. There was 
still, however, a strong body of anti-clericals in Parliament. Now, because of the limited 
suffrage arrangements, this anti-clerical group became increasingly powerful, 
particularly during the latter part of the reign of Charles X (1824-1830). Under Louis 
XVIII (1814-1824), however, the Catholic Church was both influential and well 
supported. 
 
This backing did not mean everything went smoothly. For instance, the government’s 
attempt to negotiate a new Concordat with Rome (1817) was followed by a period of 
uncertainty. We saw how this affected the Marists at Le Puy in 1820 when Jeanne-Marie 
Chavoin could make no progress towards establishing the Society there, partly because 
of the fact that there was no resident bishop. Finally, in order to put an end to the 
complex situation of Church and State, Pius VII, by the Bull “Paternae Caritatis” (6 
October 1822), instituted a new arrangement of the dioceses of France. The 
archdiocese of Lyon lost the Department of Ain, which became the new diocese of 
Belley. On 13 January 1823 Monseigneur Devie was nominated to this See. At the same 
time Monseigneur de Bonald was nominated to Le Puy.  
 
The Colin brothers were aware of the difficulties that would arise for the Marists with the 
division of the archdiocese. In February 1823 they wrote to Monseigneur Macchi, Papal 
Nuncio in Paris, begging him to take their part in establishing a community of Marist 
priests before the archdiocese of Lyons was broken up. They also mentioned [page 040]  that 
certain amendments had been made to the Rules previously presented during Jean-
Claude’s visit to Paris. 
 
The letter was followed by a second, unsuccessful visit to Paris by Jean-Claude (May 
1823). Since the bishop designated for Le Puy was residing in the capital at that time, 
Jean-Claude approached him in a final attempt to set up the Marist priests in the place 
of origin of the Marist dream — Le Puy. There were, however, difficulties for 
Monseigneur de Bonald which caused him to withhold assent. It seemed, then, that the 
two Cerdon Marists had to face the new bishop of Belley, to whom the Nuncio had sent 
the whole dossier concerning the Society of Mary. So, instead of securing that 
recognition by the Holy See through which they would overcome the reluctance of the 
authorities in the archdiocese of Lyon, the Marist aspirants now found themselves 
divided between two dioceses and subject to two bishops. Furthermore, by passing the 
Marist dossier into the hands of an unknown bishop of the small diocese of Belley, the 
Papal Nuncio to France had left the fate of the Marists, not to the accumulated wisdom 
of members of a Roman Congregation, but to a lone prelate recently installed in a new 
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diocese. It was a grim situation. 
 
Devie took possession of his See on 23 July 1823. De Pins came to Lyon as Apostolic 
Administrator almost half a year later, 18 February 1824, the day after Bochard’s 
vehement protest at the clergy gathering. The two new bishops, solicitous for religious 
restoration, made every effort to enlist the services of men of good will. They soon found 
that the young Marists were definitely men who came into this category.  
 
Having failed to obtain from the Papal Nuncio the necessary approval for establishing a 
community of Marist Priests, Jean-Claude Colin tried (November 1824) to induce the 
archbishop of Lyon to allow would-be Marists to leave the archdiocese to join their 
counterparts in the diocese of Belley. Although well aware that Bishop Devie had given 
no sign of encouragement to the Society of Marist priests, Colin nevertheless gave 
Devie a full account of his meeting with Archbishop de Pins about Marist affairs. The 
interview was [page 041]  far from being a success. Colin explained that he found de Pins quite 
unco-operative, for the latter was still smarting from at least two grievances he held 
against the neighbouring diocese of Belley. «Finally, the Reverend Administrator 
repeated several times that he would not allow any priest to quit his diocese.»62 There is 
no doubt, however, about the skilful diplomacy and assiduous care displayed by Colin in 
this failed affair. His thoughtful management of a delicate situation without causing 
lasting rancour in de Pins is an indication of the leading diplomatic role he was 
beginning to play among the Marists. The fears of the Marist leaders for the 
development of their great project turned out to be exaggerated, for, as it happened, 
both the Marists in Lyon and those in Belley received a fresh and unexpected impulse 
from the new situation.  
 
COURVEILLE - A STAR WANES 
 
When Monseigneur de Pins was installed in Lyon, Jean-Claude Courveille, who had 
made no attempt to talk to the archbishop about the supra-diocesan nature of the Marist 
project, was still priest-in-charge of Epercieux, to which he had been sent in 1819. The 
fact that Bochard was no longer present to impede Marist progress in the archdiocese 
did little to help Courveille to retain his ascendancy among the Marist aspirants. 
Although his two groups of Sisters (at Rive-de-Gier and at St. Clair) were still loyal, and 
although some of the Marists retained their allegiance, Courveille was not performing 
well enough to hold his place as leader. Since most of his early endeavours had come to 
nothing, and since he had not informed the new archdiocesan leader of the Marist 
project, it seemed clear that he lacked the capacity to discern favourable opportunities. 
He would have to make way for another — one who, over a relatively short period of 
time, had contacted the Papal Nuncio in Paris, the new bishop of Le Puy, and also the 
new bishops of Belley and Lyon with a view to establishing a community of Marist 
priests. That man was Jean-Claude Colin. [page 042]   

 

COURVEILLE COMES TO LA VALLA 
 

                                                 
62 J-C. Colin’s letter to Bish. Devie 27/11/1824, O.M. I, Doc. 121, Lines 28-29. 



Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 41 

It was in May 1824 that the archbishop’s council aeciaed to transfer Courveille to La 
Valla to help Champagnat. For reasons that will be disclosed later, the young Seyve had 
been shifted to a different parish. Champagnat, on the advice of Father Gardette, his 
former superior at the major seminary, had asked for Courveille. The council’s decision 
is brief: «Seeing that Epercieux is a small parish and within easy reach of neighbouring 
churches, Father Courveille, who is priest-in-charge, is authorised to go help Father 
Champagnat in his Institute of school Brothers.»63. The date was 12 May 1824. Next day 
Courveille’s name was with that of Champagnat on a document for the purchase of land 
— the site of what was to become the Mother House of Champagnat’s Brothers —Notre 
Dame de l’Hermitage. 
 
No longer burdened with the duties of parish organisation, Courveille had more 
opportunity to concern himself with affairs Marist. Quite undeterred by past failures and 
quite unheeding of his slide from favour among his fellow Marist priests, Courveille 
renewed his endeavours. His group of Sisters in the town St. Clair in the diocese of 
Grenoble was now well established, thanks partly to the help given by Marie-Thérèse 
Jotillon. With Bochard out of the way, the group at Rive-de-Gier was not slow to seek 
archdiocesan approbation for its Rule, which was provisionally granted on 28 July 
182464. So far, so good. 
 
In appointing Courveille to La Valla, the archbishop’s council recognised the importance 
of Champagnat’s work, supported it financially, and gave Champagnat partial release 
from parish duties to carry out his project65. As things turned out, while Champagnat led 
the labourers in constructing the Hermitage building on the floor of the valley, Courveille 
took charge of the Brothers’ affairs at La Valla on the slopes of the mountain. There, 
Courveille immediately assumed the role of Superior General — and Champagnat 
denied him not. By this time (1824) in affairs Marist, there was little support for 
Courveille as leader. [page 043]  Among those of the original twelve who were still active in 
Marist affairs, Champagnat was the one most prepared to accord to Courveille the 
honour of leadership. 
 
Champagnat welcomed Courveille to La Valla, and, as we have seen, made no 
objection to Courveille’s assumption of the role of Superior General. The Brothers, not 
knowing this other Marist priest, followed their Founder Champagnat in showing 
deference to him. So, while Champagnat and the main group of Brothers toiled at the 
construction work, Courveille had time to attend to other matters, such as a Prospectus 
for the Marist Brothers, the clothing to be worn by newcomers (the famous blue coat and 
cloak) and, later, a new Rule of Life for Champagnat’s men. It was not long before he 
was formulating grandiose ideas about new training houses in the archdiocese of Lyon 
— a novitiate for Marist Fathers and another novitiate for Marist Brothers. These dreams 
centred on the town of Charlieu. Let us now leave Courveille with his dreams and turn to 
the activities of a man who gave substance to visions — Jean Claude Colin. 
 

                                                 
63 Decision of Council of Mgr. de Pins, O.M. I, Doc. 101. 
64 Ibid., O.M. I, Doc. 110, Lines 7-9. 
65 Ibid., O.M. I, Doe. 98. 
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THE CERDON SISTERS 
 
Shortly after the arrival in Belley of the new bishop (23 July 1823), Jean-Claude Colin 
set out to talk to him. The reception was warm. Only a short time afterwards, with the 
bishop’s permission, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and Marie-Thérèse Jotillon officially started 
the Sisters’ group at Cerdon. The latter’s release from the school community at St Clair, 
in the diocese of Grenoble, had not been without difficulty but eventually the two friends 
were reunited. Before long the happy aspirants were joined by Marie Gardet, also from 
Coutouvre, who spent a bitterly cold winter with them in a miserable house in Cerdon, in 
the district of Tache. Jeanne-Marie’s place as housekeeper in the presbytery was taken 
by her mother, who also took over the function of caring for two very young relatives, her 
grandsons Theodore and Jean-Marie Millot. Jeanne-Marie had previously persuaded the 
Colin brothers to allow her to bring the boys to Cerdon. As the [page 044]  “Congregation of the 
Daughters of Mary”, the three young women began their postulancy on 8 September 
1823. Although one of them almost froze during the course of an night, they managed to 
survive a brittle winter, thanks partly to the warmth wafting through the floor-boards from 
the stable beneath. 
 
There was no dearth of vocations. Girls from Coutouvre and Cerdon were anxious to 
join the group, which as yet had no clearly defined apostolate. A change of location had 
to be made to a section of Cerdon called La Balme. It was a rented property whose 
owner, a woman with an acid tongue, lived in part of the premises. All in all, the Sisters 
preferred the smell of the horse’s pelt at Tache to the vitriol of the householder’s tongue 
at La Balme.  
 
There being no immediate prospect of uniting, the groups of Marist Sisters consolidated 
within their respective dioceses. In Belley, Bishop Devie was persuaded to permit the 
Sisters to become a diocesan congregation. The clothing ceremony was set down for 8 
December 1824, Cerdon’s parish church being the designated site.  
 
MARIST PRIESTS MAKE IT 
 
In October 1824 Father Déclas was allowed to leave his parish to join the Colins at 
Cerdon. In November Colin junior at last had his meeting with Archbishop de Pins but, 
as related earlier, was quite unsuccessful in obtaining permission for the Marists of Lyon 
to come to the diocese of Belley. Notwithstanding this failure, there was cause for 
rejoicing, for this first community of three confreres could be hailed as marking the 
beginning of the sacerdotal branch of the Society66. The Marist priests had at last, to a 
certain extent, “arrived”. 
 
Of course, the three priests in community were by no means independent, nor were they 
at Cerdon solely for the benefit of that parish. They could call themselves Marists, but 
they were subject to their bishop, whose design for them was to undertake parish 
mission work. In early [page 045]  January 1825 the first such mission was given at La Balme 
by Jean-Claude Colin and Déclas. The Marists were launched on an apostolate which 

                                                 
66 Pierre Colin to Bishop Devie 27/10/1824, O.M. I, Doc. 114, Lines 1-2. 
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had been decided on during seminary days, that is, “inland” or country mission work 
within France, in imitation of one of their heroes, St Jean-François Regis. It was an 
apostolate which Jean-Claude Colin was to pursue for the best part of the next five 
years. 
 
In attempting to set up a community of Marist priests, Colin had gone about the work in 
his typically well-ordered way. Contact with the Nuncio at Paris, Bishop Bonald at Paris, 
Bishop Davie at Belley, and Archbishop de Pins at Lyon at first yielded nothing. Yet a 
modest harvest was gathered in October 1824 when, with Bishop Devie’s acquiescence, 
the small community of three diocesan missioners was established at Cerdon. Colin 
decided to write to his colleagues in Lyon to relate his proceedings and to announce the 
forthcoming clothing ceremony of the Sisters. 
 
A RIFT WIDENS 
 
In writing to Courveille (29 November 1824), Colin duly gave an account of his interview 
with de Pins and of the failure to unite the Marists into one diocese. Colin made an 
oblique criticism of Courveille for not having given adequate information to Archbishop 
de Pins about the steps that had been taken towards setting up the Society of Mary in 
the archdiocese. In this letter Colin implied that, if Courveille had fully informed 
Archbishop de Pins about the Marist project, de Pins would have been better acquainted 
with the object of Colin’s visit. This letter also shows a very strong trait in Colin — his 
respect for the position and authority of bishops. The Marist pledge of full loyalty to the 
Pope and his representatives carried much weight with Jean-Claude Colin. 
 
Colin’s letter to Courveille is cold and distant in tone, showing just how much these 
leaders were beginning to drift apart. Although there is a polite invitation to come to the 
clothing ceremony for the Cerdon Sisters, set down for [page 046]  December 8, the wording 
clearly indicates that Courveille is welcome to attend, not to preside, Pierre Colin’s later 
words give us some inkling of what annoyance some felt about Courveille at this time: 
«Ah, what great harm he caused the Society in the beginning!» In exasperation, Pierre 
went on: «He was a preposterous fellow.»67 One of the early Marists, Father Séon, who 
as a seminarian venerated Courveille, gives the key to Courveille’s loss of popularity 
among men striving to establish a religious Society: «He was good for starting 
something, but he was not one to continue it, to sustain it, conduct it.... His manner of 
acting brought ridicule on the newborn Society.»68 
 
Because of wounded pride, tyranny of distance, pressing engagements, or other 
reasons, Courveille was not present for the novitiate reception of the women who, in the 
town of Cerdon, eagerly aspired to Marist religious life. No fewer than nine Sisters took 
the religious habit on 8 December 1824, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin having been previously 
elected Superior General of the group. Pierre Colin. parish priest of Cerdon, presided at 
the ceremony. 
 

                                                 
67 Fr. Pierre Colin to Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 689, Lines 25-27. 
68 Fr. Séon’s account of Origins, O.M. II, Doc. 625, Lines 21-32. 
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MARISTS MOVE TO BELLEY 
 
Bishop Devie was anxious to do his best for the spiritual revival of his diocese. In the 
group desirous of becoming Marists he saw three men who were willing to carry out his 
project of conducting missions in the country regions. Thus it was that the Bugey 
mountains in the east of the diocese became the apostolic focus of these fervent, 
capable men. To have them close at hand, Devie called them to his episcopal centre, 
Belley, and provided lodgings for them in the attic of the minor seminary. The 
“Daughters of Mary”, burgeoning in numbers, came to Belley five days later (27 June 
1825). Devie sold them the property “Bon Repos”, which became the Mother House of 
the women who eventually came to be known as “Marist Sisters”. 
 
The thunderstorm which accompanied Jeanne-Marie and her companions on the 
journey to Belley certainly [page 047]  dampened the bodies of the group, but their spirits were 
unaffected. All of them, ten novices and four postulants, were in strange surroundings, 
but they faced trials with cheerfulness. When they took possession of Bon Repos, the 
greater part of this property of two and a half acres was overgrown. The buildings were 
dilapidated and practically empty. It was indeed a challenge. Jeanne-Marie writes about 
it: «My God, what satisfaction we experienced at the sight of the poverty we found in the 
house at Bon Repos! Besides, we were far from home in a strange country where we 
knew no one except Bishop Devie. He had kindly made sure of a few essential 
provisions, such as butter, bread, cheese, oil, vinegar, and candles — all of which we 
found on our arrival. Yet our sense of loss and the prospect of difficult times ahead, 
instead of disheartening us, filled us with indescribable joy, and increased our thirst for 
sacrifice.»69 
 
The mission team of priests being in action in the Bugey mountains, the bishop 
appointed Pierre Colin as chaplain and spiritual director of the Bon Repos community. 
He was a good choice, for his younger brother was frequently away on mission. Pierre, 
well grounded in Sulpician spirituality (the emptying of self in order to be filled with 
Christ), and well aware of the significant aspects of the Marist way, was acquainted with 
several of the novices and postulants, some of whom he had met as far back as his 
days at Coutouvre. The remainder of the year 1825 passed quietly — novitiate training 
for the Sisters, missionary journeys for the priests. The Marists in the diocese of Belley 
were consolidating. 
 
Our focus is now to be centred on the archdiocese of Lyon, where some of the Marists 
had been recognised by archdiocesan authorities — certainly, the Marist Brothers, and, 
provisionally, Courveille’s Sisters of Mary. 
 
LA VALLA - PARISH REVOLT 
 
The appointment of Courveille as assistant to Champagnat at La Valla followed the 
unfortunate actions of another [page 048]  member of the Marist group, Father Seyve, who 
came to La Valla parish at the request of Champagnat. Towards the end of Lent 1824 
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Champagnat, having business affairs in Lyons (including an interview with Archbishop 
de Pins), asked Seyve replace him at La Valla for the Easter ceremonies. Seyve did 
much more than replace the curate — fostered a revolt against the parish priest! As one 
who in seminary days showed a keen interest in the Society, Seyve ardently wished to 
further the Marist project. Scenting the dissatisfaction of the parishioners with Rebod, 
Seyve endeavoured to have the parish priest removed. After all, had not Rebod been 
one of the greatest obstacles to the cause? Seyve then proceeded to stir up the 
parishioners to petition the archbishop for a replacement for Rebod. 
 
Such was the scene of turmoil when Champagnat returned. The experienced curate was 
quick to douse the fires of revolt. He rebuked both Seyve and his parishioners. The 
archbishop’s council then saw fit to intervene. Parish uprisings against pastors were not 
to be tolerated. The ringleader, the one over whom the authorities had real power, had 
to go. The council’s minute of 5 May 1824 reads: «Father Seyve, formerly serving at 
Arthun, and now at La Valla, is named curate at Burdignes.»70 Seyve, however, had the 
wind; the archdiocese reaped the whirlwind. Protests about Rebod swirled around the 
archiepiscopal Minutes of the archbishop’s council, 19 May: «Complaints against Father 
Rebod are received unceasingly. Father Bedoin ... is appointed priest in charge at La 
Valla.»71 
 
A COUNTRY IDYLL 
 
Courveille having been nominated to La Valla on 12 May 1824, Champagnat, 
encouraged by archdiocesan support for his project, descended the valley to the site 
chosen for the construction of the Mother House — the Hermitage of Our Lady. Some 
recently discovered letters in the hamlet of Soulage, just above the Hermitage, give eye- 

[page 049]  witness accounts of the work and prayer of the Brothers. Madame Ginot is writing 
on 24 November 1824: «Work still continues on the college at Coulaud Wood. They 
have finished the large building near the river and are making a chapel above the rock. 
They will enter it through their top-storey rooms. There is a lot of work going on there. It 
is said that the Archbishop of Lyon is helping them, as well as several others.»72 All these 
statements tally with and confirm all that has come down to us. 
 
A letter of 6 September, from the same source, is close to describing an idyllic scene: 
«Yesterday I attended Vespers at the Coulaud Wood, not so much from devotion as 
from a desire to see what progress has been made. It is truly a scene of the Druids of 
ancient times. Some are in the woods, others in the field. The people of Layat (nearest 
hamlet to the Hermitage) come out of their houses and sit down on the edge of their 
land with their books (to join in the singing). They are all at Vespers. They make use of 
an organ, like the singers of Paris. Really, now, this ought to be put in the magazines.»73 
Quite clearly, then, in this natural amphitheatre, the Brothers’ voices did full justice to 
their hymns and spiritual canticles.  

                                                 
70 Minutes of Council of Archdiocese of Lyons 5/5/1824, O.M. I, Doc. 99. 
71

 Minutes of Council of Archdiocese of Lyons 24/5/1824, O.M. I, Doc. 99. 
72 Letter of Madame F. Ginot 24/11/1824 (Discoveries of the 1970’s), Archives of Marist Brothers. 
73 Letter found in Ginot homes dated 6/9/1824, Archives of Marist Brothers. 



Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 46 

 
THE PSEUDO-PLENIPOTENTIARY 
 
While Champagnat toiled in the valley, Courveille presided from on high. The 
archdiocese of Lyon, entrusted with primary education since 9 April 1824, had received 
a request for teaching Brothers from the municipal council of Charlieu. Vicar General 
Cholleton, in reply, asked what the town proposed, and stated that the three Brothers 
from La Valla would soon be available. Evidently, the town of Charlieu was not quite 
ready to receive the Brothers, for the mayor, Mr Ducoing, wrote immediately to 
Cholleton to this effect. Unfortunately, the letter was not received before the three 
Brothers arrived, accompanied by Courveille, «the Founder of this congregation»74 
(Ducoing’s words to the municipal council). The town was totally unprepared. [page 050]  

Courveille was far from happy. With injured dignity, he told the mayor «that he could not 
allow his Little Brothers to stay with so low a salary from the town; that he was annoyed 
at having made this expensive journey; that he would go back with his Brothers; and 
that, if later on the town wanted them, it might then not be possible to supply them».75

 

Courveille then gave the mayor a Prospectus for the Marist Brothers’ establishments in 
the towns. Ducoing reported that Courveille’s «project was to make arrangements with 
the Administrator of the archdiocese to place at his (Courveille’s) disposal the whole of 
the extensive buildings which the seminary owns in this town, so as to establish in it, in 
addition to the primary school, a novitiate for the Little Brothers of Mary, and a centre for 
missionary priests destined to help ... the various parish priests who would need them».76 
 
The inopportune arrival of the three Marist Brothers and Courveille was a clear 
indication that someone had blundered. It is quite obvious that the town council, having 
made a request for Brothers, had made no preparation for their accommodation. 
Cholleton had acted on the instructions of the archdiocesan council, whose Minutes 
record that the mayor was to be written to in order to know his terms in regard to this 
request. The Vicar General contacted the Brothers at the Hermitage, for the mayor told 
his council that Cholleton had written to him thus: «They wrote to me from La Valla that 
the three Brothers that we requested for the little school at Charlieu would be able to 
leave next week. If you want to place them in the seminary house, you have only to 
arrange matters with Father Crétin (the Chaplain). We will have the Brothers leave here 
as soon as we have your reply.»77 
 
Cholleton, in replying to the mayor on behalf of the archdiocesan council, had perhaps 
been over-sanguine of the town authorities’ success in obtaining the property desired, 
especially since the Chaplain in charge of that church property explained to the mayor 
that he had received no instructions about allowing the property to be used by the 
Brothers. Perhaps, too, Cholleton should have restrained [page 051]  Courveille (and the 
Brothers) from setting out, but, in all fairness, we do not know whether he was aware of 
their departure. 

                                                 
74 Deliberation of Municipal Council of Charlieu, O.M. I, Doe. 120, Line 29. 
75 Deliberation of Municipal Council of Charlieu 26/11/1824, O.M. I, Doc 120, Lines 33-38. 
76 Ibid., Lines 84-90. 
77 Ibid., Lines 14-18. 
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COURVEILLE’S SOARING AMBITION 
 
Things happened just too quickly. Cholleton had not received the mayor’s reply, the 
Chaplain had received no instructions, and yet Courveille was promptly on the mayoral 
doorstep. Some fault may be attributed to Cholleton, some to the mayor, some, perhaps, 
even to the postal service! But, assuredly, it appears that the burden of fault lay with 
Courveille. He dearly wanted this opening. Besides its being an additional school for his 
(in reality, Champagnat’s) Brothers, the Charlieu foundation would do much for the 
ambitious Courveille. The mayor’s words, quoted above, are sufficient proof of that. A 
school establishment of Brothers would pave the way for those additional foundations 
which Courveille had in mind. The empire builder was at it again, attempting to weave 
his dream into the fabric of reality. 
 
And what of Champagnat in this drama in which his Brothers played a central but 
wordless part? Burdened with the building of the Hermitage and the thousand and one 
details attached thereto, and still not entirely free from parish duties, Champagnat was 
evidently content to allow Courveille to make the running in this matter. A mark of 
Champagnat’s personal humility and of his respect for authority is that he stood aside in 
these arrangements for Charlieu, giving Courveille scope to act. We can be sure, 
however, that Champagnat would have kept his eye on the situation for the welfare of 
the Brothers whom he loved so well. At La Valla, and, later, at the Hermitage, Courveille 
played the role of Superior General with utmost confidence and with conviction of his 
claim to that title. Champagnat chose not to throw down the gauntlet. 
 
It is interesting to note the credit and respect that Courveille managed to win from civil 
authorities. There is [page 052]  evidence of it here in his dealings with the mayor of Charlieu. It 
happens again when, in 1826, Courveille moved on to St Antoine in the diocese of 
Grenoble. One should mark, too, the mayor’s words about Courveille, «the Founder of 
this congregation.» The easy assumption of a role that pertained to Champagnat was 
typical of Courveille’s sense of self-importance. 
 
Almost Micawberish in his ultra-optimistic outlook, Courveille certainly had great 
expectations in regard to the opening at Charlieu. The dream unfolded before him -
Brothers’ school (begun, in fact, in November 1824), Brothers’ novitiate, Marist priests’ 
formation house, the last mentioned «a house for missioner priests destined to help in 
the exercise of their ministry all secular clergy who might seek their aid».78

  He must have 
felt encouraged, too, by the thriving condition of Champagnat’s congregation of 
Brothers. The Papal letter of 1822, the disappearance of Bochard from the scene, the 
existence of his two groups of Sisters were further causes of satisfaction. Courveille 
must have believed that he had good reason to feel pleased with progress. 
 
COURVEILLE’S CRUMBLING EDIFICE 
 
In point of fact, however, Courveille’s castles continued to crumble. The Charlieu 
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scheme was only partly successful, that part being the work of Champagnat’s disciplined 
Brothers at the school. The other projects at Charlieu did not even commence. When 
two of the ladies of parish priest Lancelot’s group at Rive-de-Gier asked archdiocesan 
permission to join Courveille’s Sisters of Mary in the same town, the archbishop’s 
council decided (19 January 1825) to give «a dilatory and evasive reply».79

 Evidently, the 
archbishop was becoming distrustful of Courveille’s plans. No doubt he had in mind the 
fact that Courveille failed to acquaint him fully with prior Marist activities in the 
archdiocese. Such secretiveness or insouciance, if not a lack of courtesy towards the 
archbishop, was at least a quick way of losing episcopal favour. [page 053]  There is no doubt 
that the archbishop was aware of Courveille’s eroded authority and that Courveille did 
not enjoy the total support of the aspiring Marists. It was quite clear to him that Colin, for 
one, did not regard Courveille as Superior General, the title assumed by the latter. 
Colin’s letter to Bishop Devie (10 May 1824) shows his ideas about a Marist superior: «I 
replied to Monseigneur Barou, Vicar General of Lyon, that we would be very flattered if 
the first Superior General were to be given to us by the Bishops of Belley and of Lyon.»80 
Colin even named his choice for the position — Vicar-General Cholleton of Lyon. «We 
have spoken to him openly of accepting the post of Superior of the Society.»81 Courveille 
was clearly out of favour with Jean-Claude Colin, and, assuredly, de Pins knew about it. 
 
A COURVEILLE - COLIN CLASH 
 
Exasperated as he was by the indiscretion of Courveille in regard to the papal letter, and 
also by the man’s thoughtlessness towards the new archbishop, Colin had further 
reason for anger against the Marist initiator. Unilaterally, Courveille was attempting to 
set up the Society of priests at Charlieu in the archdiocese of Lyon. This action was 
quite contrary to what Colin had in mind. In the letter in which he spoke about the 
bishops’ naming the first Superior General. Colin continued, «But, before that, it was 
necessary that the Society be commenced. We cannot even think of two establishments 
(one in Belley, one in Lyon) because it would be too difficult for the two houses to be 
able to develop quickly enough the same spirit».82 Actually, the first community of Marist 
priests had begun in Cerdon shortly before Courveille’s sally to Charhieu. Pierre Colin 
announced the event with joy. Writing to Bishop Devie, he reported: «To-day” (29 
October 1824) the little Society of Mary began. Father Déclas has arrived in Cerdon.»83 
Jean Claude Colin’s plan was to try to have prospective Marists transferred from Lyon to 
Belley for their Marist formation. Then, having acquired the Marist spirit, they could 
establish [page 054]  communities elsewhere. This project had precious little chance of success 
with Archbishop de Pins, who was most reluctant to permit his priests to go elsewhere. 
And, certainly, Colin’s scheme was not helped by the activities of Courveille, whose plan 
was to have Marist priests of the Lyon archdiocese centred on Charlieu. Clearly, the two 
Marist captains were steering different courses. 
 

                                                 
79 Minutes of Council of Mons de Pins 19/1/1825, O.M. I, Doc. 132. 
80 J.C. Colin’s letter to Mons Devie, O.M. I, Doc. 100, Lines 37-39. 
81 Ibid., Lines 59-60. 
82 Ibid., Lines 39-42. 
83 Letter of Fr Pierre Colin to Mgr Devie, O.M. I, Doc. 114, Lines 1-2. 
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CHAMPAGNAT - LEGAL STATUS? 
 
Marcellin Champagnat, fully engaged in the construction of a five-storey structure on the 
banks of the Gier, obtained some relief when he was officially discharged from parish 
commitments in November 1824. 
 
Early in the new year came the second attempt to gain legal authorisation for 
Champagnat’s congregation of Brothers. In 1822 Champagnat told Inspector Guillard 
that, before asking for legal authorisation he was waiting «for the tree he had planted to 
take root».84

 Less than three years later, freed from the threat of compulsory 
amalgamation held over his head by Bochard, Champagnat was given to understand 
that the time was ripe. At least, so thought the diocesan authorities, for it was they who 
pressed for and pursued the application. They succeeded only in botching the whole 
affair. 
 
First of all, the petition drawn up in de Pins’s office at the instigation of the archbishop 
made allusion neither to Champagnat nor to Courveille.85 The document appeared as a 
spontaneous initiative of the Brothers, fourteen of whom signed. They also signed the 
Statutes of the congregation, supposedly written at “the Hermitage of Our Lady, near St 
Chamond”, but in reality composed and copied out at the archbishop’s residence in 
Lyon. Of the seven articles in the Statutes, only one referred to the schools. Of the other 
six, Some of the controversial points were: (a) a Superior General was to be elected for 
three years. He was to be re-eligible under certain conditions; (b) the Little Brothers of 
Mary took simple vows, from which they could be dispensed; (c) «The Brothers of the 
congregation may not dispose of property [page 055]  either by gift as between living persons, 
or by will, except in conformity with the laws of the State relative to religious 
congregations.»86 Archbishop de Pins sent these documents, accompanied by a strong 
letter of recommendation, to Monseigneur Frayssinous, Minister of Ecclesiastical Affairs 
and Public Instruction. 
 
A committee of the Council of State, which eventually (28 July 1825) gave the decision, 
asked for two changes: (i) the suppression of the section in article 3 (“c” above) 
concerning the transfer of property. The reason for this stipulation is quite simple — 
there were NO general rules of the State regarding transfer of property by religious; (ii) 
the substitution of the word “engagement” for that of “vow” in the text of the article 2 (“b” 
above) 
 
The modifications suggested were not daunting. The first asked only for silence; the 
second did not forbid vows made in private. Now, although Champagnat’s men did not 
at that time make the canonical vows of religion, it is quite likely that Champagnat had it 
in mind for them to do so in the near future. So, whether the changing of the word 
“vows” to “engagements” was the cause of proceedings coming to a halt, we do not 
know. What is certain is that matters proceeded no further, but this situation may have 
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been partly or wholly occasioned by other factors. For example, did Champagnat want 
to leave the initiative where it had originated, that is, with the archdiocesan authorities? 
Was he fearful that his congregation was destined to be directly controlled by the 
archbishop? After all, neither he nor Courveille was named in the petition to the 
government. Or did Champagnat’s involvement with the building and with later affairs 
(Courveille’s attempted “coup d’état”, the visiting of Marist houses, his battle with illness, 
and his near escape from death) draw him away from finalising this matter? We do not 
know. We do know that such opportunity was not destined to knock again. We know, 
too, that further attempts for authorisation —in 1828, 1830, 1832, 1836, and, finally, in 
1838 absorbed Champagnat’s time and energy, but led to nothing. In May 1825 the 
community from La Valla took up residence in the newly built Mother House. The 
“cradle” of [page 056]    Congrégation, the house at La Valla, no longer served an important 
function. Despite his sense of history, which later him to require that the story of each 
house be written that copies be made of his letters, Champagnat, pressed for funds for 
the Hermitage buildings, sold the La Valla property — part in 1827, the remainder in 
1829. Br François, Champagnat’s successor, to his eternal credit, later saw to it the 
property was repurchased. 
 
MARIST PRIESTS - LYON COMMUNITY 
 
The arrival of Father Terraillon at the Hermitage meant, in effect, that a second 
community of Marist priests had been formed. Courveille, far from heading a community 
of priests at Charlieu, was now one of three at the Hermitage. Yet, in a sense, it was no 
community of kindred spirits. Terraillon wanted to join the Colins and Déclas at Cerdon, 
but Archbishop de Pins, in refusing him permission to quit the archdiocese, allowed him 
merely to help his fellow aspirants at the Hermitage. Terraillon’s preferences are 
unambiguously set out in a letter to Jean-Claude Colin: «If it were within my power, you 
would see me arriving as soon as possible in your little valley, for which I retain a love 
beyond words.»87 
 
The contents of the Minutes of the archdiocesan council meeting of 15 August 1825 are 
significant for the light they throw on both Terraillon and Courveille: «Father Terraillon 
will be invited to go to the Hermitage for the instruction of the Little Brothers of Mary.»88 

The words “will be invited” indicate that the archdiocesan authorities well knew that 
Terraillon wished to be at Cerdon. For their part, the authorities were determined not to 
release priests to the diocese of Belley. They were, however, prepared to allow 
Terraillon to join a Marist group within the archdiocese. Disappointed that his desire to 
go to Belley was not fulfilled, Terraillon reluctantly agreed to membership of 
Champagnat’s community. [page 057]  The Minute concerning Courveille is equally significant: 
«Father Courveille will be advised to confine himself for the present to the work of the 
Brothers of Mary, all other projects being inopportune.»89 There was a clear warning 
here. What was behind it? Probably it concerned matters already outlined. Many were 
the ways in which Courveille interfered or ran counter to the course of the archdiocese 
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— the Marist Third Order attempt at Verrières; splitting Father Lancelot’s group at Rive-
de-Gier; sending some of these women to establish a Sisters of Mary community in a 
different diocese; not adequately informing the archbishop of the Marist project; 
attempting to establish Marist priests at Charlieu. All these rankled in the breasts of 
those authorities who suffered from Courveille’s impulsiveness and high-handedness. 
 
MACHINATIONS 
 
Courveille must have smarted under this restriction. «Cabined, cribbed, confined»90, he 
determined to expend his energy where the authorities indicated — among the Little 
Brothers of Mary. Since his arrival at La Valla in May 1824 he had worked on a 
Prospectus for the teaching Brothers, modifications to their dress, and a Rule of Life —
the latter in spite of the fact Champagnat had provided a written Rule early in 1824. 
 
Since the archbishop’s Statutes for the Brothers, apart from the two points for which 
modifications were required, seemed to be acceptable to the Council of State, Courveille 
thought fit to profit from their provisions. Article 4, allowing for the election of a Superior 
General, was quite in order with government authorities. Therefore Courveille thought it 
quite proper to lay claim to the title through the means detailed by the Statutes — the 
summoning of a Chapter of the Brothers for that purpose. 
 
Courveille’s ground was insecure, for the Statutes did not have final approval of the 
government, nor did he invite a delegate of Archbishop de Pins to preside, although 
such provision was stipulated in Article 4. Courveille, however, [page 058]  untroubled by these 
finer points. What annoyed him was the fact that the Brothers continued to live by 
Champagnat’s Rule, his own Rule being regarded merely as “fine theory”, according to 
Br Jean-Baptiste Furet, Champagnat’s first biographer. It also hurt Courveille to find that 
the Brothers, while acknowledging without demur his authority over the priests of the 
Society, continued to have recourse to Champagnat for their spiritual and temporal 
needs. This Chapter, then, would put things right.  
 
Before the election Courveille tried to win friends and influence people. Br Jean-
Baptiste, living through this period, tells us of Courveille’s preparatory steps, of his pre-
election speech, of his offer to “sacrifice” himself — and of his utter failure to win the 
election. «One would have said they had agreed together to give you their votes»,91 he is 
reported to have muttered to Champagnat. The latter, convinced of his unworthiness, 
and knowing Courveille’s part in the origin of the Society, asked the Brothers to vote 
again. He first gave a little discourse in which he spoke most advantageously of his 
fellow priests at the Hermitage: «Instead of being occupied with manual work, they have 
devoted themselves exclusively to the cultivation of piety and the study of Religion, and 
have, on these matters, much knowledge which I have not.”92 In his belief in Courveille 
as initiator of the Society, Champagnat did not realise that this section of his discourse 
would not convince men who had been toiling for months as builder’s labourers at the 

                                                 
90 W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act III, Sc. IV, Line 24. 
91 Life of J.B.M. Champagnat (French Edition, 1989), p. 140 
92 Ibid 
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Hermitage. The second vote was as the first. 
 
Courveille was not one to be deterred by democracy. First of all, he sounded his fellow 
priests at the Hermitage about the election of a Superior General among the priests. The 
other two thought it would be improper to have such a leader for a group of three. In all 
probability they were thinking of the other Marist priests’ community (the first in point of 
time) and the fact that the Belley community of Marists (they moved from Cerdon in 
June 1825) had not been consulted. Courveille then took to writing letters full of bitter 
reproaches to the Brothers who had been delegates to the Chapter. He blamed them for 
not supporting his [page 059]  candidacy and proceeded to criticise severely the manner in 
which Champagnat administered the congregation. 
 
THE GRIM REAPER AT THE READY 
 
It is true that the financial situation was not good. The hot breath of denunciation of 
Champagnat’s five-storey rural skyscraper helped dry up the stream of donations on 
which Champagnat partly relied. Among those who denounced Champagnat were 
several diocesan clergymen —the “green-eyed monster”93

 of jealousy stalked abroad. 
Others were shocked by his behaviour — manual work was taboo for clerics of the 
archdiocese at this period. Champagnat had cause for concern. Nevertheless, the 
visitation of the houses was essential, so, from All Saints until mid-December, the 
Brothers’ Founder dutifully made his rounds in what turned out to be a fierce-fanged 
winter. 
 
In his absence two disgruntled priests, Courveille and Terraillon, did not make things 
easy for the residents of the Hermitage. This was particularly the case with Courveille 
who, on Champagnat’s return, was full of complaints and criticism. To give him his due, 
however, Courveille stood by Champagnat in the matter of debt. He was already “in for a 
penny”; now he was willing to be “in for a pound”. On 13th December the two priests 
raised a loan of 12,000 francs which helped to pay off existing and overdue loans. All 
the property and possessions were pledged, but at least they had until 13th December 
1829 for repayment — Interest at 4%. 
 
The euphoria engendered by Bochard’s flight and the Archbishop’s approval carried 
Champagnat through twelve months of ceaseless labours at the Hermitage. But nature 
bides its time with those who push themselves beyond their limits. The strain of enduring 
clerical criticism, the complaints and machinations of Courveille, the painful knowledge 
that some of the Brothers were disaffected, and the exhaustion that followed his winter 
visitation journeys were just too much. On 26 December Champagnat collapsed. Within 
days he was at death’s door. [page 060]   

 

 
 

 

                                                 
93 W. Shakespeare, Othello, Act III, Sc. III, Line 165. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - 1825-1829 
 
Hope Deferred — the Crucible of Adversity 
 
MARIST SISTERS AT BELLEY 
 
For Jeanne-Marie and her companions novitiate life in Belley was not merely a 
challenge to the religious spirit; it was also a challenge to survival. «We were very hard 
up in our early days .... Often we went ten days with only a few coppers in hand .... We 
were light-hearted then and simple as children; no sullen faces around the house.»94 

Accommodation was found for “Mother Chavoin”, as the Sisters called Jeanne-Marie’s 
parent, who had accompanied them in their great trek from Cerdon. In the new locale 
she continued to act as guardian to her grandsons who had been placed at the Belley 
seminary. 
 
Father Pierre Colin had been appointed chaplain and spiritual director of the community 
of Sisters. As such, he was able to build on the spiritual foundations laid by Father 
Lefranc in years past. Pierre was closely associated with the insights of the Marist 
charism given by his brother when, at Cerdon, Jean-Claude wrote the first Rule for the 
Society of Mary. The female novices and postulants thus moved steadily towards 
religious commitment. 
 
On 6 September 1826, in the converted barn of the Bon Repos property, Jeanne-Marie 
and eight other novices of the “Congregation of Mary” took the vows of Poverty, 
Chastity, and Obedience, according to the Constitutions drawn up by Jean-Claude Colin 
in Cerdon.95 It was the Bishop of Belley who received the vows. When Jean-Claude Colin 
and Jeanne-Marie Chavoin formed the Congregation of Sisters, they followed the 
procedure that was common to their times. Indeed, it was the only procedure they knew 
- two classes of Sisters, choir and lay. History was eventually, to change that 
arrangement, but in 1826, at the first profession, there was one lay Sister in the group 
making [page 062]  vows. And, of course, the immediate ecclesiastical superior this group was 
not Colin — the Marist priests (and their Constitutions) had no canonical existence — 
but the bishop Belley, Monseigneur Devie. It was Colin, however, who exercised moral 
authority, for he was both initiator and animator of the Sisters’ congregation. This 
dichotomy of authority however, was destined to play a part in later turmoil and trouble.  
 
Although some structural changes to Bon Repos in 1826 allowed for a community 
dormitory, the building was not adequate for the Sisters’ needs, especially in view of a a 
plan to receive student boarders. Poor in resources, but rich in confidence in God, 
Jeanne-Marie won over the hesitant Bishop Devie. He came to lay the foundation stone 
of the south wing, he encouraged the masons to get on with the job — but the accounts 
he sent to the Sisters! 
 

                                                 
94 Father Mayet’s interview with Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, “Recueil de Mère St-Joseph”, Document 104 (7). 
95 Act of Profession of Mother St Joseph, O.M. I, Doc. 160, Lines 2-3. 
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And the Sisters gave their encouragement too. «We took a hand at the work; we used to 
carry stones. Sometimes we even worked till midnight clearing the ground so that the 
workmen could get through and do their job. Ah, those were happy times!»96 The 
extension, seven large rooms and an attic, was finished in 1829. For the Sisters, both 
their central house and their congregation were built on solid foundations.  
 
A LITTLE LADY OF LYON 
 
The religious profession of Jeanne-Marie and her eight companions came ten years 
after the Marist pledge at Fourvière. She was, in 1826, forty years of age. Another 
woman, Françoise Perroton, thirty years of age, had yet to find her ultimate vocation. In 
1826, in the city of Lyon, Françoise was contributing to the meagre family income. Her 
widowed mother, whose earnings as an embroiderer were not substantial, was thankful 
for Françoise’s support. Having received a good education, probably from the Sisters of 
St Charles, Françoise found a position as governess with the Maires, a respected Lyon 
family with [page 063]  whom she corresponded in later life. Indeed, the remarkable style and 
correct spelling of her letters are a clear indication of a thorough early education. Her 
suitability for employment required these skills. 
 
Françoise was also well employed in the cultivation of her soul. Frequentation of church 
ceremonies and membership of Pauline Jaricot’s Association for the Propagation of the 
Faith (founded in 1822) sustained the fire of charity that was eventually to flame into a 
consuming love for needy people in the isles of the Pacific. 
 
MISSIONERS’ COLD WELCOME 
 
Colin’s group of missioners, coming to Belley in 1825 just before the Sisters, also found 
accommodation — at the seminary-college, in an icy third floor corridor which carried the 
noise of passing traffic to the curtained-off missioners. Shortly after their arrival, Father 
Jallon, having been relieved of parish duties, joined the group, making the third member 
of the mission band. Pierre Colin, because of his commitments as chaplain and spiritual 
director of the Sisters, spent more time at Belley.  
 
The chill of the corridor was more than matched by the coldness of the newcomers’ 
reception at the seminary They were not staff members, their presence was resented, 
their pretension to forming a new congregation derided. The pupils of the seminary, not 
all of whom were priestly-minded, took to mocking them. In this, they were only following 
some of the seminary professors. Some clerics on the staff accused the missionaries of 
being Jansenists. Others scorned them as being “the second volume of the Jesuits 
bound in the hide of an ass”.97

 Jean-Claude, speaking about this period to Father Mayet, 
recalled, «They passed by my room to go to the chapel. When I was sleeping they woke 
me up earlier. Oh well! I stopped sleeping, that is all. The one who suffered most was 
my brother, because he had the care of the Sisters. We others were conducting 

                                                 
96 Father Mayet, based on an interview with Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, quoted in Triumph of Failure, Chapter 5, Note 7. 
97 O.M. II, Doc. 535, Lines 140-141 (Mémoires Mayet). 
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missions during the winter. Yet, still, it was the best year of my life.»98 [page 064]  All this could 
have been avoided had Bishop Devie allowed his four missioners to live in a house of 
their own, which indeed is what they were making arrangements to do until the Bishop 
intervened and sent them to the seminary. He had no intention of encouraging the 
development of a congregation of religious priests. A separate community was a threat 
to the plan that he nourished — a band of missioners firmly set in the diocese and firmly 
under the control of the Bishop. A later event — the appointment of Jean-Claude Colin 
as head of the seminary staff — was significant in several ways. One of these was that it 
indicated that the bishop regretted the humiliations and indignities heaped on his four 
“corridor” men, who, especially in the first year, when the seminary Rector was also ill-
disposed towards them, had much to endure. Later, under the kind Father Pichat, they 
were better shielded from jibes and jeers. Father Mayet reported, «The Superior of the 
Marist Sisters told me that, without the Sisters, they would have suffered from hunger.»99 
All in all, these four years in the seminary at Belley were years of bodily deprivation, but, 
patiently borne, they honed the spirit of the missioners to such an extent that they 
became sharp weapons in the war against spiritual neglect and waywardness. It was 
these enemies they set out to combat. 
 
MISSIONERS’ WARM WORK 
 
Not to this band of “Diocesan Missioners called Marist”100 did Bishop Devie entrust the 
important centres of his diocese — Bourg, Belley, Nantua. These went to the 
experienced preachers. To Colin and his men went the mountainous district of the 
Bugey. They uttered no complaint, for their choice was for the most needy parishes. 
Besides, they were still lacking technique and suffered from sundry handicaps to 
effectiveness. Jallon, who joined the group in October 1825, was fat and short-sighted; 
Déclas, the former horse groom, was given to nervous twitches (which, of course, made 
him the prime target for seminary students); and Colin was short [page 065]  of stature. 
Nevertheless, their outward appearance belied inner reality. Colin had a furnace in his 
heart and lightning in his eyes. Déclas, great missioner and recruiter that he was, not 
only won over Jallon to the Marists but also was a firm friend (from seminary days) of a 
certain Jean-Marie Vianney; a non-intellectual who became the First priest-member of 
the Third Order of Mary a canonised saint, and the patron saint of all parish priests 
throughout the world. In going into the mountains of the Bugey, perhaps these dedicated 
Marists recalled Mary on her mercy mission in the hill country of Judea. Such a thought 
would certainly lighten their step.  
 
The missioners went to a region which had been badly neglected, some of the parish 
priests not being up to the task confided to them. Jean-Claude Colin speaks of some 
who were even without Faith! Yet the plan of campaign devised by the Marist 
missionaries always included respect for, and thoughtfulness towards those parish 
priests. 
 

                                                 
98 O.M. II, Doc. 514, Lines 26-3 1 (Mémoires Mayet). 
99 Origines de la Société by Father Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 535, Lines 135-137. 
100 Sheet indicating powers of Marist Missionaries, O.M. I, Doc. 157. 
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Calling themselves catechists rather than missioners, the Marists avoided the prestige 
attached to the great missions and concentrated on the essentials — religious 
instruction and conversion. The Curé of Ars, Saint Jean Vianney, calling the Marist 
congregation «a work that accords to the heart of God», praised the Marists for the fact 
that «they commence their missions by catechising».101 About the attitude to be adopted 
in the confessional Father Colin depended on Bishop Devie. The latter advised the 
sympathetic approach as taught by Saint Alphonsus Liguori. It was Devie who appointed 
Colin leader of the group and who approved the Rule of the missioners. «I had, in 
principle, traced out some advice about the prudence and conduct to be shown during 
the mission»102, said Colin. These rules, shown to Bishop Devie by Father Pichat, 
received the enthusiastic commendation of the prelate. 
 
The fact that the Marists showed deference to the parish priests induced the local clergy 
to value the missions and to follow up the good work. With the parishioners the Marists 
were careful not to give needless offence to anyone. Moreover, they always gave 
special attention to the children, [page 066]   starting the mission with them and asking them to 
pray for their parents. It was an excellent means of overcoming the antagonism of the 
adults. «We always began the mission with the little children. In the very first (at Balme, 
near Cerdon) we put the whole parish in motion through the children, and I believe that 
there remained not a single person who was not reconciled.»103 
 
In this work, then, the first apostolate of the Marist priests as a group, they were acting 
out what was to be the golden rule of the Marists on mission: «The real way of doing 
good is to be unknown and hidden in the world.»104 Even in the hothouse atmosphere of 
a parish mission these first Marists sought to impose themselves as little as possible 
and to attract souls rather than take them by storm. 
 
It was fortunate that these men were young enough to endure hardships since, work in 
the fields being impossible during winter, it was only in this season of the year that the 
missioners could bring the country people together. The Bugey villages were situated 
from 1,500 to 3,000 feet above sea-level and were under snow for much of the time from 
November to March. Accommodation left much to be desired, meals sometimes had to 
be prepared by the missioners themselves, and long periods in the confessional meant 
exposure to the cold, and, often to the dampness of unheated corners. Four years of 
chill torment on the inland missions brought nagging rheumatism to Colin’s body, but 
lasting joy to his soul. «Look at our first confreres, Fathers Déclas, Humbert, and Jallon. 
They were humble, straightforward, and simple souls. See how the good Lord blessed 
them. Everything in their lives reflected poverty. Their preaching was utterly simple; the 
people fell at their feet. We were overwhelmed in the confessional.»105 
 
Humbert, mentioned above, became the fourth member of the missionary band in 1828. 

                                                 
101 Words of Father Vianney to Father Mayet, O.M. I, Doc. 419, Lines 10-13. 
102 Father Colin’s words to Father Mayet, June 1844, O.M. II, Doc. 581, Lines 12-13. 
103 Ibid., Lines 29-32. 
104 Cf. Marist Constitutions of the Society of Mary, 1988, Article III, Number 18. 
105 Act of the Chapter of the Society of Mary 1870-1872, p. 152. 
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Colin’s withdrawal from this scene came in 1829 when Father Pichat, fine priest and 
Marist at heart, died suddenly in March. To replace him as head of the seminary and 
college Bishop Devie chose Jean-Claude Colin. A new chapter of Colin’s life [page 067]  was 
opened, as was also a new sphere of apostolate for Marist priests. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT’S PHYSICAL COLLAPSE 
 
Notre Dame de l’Hermitage was a sad house on New Year’s Day 1826. On 3 January 
Courveille saw fit to write to the communities of the Brothers’ houses, seeking prayers 
for the recovery of the grievously ill Champagnat. This circular, the first letter of 
Courveille’s to be preserved, is fascinating in what it reveals of Courveille’s concept of 
his own role and that of Champagnat in the structure of the Society. The bulk of the 
letter106 being in the hand of a Brother with writing skills, the document is fortunately free 
of the multiplicity of errors noted by Inspector Guillard in 1822. Courveille had simply to 
dictate, to sign, to date, to insert the abbreviated device, and to write «in Christo Jesu et 
Maria» — not much scope for error there! 
 
«It is with sorrow and bitterness of heart that we write to you to order you to pray 
ardently to the Father of Mercy and to our good Mother, the divine Mary for our very 
dear and beloved son Father Champagnat, your very dear and venerable Father 
Director, who is dangerously ill.» Courveille then speaks about Champagnat as a «son 
who is so dear to us and a father who must be no less dear to you.» The letter, blessedly 
brief, concludes with, «receive the assurance of the paternal tenderness with which I 
have the honour to be your totally devoted father in Christ and in Mary», etc. The “f.D. 
and S.p.g.m.t.” after his signature probably means “Founder and Marist Superior 
General”. It is sad to see the pomposity and overweening self-importance of a man who 
sought to impress, not by his qualities as a man, but by his status as a priest and as 
initiator of the Marist idea. To Courveille, the “Superior General”, Champagnat was a 
“son”, a son commissioned by the “General” to be Father Director of the teaching 
Brothers. We are reminded of the report of Inspector Guillard at Feurs in 1822, where 
Courveille is mentioned as [page 068]  having “agents” acting at La Valla, at Cerdon, in 
Dauphine, and in other places. 
 
After the despatch of Courveille’s circular, Champagnat, greatly weakened by his illness, 
decided to make his will (6 January 1826). Terraillon would not consent to be named as 
legatee; he was unwilling to inherit Champagnat’s debts. Creditors arrived like vultures 
at the Hermitage, but the situation produced its local hero. Br Stanislas persuaded 
Father Dervieux, parish priest of St Pierre in nearby St Chamond, to provide Church 
backing for Champagnat’s debts. Dervieux alerted the archdiocesan authorities and, as 
evidenced by the Hermitage account books for 1826, both put in money himself and 
persuaded the parish priest of nearby Izieux to do the same. Thus it was that creditors 
were calmed. The names of Courveille, who had partly financed Champagnat, and that 
of Father Verrier, Director of the minor seminary at Verrières, appear on the official 
document as legatees. 
 

                                                 
106 Circular of Father Courveille to the Little Brothers of Mary, O.M. I, Doc. 147. 
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Br Stanislas was forthright enough to confront Courveille respectfully about the harsh 
manner in which he was treating the Brothers and the novices. Stanislas chided his 
unconvinced listener concerning the words of discouragement addressed to the young 
men during the worst period of their Founder’s malady. The Brother rounded on the 
cleric, too, about his wild words in threatening to leave the Brothers to themselves and 
to find parish work in the event of Champagnat’s death. With Courveille acting in ways 
criticised by the bold Stanislas, it is no wonder that the young men were afraid, 
disaffected, disheartened. 
 
«God in His mercy, alas, perhaps in His justice, restored my health,» 107Champagnat 
wrote later. Before going off for a short period of convalescence at Father Dervieux’s 
presbytery, Champagnat begged Courveille to adopt a gentler approach to the young 
men in his charge. The intercession had little effect on Courveille, but the despondency 
of the Brothers lifted, for, although they had to bear the hardship imposed by 
Courveille’s presence, they were buoyed up by the certainty that Champagnat would 
again be on deck and at the helm. [page 069]    

 

COURVEILLE’S MORAL COLLAPSE 
 
Courveille sought to discredit his seminary companion with the archdiocesan authorities. 
His concept of training young men for the religious life entailed rigorism in the extreme. 
He disagreed with Champagnat’s principles of selection, deeming them far too lax, and 
he was disturbed by Champagnat’s financial policy. He was of the opinion, too, that the 
young Marist trainees at the Hermitage suffered from an excess of manual work and a 
dearth of educational courses. Someone at the archdiocesan offices took notice of these 
complaints, for a canonical visitation ensued. It was not, however, solely because of the 
allegations about Champagnat. An unfortunate lapse in sexual morality was partly the 
reason for investigation and remedy. Someone in a position of responsibility had 
compromised himself with a postulant. That someone was Courveille. 
 
In 1826 Courveille was close to forty years of age. Despite his self-esteem, his belief in 
his “star”, he must have experienced the distress of constant frustration and failure. The 
Marists in Belley were beyond his control, his efforts had come to nought at Verrières, at 
Feurs, and at Charlieu; and now, at the Hermitage, the Brothers had repulsed his 
attempts to win their leadership. Even the other two priests thought it inopportune to 
elect a leader for the clerics at the Hermitage. 
 
We have an impression of Courveille given by a Marist Brother (Théodose) who, much 
later, was in a position to gather details concerning the lost leader. «He launched out, 
putting himself at the head of everything, but he had no continuity afterwards. With him 
there was exaltation, high-spiritedness. One moment he was all fine, magnificent, full of 
largesse and expansiveness; the next moment all was changed, all was lost.»108 
Courveille was a man of mercurial instability, lively imagination, and excessive 
sentimentality, but he was also given to profound depression. Besides, he was living in 

                                                 
107 Outline of a letter from Father Champagnat to Father Cholleton, O.M. I, Doc. 286, Lines 28-29. 
108 Brother Théodose to Father Detours S. M., O.M. III, Doc. 860, Lines 1-6. 
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the hot-house situation of a novitiate and administrative centre set in an isolated valley. 
There was no [page 070]  broad stage of parish life where he could «strut and fret his hour»109 to 
work off his frustrations. 
 
Given that Courveille was among that group of much-needed priests ordained at the end 
of Napoleon’s regime, given that screening must have been lightly applied, it yet seems 
a pity that seminary training did not have sufficient scope for counselling and 
accompaniment of candidates to prepare them psychologically for priestly life. 
Tragically, after Courveille’s lapse in 1826, there followed long years of misery and 
regret from which, through painful self-discipline and fraternal support, Courveille 
managed to redirect his life onto a pathway of human and spiritual significance. 
 
It was Terraillon who came to know about Courveille’s fault and it was Terraillon who 
convinced a wavering Champagnat and a hesitant Colin that Courveille’s attempt to 
return to the Hermitage should be repulsed. The initiator of the Marist dream had 
departed to the Cistercian monastery at Aiguebelle in May 1826, there to make spiritual 
amends. 
 
COURVEILLE’S COMEBACK BID 
 
Within a month a letter came to Champagnat, a clumsily drawn shield and the words 
“Society of Mary” in one corner. The contents of the letter are extraordinary in what they 
reveal of the mind-set of the sender, Courveille. They show a man who is still a long way 
from acquiring self-knowledge, but they also indicate the subtle cunning of a man 
seeking restoration to a position lost.  
 
Some extracts from the long letter should suffice: «I cannot tell you how happy I am with 
my pilgrimage to the holy house of Our Lady of La Trappe ... These religious received 
me with the charity that marks the saints. They have all kinds of regard for strangers ... 
The superior here seems to take care to mortify and humiliate his inferiors on all 
occasions, and his inferiors seem to accept this with respect ... Oh, my very dear 
Brothers, how I wish the Hermitage might be a faint image ... of the regularity, [page 071]  

mortification, silence, humility, renouncement of one’s own will ... For some, time I was 
in great trouble, seeing the little regularity there was among us, differences of opinions 
 
If you believe that I am only a stumbling-block in the holy Society of Mary more harmful 
than useful ... , I pray you tell me simply, and then I shall be able to live in the holy 
house where I am ... I can assure you that I am very much attached to you, that I bear 
you all deeply in my heart. One of my greatest griefs is to see myself separated from 
you, but, for the good of the Society I resign myself.»110 
 
The uncertainty of Champagnat and Colin was overcome by the strong arguments of 
Terraillon, who related, «As for me, I did not change. I kept to my first opinion. “You will 
miss out,” I told them, “a fine opportunity which perhaps will never come again” ... They 

                                                 
109 W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act V, Sc. V, line 17. 
110 Letter of Courveille to the Hermitage community, O.M. I, Doc. 152, 128-138. 
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were struck by my words and decided to sign the letter of acceptance which I had taken 
care to prepare in advance.»111 Terraillon wasted no time in posting the fateful letter. 
Courveille’s resignation was fully agreed to by the most prominent Marists in Belley and 
Lyon —Colin and Champagnat. 
 
Courveille quickly quit Aiguebelle. Finding that the archdiocesan authorities at Lyon had 
no place for him (Terraillon felt duty bound to tell Vicar General Barou about the matter), 
Courveille tried in vain to be accepted by his colleagues in Belley. «Finally, when he 
came up to Belley on his return from La Trappe (June-July 1826), we (the first 
companions) told him not to come back any more, that we could no longer consider him 
as one of ours. He wept, he begged ... We were inflexible. Monseigneur Devie, under 
whose jurisdiction we were then, was fully of our opinion, and even forbade us to have 
him among us.»112

  Pierre Colin is the narrator of this incident. 
 
COURVEILLE - ONCE MORE ON STAGE 
 
After a short period in the diocese of Chambery, Courveille acted as chaplain to his 
Sisters of Mary at St Chair in the diocese of Grenoble. While Courveille was at St [page 072]  

Clair, Champagnat contacted him through Father Gaucher, whose parish was across 
the river from that town. The thorny problem of dual ownership of property at La Valla 
and the Hermitage was settled, Courveille receiving 5,000 francs but retaining his share 
of the La Valla property. He was also given the right to keep his furniture in a room at  
Hermitage and to live there whenever he pleased. Obviously, he still did not regard his 
departure as permanent. There is, however, no gainsaying the fact that Courveille was 
both generous and accommodating in the financial settlement. 
 
Courveille’s letter to Champagnat in consenting to the is graciousness itself. «lf you wish 
to give me the pleasure of seeing you ... I hope that we shall always be united…  
Receive, my very dear friend, the assurance of my attachment and sincere 
friendship...»113 It is a very warm letter; indicative of the charm and affection that were 
elements of the strange mixture in Courveille’s personality. It should be noted, however, 
that he did not omit his “f.d.s.p.g.” after his signature. 
 
Courveille settled in the diocese of Grenoble where, having won the confidence of both 
the bishop and the Department Prefect, he established in the great abbey of St Antoine 
the Sisters of Mary who had been at St Clair. These had been augmented by 
Courveille’s group of Sisters who had been at Rive-de-Gier up to 1826. That was not all. 
At least one of Champagnat’s Brothers quit the congregation to Join Courveille at St 
Antoine, where, in part of the Abbey, said to be one of the most beautiful in France, 
Courveille set up his novitiate. He had plans, too, as at Charlieu, for a training residence 
for priests. It seems that Courveille’s ulterior motive was to form in the diocese of 
Grenoble another section of the Society of Mary, later to be joined to those of 
Champagnat in Lyon and Colin in Belley. Perhaps he still had hopes of being elected 

                                                 
111 Father Terraillon’s account of Marist Origins, O.M. II, Doc. 750, Lines 128-138 
112 Father Pierre Colin to Father Mayet, July 1849, O.M. II, Doc. 689, Lines 35-41. 
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Superior General. An indication of this is that he continued adding to his signature those 
demonstrative initials “f.d.s.p.g.”. 
 
Behind the façade of this enterprise were the following facts. Only part of the 
magnificent abbey and grounds was [page 073]  purchased, the proprietors being two of the 
early Sisters of Courveille’s group. Evidently, it was these good ladies who advanced the 
money. Secondly, in return for financial support from the municipal council of St Antoine 
and from the Department of Isère, Courveille had to set up a free school in St Antoine. It 
seems that he staffed this school with those Brothers who had left Champagnat. 
Furthermore, in return for monetary help from the Department, he undertook to train 
teachers; hence the establishment of a novitiate. 
 
Initially, things went well, for in September 1827 the Prefect of Isère, noting that «this 
establishment appears to fulfil perfectly the end proposed», made another grant (2,300 
francs) to “Révérend Père Courveille, Général de la Société”.114 The Sisters and Brothers 
(that is, Champagnat’s trained men) managed their schools well. Some young men 
came to the Brothers’ novitiate, but Courveille could provide neither harmony nor 
finance. Division and lack of finance dispersed the Brothers. As for the novices, «left to 
themselves, they did practically nothing, spent their time playing, and ended by 
withdrawing».115

 The Sisters fared better. They adopted the Statutes of the Sisters of Our 
Lady of Pradelles and were authorised by Royal Ordinance on 21 December 1828. Later 
on, some inquiries were made about integrating them with the Marist Sisters of Belley. 
Finally, these fine religious women went their own way, surviving, but declining in 
numbers until dispersed by the cruel law of 1903. 
 
COURVEILLE - CURTAIN FALL 
 
By the spring of 1829 Courveille had quit the scene. He had not been able to fulfil his 
bargain with the Department and, despite having sold his furniture at the Hermitage and 
his share of the La Valla property he found his financial position untenable. In the 
deposition given by Brother Théodose to Father Detours in 1888, we have the statement 
that the Sisters of St Antoine «finally would have nothing to [page 074]  do with Courveille, for 
he displeased them. One morning he left the key under the door and disappeared».116

 We 
have the story of a Sister (we don’t know the year) using a broom in trying to scrub off a 
fresco-portrait of Courveille from one of the convent walls. «When a visitor posed the 
question, “Is this the way you treat your Founder?” she replied, “Huh! Don’t speak to me 
about him”, and she continued more vigorously her endeavours to efface the portrait.»117 
 
Courveille’s withdrawal from the St Antoine scene marked his last attempt to work 
actively for the Society of Mary. For some men there comes a time «when all the voyage 
of their life is bound in shallows and in miseries».118 Early in 1829 Courveille was 
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stranded in such a period of ebb-tide. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - “A SEA OF TROUBLES” 
 
For Champagnat the tide flowed out in 1826. It was the year that marked the beginning 
of the nadir of his fortunes, 1826-1829. Shortly after returning from convalescence at the 
St Chamond presbytery of Father Dervieux, Champagnat had to face the first crisis. 
Courveille’s complaints about his financial affairs brought upon Champagnat a canonical 
visitation from the new, vigorous Vicar General, Father Cattet, recently charged with the 
affairs of religious congregations. Cattet was far from being pleased. He was cold 
towards Champagnat, severe in judgement, and highly critical. We shall see how, with 
the passage of time, there came a marked change in Cattet’s attitude. In February 1826, 
however, his recommendation was shattering — Champagnat should aggregate his 
congregation to that of Father Coindre’s Brothers of the Sacred Heart. 
 
When Archbishop de Pins first arrived, it was Coindre he had in mind as the one to draw 
up an educational plan for the archdiocese of Lyon. This was at the time (in 1825) when 
de Pins, bypassing both Champagnat and Courveille, made the solo attempt to have the 
Marist Brothers authorised, an attempt which may have been an endeavour [page 075]  to take 
Champagnat’s men under complete archdiocesan control. 
 
Fortunately, Coindre was level-headed enough to see that a fusion of congregations 
would not work. His firm opposition is manifest in a letter he wrote to Br Borgia, who is 
regarded as the first Brother of Coindre’s congregation. «The turbulent spirit of Father 
Cattet shows us the conduct we must follow. There are men who want to undo 
everything so as to remake it their own way. Let us beware of such a method ... To think 
of such unions shows that one has very little knowledge of men and of the works of God. 
It is the same as saying that we should blend together all households so as to make but 
one, all states so as to make but one.»119 This sensible letter was written on 3 May 1826. 
Unfortunately, before the end of the same month, Coindre’s life ended tragically. 
 
Typhoid fever, which had laid Coindre low, brought on cerebral fever. In his delirium he 
stood up on his bed to preach to an invisible audience. Shortly afterwards, he came 
close to a window of the major seminary. The watchful infirmarian tried to lead him 
away, but Coindre broke free, crying out, «There is not a moment to lose. I must go and 
hear the confession of that wretch who is about to die in God’s displeasure.» Jumping 
through the window, he fell to the footpath below. For Coindre, not yet forty years old, 
death was instantaneous. 
 
The idea of a fusion of the congregations was again raised after the death of Coindre, 
but Cattet’s was the sole voice. The idea was buried by the decision of the archbishop’s 
council, 8 August 1826. «The proposition to unite the Brothers of the Hermitage to those 
of the Sacred Heart does not appear permissible; but the council is disposed to 
commission Father Brut, principal of the College of St Chamond, to give some care to 
the Brothers of the Hermitage in what concerns them personally and in regard to the 
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Hermitage establishment.»120 Quite clearly, these rather vague recommendations for 
Father Brut indicate that the council was not perturbed by Champagnat’s situation. At 
the council’s request, Champagnat [page 076]  drew up a Balance Sheet as at 7 August 1826. 
Apparently, it satisfied the authorities. Besides, some capital expenditure earlier in the 
year showed that Champagnat was not particularly worried about finance. He had 
purchased additional land in February and in March had obtained the council’s consent 
for buying equipment to establish a silk business at the Hermitage as a means of paying 
off debts. 
 
Unfortunately, disaffection and instability in the Brothers’ congregation began to 
manifest itself at this time; there were defections. In October 1826, almost ten years 
after the foundation, the congregation lost its very first recruit, Jean-Marie Granjon, and 
other early members in the persons of Jean-François and Dominique, the last-
mentioned joining Courveille’s project at St Antoine. 
 
A body blow to Champagnat was the departure of the only other priest at the Hermitage, 
Father Terraillon, one of the “hopefuls” for the Society of Mary. Its effects were enduring 
for, even as late as 1833, we find Champagnat writing of «the desertion of Father 
Terraillon».121 Terraillon had not been happy at the Hermitage. Even his coming to the 
Mother House of the Brothers at the request of the archdiocese was agreed to with 
reluctance. Moreover, «he doubted the future of the foundation of the Brothers».122 
Despite the efforts of Champagnat to retain him, Terraillon obtained archdiocesan 
permission to leave, a pretext being found in his acceptance of an offer to preach the 
Jubilee Indulgence. Champagnat was now the sole priest at the Hermitage. The first 
community of Marist priests in the archdiocese of Lyon had collapsed. 
 
“THE HELMSMAN STEERED US THROUGH” 
 
Partly to tighten the structure of the congregation, partly to strengthen religious 
commitment, partly to demonstrate confidence in the future of his Brothers, Champagnat 
invited those eligible to do so to make the three vows of religion. Thus, this first 
pronouncement of vows took place on 11 October 1826. The vows, either [page 077]  Perpetual 
or for five years, were not public, but were private vows made before Holy Communion 
in the new Chapel of Our Lady of the Hermitage. Permission of the archdiocese for the 
Brothers to make these private vows is an unequivocal statement of ecclesiastical 
approval of Champagnat’s congregation. For the profession liturgy some of the 
ceremonial used by the Marist Sisters at Belley (6 September) was borrowed — yet 
another indication of the links among the Marist congregations. They were ever ready 
with mutual assistance and support. 
 
Before the end of the year 1826 Champagnat received the first letter from Father Colin 
of which we have record. It shows the desire for union between the Marists in Lyon and 
Belley, but indicates that there is no immediate prospect of achieving it. The tone of the 
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letter suggests that Colin already is looked upon as a leader. Colin’s final paragraph 
stated, «We rejoice exceedingly to learn that you have concluded affairs with Father 
Courveille. That matter was very disturbing to us for your sake.» 123 
 
During 1827 Champagnat still had to contend with some Brothers who were disaffected. 
At the annual retreat in October he very strongly admonished those Brothers who had 
allowed abuses to creep into religious life in the way of unauthorised reunions and 
journeys. Furthermore, he continued the work of consolidating the congregation by 
making sensible changes to attire (for instance, Courveille’s sky-blue frock-coat was 
replaced by a black soutane), and by building an infirmary. Provision was even made for 
those who died in the congregation. To that end permission was obtained for a cemetery 
in the Hermitage grounds. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT’S CRI DE COEUR 
 
The congregation being only ten years old, its foundations were still fragile. The Brothers 
sent to the schools were often very young and their training was by no means complete. 
The Founder, conscious of the need to continue their training “on the job”, was obliged 
to visit [page 078]  them regularly. At the same time he still had the formation of the young at 
the Hermitage to attend to, as well as the financial affairs of the congregation. His health 
was not that of the years prior to his physical collapse, and he also had the nagging 
worry of all not being well with the morale of a small group of Brothers. Besides, his was 
the only priestly presence at the Hermitage. His troubles find expression in the drafts of 
four letters that he wrote to archdiocesan authorities in May 1827. To his former superior 
at the seminary, Father Gardette, a trusted friend and adviser, he unburdened himself: 
 
«It is with great confidence that I come to ask you for advice and consolation in my 
troubles, for I am here all on my own, as you probably know. In whatever way I try to 
manage, it is impossible to keep an eye on everything. It is absolutely necessary for me 
to visit our establishments to see how each house is going; to inquire from the parish 
priest if our Brothers are conducting themselves as they should, and not making any 
dangerous acquaintances. This becomes impossible if I have no one to work with me. 
We are close to eighty here. We have in our schools at least two thousand children. It 
seems to me that this should be taken into consideration. 
 
«If it is important, as everyone agrees, that the young be well formed to religion, it is also 
important that those who form them be not only well trained, but also that they be not left 
to themselves when they are sent out. 
 
«No one can know my distressing situation as I myself do. To list my troubles, I don’t 
know where to start, and from fear of wearying you, I avoid speaking of my debts. They 
alone would keep me busy. 
 
«I conclude by asking you not to forget me in your good prayers, for I see more than 
ever the truth of what the royal prophet says, «Unless the Lord build the house, in vain 
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they labour who build it...»124 
 
Similar letters were made out for Archbishop de Pins, for Vicars General Cattet and 
Barou. Champagnat’s agitation is shown, not only in the tumble of disordered ideas in 
parts of these letters, but also in an unusually sharp [page 079]  letter to the parish priest of 
Neuville. Champagnat was stirred by a danger to the Brothers’ way of religious life there. 
This partly explains the bluntness of his words to a parish priest for whom the Founder 
had both respect and friendship. The letter is dated May 1827. «If you don’t take 
precautions for your Brothers for next year, you will not have them the following year.»125 
 
There is a world of difference between the besieged Champagnat of this 
correspondence and the serene, assured, gently compassionate Champagnat revealed 
in later letters — to Dominique, to Apollinaire, to Euthyme, and to others. Champagnat 
came to a purer spiritual and human refinement in the crucible of the years that seared 
his soul — 1826-1829. 
 
Speaking of the four Champagnat letters of May 1827, a prominent Marist priest-
historian remarked, «Nothing could better express, all at one time, the real seriousness 
of these difficulties and the unshakable confidence of the Founder of the Brothers, than 
the shocks, the labours without respite we find repeated in these pages — the most 
moving, undoubtedly, that remain to us of this epic period in the history of our Marist 
origins.»126 
 
RESPONSE TO SOS 
 
Champagnat’s representations to the archdiocesan authorities at last received a positive 
response, for in June 1827 the newly ordained Father Séon, who, as a deacon, had 
spent some time at the Hermitage and who liked what he saw there, took up residence. 
Champagnat was overjoyed. Séon threw himself wholeheartedly into the sundry works 
he found to do. He was caught up by the Marist project, enthusing about its eventual 
implementation. According to Séon’s account of Marist origins,127

 there came a sudden 
shock, for he reported that on one occasion Champagnat cast doubt on the emergence 
of the priestly branch of the Society. Presuming that Séon’s account is an accurate 
reading of what Champagnat meant on this occasion, we [page 080]  may surmise that 
Champagnat’s words outran his reflection, or that he was recalling the disintegration of 
the group of three priests in 1826, or that he was in a mood of uncertainty about the 
Society’s priestly component. It was only a transient phase with Champagnat, but the 
statement so shocked Séon that, having failed to get permission to transfer to Belley, 
there to join the Marist group, he took steps to advertise the Marists at the major 
seminary so that other young priests would become members of a new Marist group in 
Lyon. Séon’s enthusiasm and Champagnat’s renewed zest for the priestly branch led to 
the reestablishment of a community of priests at the Hermitage, and, a few years later, 
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to the emergence of a second Marist group in the archdiocese, at Valbenoîte, near St 
Etienne. 
 
PRIESTS’ COMMUNITY REBUILDS 
 
When we seek verification of Champagnat’s renewed drive for the branch of priests, we 
find solid evidence in a letter to Vicar General Cattet at the end of 1828. «Convince me, I 
beg you, that this work (the Marist priests) is not from God. Otherwise, help it to grow in 
success. The Society of the Brothers cannot positively be regarded as the Society of 
Mary, but only as a later branch of it.»128 Earlier in the letter, Champagnat wrote, «I have 
never doubted that God willed this work for these times of unbelief.»129 To reconcile 
Champagnat’s written word and Mayet’s account of Séon’s story presents a difficulty. 
Perhaps Champagnat, anxious to retain Séon, was, in effect, saying, «Don’t worry about 
the branch of priests now; that can wait. You have plenty of good work to do here.» In 
attempting to explain this affair, however, we cannot dot all the “i’s” and cross all the 
“t’s”. 
 
In his account of Marist origins, Father J. Coste, S.M. asserts: «At this early stage Father 
Champagnat succeeded by his tenacity in restoring life to the branch of the priests in the 
diocese of Lyon. Insisting on the very real needs of the work at the Hermitage, he 
obtained in succession Father Séon and Father Bourdin, thus reconstituting a [page 081] Marist 
group of priests and preserving for the main body of the Society its supra-diocesan 
character. It was a master card which the Founder of the Brothers played then in the 
complex game of the Society. It alone would render possible subsequent success.»130

  

 

It was recorded earlier that Champagnat sold the La Valla property. The first section (the 
part he himself had built in 1822) went in 1827; the remainder in 1829. The selling of the 
“cradle” of the congregation comes to us as a shock. But Champagnat was in need of 
funds, and it was not customary for the congregation to own schools (part of the La Valla 
building was for school purposes). Fortunately, as previously noted, it was later (after 
Champagnat’s death) repurchased. 
 
In April 1828 came a letter from Pierre Colin, and in May, one from Jean-Claude. Both 
letters are warm, friendly, appreciative of Champagnat and of his work, special mention 
being made of his recruitment for the Marist Sisters. Mention is also made of Terraillon, 
appointed in April as parish priest of Notre Dame, a St Chamond parish close to 
Champagnat’s residence. Colin Junior was anxious not to lose Terraillon from the Marist 
fold. The letters show that the Belley priests are joyful in their anticipation of a visit by 
the Hermitage group, a friendly gathering which took place in June. The bishops of 
Belley and Lyon, although not willing to approve the Marists as a congregation, 
generally did not hinder their meetings, especially those for Retreats. 
 
In his letter of 22 May, Jean-Claude Colin reflected, «In the rapid success of your 
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establishments, I am comforted that the cross is encountered from time to time. It is the 
best proof of the love that the Lord bears towards your dear Brothers.»131

 In August of the 
same year, Champagnat made a Retreat at Mary’s shrine at Valfleury. The spiritual 
strengthening came at an appropriate time, for in October Champagnat had to bear a 
weighty cross — a near rebellion in the ranks. [page 082]   

 

PART TWO 
 
CHAPTER FIVE - 1829-1832 
 
Hanging on in Hope 
 
SISTERS - EARLY YEARS AT BELLEY 
 
Keeping to the even tenor of their way, the Marist Sisters at Bon Repos settled to their 
life of prayer, apostolate, and community in the post-profession period. It was not long 
before the extended premises at Bon Repos found full use — administration centre, 
novitiate, school (with boarding facilities), and workroom. The buildings were registered 
with the Department of the Ain as an establishment for the primary education of the poor 
and for training in sewing and other manual skills. From 1829, when first extensions 
were completed, until 1835 this was the sole establishment of the Marist Sisters in the 
diocese. Vocations, however, were not wanting. By July 1830 the number of Sisters and 
postulants reached twenty. Accommodation became one further problem for the Sisters. 
Indeed, Marist priests, such as Champagnat, had to delay the sending of postulants 
because of cramped living space. 
 
Poverty was the Sisters’ companion, for, although income was derived from teaching, 
from boarders’ fees, and from sewing, the gross intake was rather meagre. And, of 
course, there were the capital costs to be repaid. Another companion was prayer — the 
constant consort. Speaking of the Foundress, one of the early Sisters declared, «Mother 
told us that Bishop Devie used to tell her sometimes that he wanted us to rekindle in our 
midst the spirit of the early [page 085]  religious, that is to say, the spirit of prayer, of poverty, 
and of work. That was truly our Mother’s spirit. She was very fond of work accompanied 
by prayer, and knew how to make it attractive ... She often said that work was a prayer 
and a penance that God had imposed on us. She used to tell us that in our Rule we 
have no great penances; our work makes up for them.» 

132  
 
Granted that the Sisters endured and practised poverty, there was, notwithstanding, no 
narrowing of vision nor restriction of generosity on the part of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. 
One of the early Sisters quotes her, «I prefer a spendthrift to a miser. I hate to see a 
person with a narrow, stingy outlook, because this will also be her attitude to God; she 
will treat Him as she does creatures.» 

133  
 

                                                 
131 Letter of Father J-C. Colin to Father Champagnat, O.M. I, Doc. 182, Lines 32-34. 
132

 Recollections Mother St Joseph, Document 241 (132). 
133

 Recollections Mother St Joseph, Testimony of Sister Jacques Téllin, Doc. 241 (81). 



Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 68 

THE GOLDEN AGE 
 
In the early period (1825-1842) of the Society of Mary ties among the Marists were 
close. This can be seen in the frequency with which the affairs and personalities of other 
branches were mentioned in the letters of Marists, and also in the visits paid and 
received. Jean-Claude Colin, for instance, often dropped in to see the community of 
Sisters, either to ask for prayers for special concerns, or to pass on information about 
matters pertaining to the Society. Colin was able to make these visits more frequently 
after the bishop called him to take charge of seminary affairs, that is, when Colin was 
stationed permanently in Belley, first at the seminary-college, then at La Capucinière, a 
residence given by the bishop to Colin and the Marist priests. For Colin, there was all 
that fatherly interest that one would expect of a man who gave the inspiration and raison 
d’être to a small group of women religious. He was interested in the people; he was 
interested in the property at Bon Repos. That was not all, for Colin took occasion to 
share his anxieties and ambitions with the Marist Sisters, especially with Jeanne-Marie 
Chavoin. In many ways, the period up to 1842 was the Golden Age of the Society of 
Mary. [page 086]   

 

FOREBODINGS 
 
Towards the end of 1832 Jeanne-Marie Chavoin received a disquieting letter from 
Father Pompallier, one of the young Lyon clergymen who were interested in becoming 
Marists (Séon, Bourdin, and Pompallier — in that order — were the first of the new 
group to come to Champagnat at the Hermitage). Pompallier wrote to Jeanne-Marie 
about the proposal for a foundation in St Chamond. He had good contacts in the 
archdiocesan administration, and could thus inform Jeanne-Marie that the prospects of 
the Marist Sisters coming to St Chamond were not promising. The problem lay in the 
identity which the congregation was assuming. In the main, the Sisters were religious 
educators, but they were tending to lead a form of cloistered existence. This 
development towards an enclosed way of life meant that they could establish 
themselves only in particular places. Such locations were, general, already well supplied 
with religious Sisters. Theirs was an identity which, at that particular time in France, 
allowed for little growth. It was also an identity which, favoured by the Founder but 
rejected by the Foundress, played a prominent part in the sunset of “the Golden Age”. 
For Chavoin and Colin, the dispute about cloister contributed to the “Dark Age” of their 
relationship a long journey through mists of misunderstanding and passages of pain. 
 
THIRD ORDER EMERGES 
 
The name of Pompallier is also associated with a branch the Society of Mary which was 
envisaged in the original project of 1816 — the Third Order. We have already seen how 
Courveille, ever ready to busy himself with new ventures, endeavoured to do something 
in regard to the Third Order  of Mary when he was curate at Verrières in 1816. 
 
Clear indication of lay interest in the spirituality of the Society of Mary comes from a 
letter to the Rector of the [page 087]  University of Lyon, written by the brother of one of the 
seminarians enthusiastic for establishing Mary’s Society. Aloysius Perrault-Maynard 
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added “S M” to his signature. Details about this layman indicate that the initials pertain to 
the Society of Mary — and that Perrault-Maynard displayed a lively interest in it. 
 
From 1816 to 1825 the Colin brothers at Cerdon gathered menfolk of the parish for 
spiritual exercises. Jeanne-Marie Chavoin speaks about this, «Already, thirty men were 
at meetings at the presbytery.» 

134  We have, however, no evidence about this group to 
indicate whether or not it was a prefiguring of a fraternity of the Third Order of Mary. In 
point of fact, a political event and a powerful personality made possible the first 
substantial effort to have the Third Order of Mary established on solid foundations. The 
event was the French Revolution of 1830; the personality was Pompallier. 
 
After the fall of the Bourbon Monarchy in the July Revolution 1830, the Orléanist branch 
of the royal family came to the throne in the person of Louis Philippe. The replacement 
of the “most Christian King” by a follower of Voltaire caused a crisis of conscience for 
Catholic officials loyal to the “legitimate” monarch. Many preferred to give up their 
positions rather than swear allegiance to the Voltairian Louis Philippe. In Lyon men like 
Gabet, officer of the King’s bodyguard, Delaunay, barrister-at-law, Meynis, Postmaster, 
resigned their positions. They began to consider the idea of living a religious life in the 
world. Friends who joined them already had as spiritual director Vicar General 
Cholleton, the protector of the Society of Mary. Cholleton it was who brought this group 
of gifted men into contact with the Marists. 
 
Having set themselves up as a civil society, the group set up a boarding school at 
Fourvière on a site now occupied by the Cenacle Sisters, only about fifty metres from 
the chapel of the Marist pledge of 1816. A few years later it was deemed necessary to 
transfer the boarding school premises to La Favorite, a nearby location. Now, the 
chaplain to the boarding school and to the men who [page 088]  conducted it (they were soon to 
become the Tertiary Brothers of Mary) was Pompallier, released from service at the 
Hermitage in November 1832. Thus we find yet another Marist group, the Tertiary 
Brothers, engaged in the apostolate of education. By 1832, then, all four branches of the 
longed-for Society of Mary were involved, in whole or in part, in this particular work. 
 
COURVEILLE IN ECLIPSE 
 
For Courveille, the nadir of his fortunes was the period 1829-1836 — from the moment 
he slipped the key under the door at St Antoine until a door was opened to him in the 
Benedictine monastery at Solesmes. These were seven lean years for Courveille, a 
period which affected the final thirty years of his life. 
 
By 1829 Courveille had sold his remaining property interest in La Valla and the 
Hermitage. After wandering through several regions of France in the spring of 1829, he 
finally settled in his uncle’s parish at Apinac. While there he signed a final Deed of 
renunciation in the various undertakings of Father Champagnat. Denied priestly faculties 
by the archdiocesan council from 1829, Courveille was conceded these powers for a 
brief period (from 7 March 1832 until Pentecost of the same year) when he was 
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authorised to help the parish priest of Alpinac. He came to the clergy retreat in the same 
year (1832) and tried a last effort with his former confreres. He «began to assume 
mysterious airs and threatened them with the maledictions of God if they continued not 
to listen to him. Then Father Colin,» (Jean-Claude) “stirred with holy zeal, said to him: 
“Do you think we are not aware of your conduct?” At these words he fell silent, filled with 
confusion. It was all over». 135  The year 1832 witnessed the final breach between 
Courveille and the Society whose formation he had inspired. It must have been a 
shattering blow to Courveille. [page 089]   

 

COLIN’S NEW HAT - COLLEGE PRINCIPAL 
 
Jean-Claude Colin was by no means happy to accept the diocesan post of Superior of 
the minor seminary at Belley, an assignment that came to him after the unexpected 
death of his friend Father Pichat at the age of forty-one years, Knowing Colin’s capacity 
as a diocesan missioner, Bishop Devie had no hesitation in calling him to the new task 
at Easter 1829. Devie may have been influenced by Vicar General de la Croix’s anxiety 
about Colin’s health, for de ha Croix was conscious of the exhaustion of the Bugey 
missioners, particularly Colin. And so, without previous experience in pedagogy, but with 
plenty of potential for this science, Colin, and, subsequently, the Marist priests, were 
launched into a second apostolate — that of the secondary school. 
 
The college Colin came to was founded in 1751. At the time of Bishop Devie’s arrival at 
Belley it was about to be closed by the local council which then controlled the property. 
Devie arranged that the property be given to the diocese as a minor seminary. It was not 
solely that, however, for it retained its college aspect by accepting students who had no 
idea of ecclesiastical vocation. 
 
We can suppose that Colin sometimes mused on the irony of his situation. In this minor 
seminary, where a cramped, cold, and noisy corridor had governed his indoor existence 
for four years of missionary work, he now strode the corridors of power. As can be 
guessed, the appointment of Colin was hardly pleasing to, and strongly criticised by 
those who had made fun of the missioner and his confreres. He also met opposition 
from the cathedral clergy. To two of the latter, who expressed their annoyance when 
some of the clergy teachers did not come for the recitation of the Hours at the cathedral, 
Colin replied with vigour, «When you send me teachers to look after the classes, I’ll send 
you canons to pray the office.» 

136   [page 090]   

 

BATTLES WITH A BISHOP 
 
Colin had need of practice in defending himself verbally, for on two occasions in this 
period his men and his movement — the Marists — were threatened with loss of 
identity. It was Bishop Devie who attempted to change them into diocesan missioners. 
Colin was momentarily on the horns of a dilemma, for, while on one hand his principles 
counselled him not to oppose his Church leader, on the other hand, his love for the 
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special work for God, his beloved Society of Mary, urged him not to allow its 
suppression without a struggle. Colin realised that it was up to him, a reluctant leader of 
the Marists in the diocese of Belley, to confront the Church dignitary. So, squaring his 
shoulders and reaching into the knapsack of his verbal combat skills, Colin readied 
himself for the campaign. 
 
Battle was joined on two occasions. In June 1830 the bishop tried to form the Marist 
aspirants into a society of diocesan missioners under Father Ballet. Colin stood firm, 
refusing to join. Offering to take any lowly post in the diocese, Colin asserted that, if he 
were guilty of a possible mistake in advancing the cause of the Society of Mary, he did 
not want to be guilty of a certain mistake in belonging to a diocesan society of 
missioners. 
 
The second occasion came in October 1832 when, in view of the Jubilee to be 
celebrated the following year, the bishop set about establishing a missionary group for 
the diocese. He hoped to have the Marists, but had to proceed without them. Thus Colin 
twice passed through a trial that came many times to Champagnat — the risk of the 
congregation’s loss of identity through being absorbed into, or united with another group. 
 
BELLEY - MARIST PRIESTS WAX STRONG 
 
Although Bishop Devie refused to regard Colin and his followers as anything but 
diocesan missioners, he gave in to Colin’s insistence that, in principle, the seminary be 

[page 091]  entrusted as much as possible to Colin’s confreres. Colin tried to group together in 
the college those who were aspirants to the Society of Mary. Over a period of time, then, 
the Marist presence in the seminary became more influential. Unwittingly, the bishop 
was giving Marist aspirants the opportunity to live in community, carrying out either the 
apostolate of the inland missions or that of the secondary school. 
 
Living a community life became much easier for future Marists when Bishop Devie gave 
them the former Capuchin monastery, an extensive building named after its former 
owners. There were, however, some conditions which undoubtedly tempered the 
generosity of the bishop. In exchange for the keys of the monastery, “La Capucinière”, 
Colin handed over the deeds of a strategically placed property left to him by his friend 
Father Pichat. The first to take up residence were the inland missioners and some lay-
Brothers (not of Champagnat’s congregation). In time, “La Capucinière” came to be 
known to the Marist priests as the “cradle” of the Society of Mary.  
 
Being prominent as inland missioners and as administrators of the minor seminary, the 
Marists came to the attention of diocesan priests and seminarians — a sure way of 
arousing vocational interest. In somewhat the same way, and certainly at the same 
period of time, membership of another group was being augmented in the neighbouring 
diocese of Lyon — the Marist priests under the leadership of Champagnat. 
 
COLIN’S SCHOOL CONCEPTS 
 
The anti-clericalism which swept through France after the July Revolution affected both 
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Marist camps. Government regulations enacted prior to 1830 meant that Colin’s 
nomination had to be approved by the new King, Louis Philippe, the Voltairian whose 
accession to the throne had led some Catholics to quit public service. Again, the fact 
that many of the college professors held to the [page 092]  Catholic liberalism preached by the 
priest-philosopher Félicité de Lamennais meant that Colin had a problem on his hands, 
for he was opposed to the ideas of Lamennais, a thinker who was trying to dissociate 
Catholicism from chose ties with the monarchists and to identify it with some of the 
tenets of liberalism. Colin, as ever loyal to his bishop, followed Devie in rejecting the 
Lamennais ideology. Lamennais’ ideas were, for those times, quite avant-garde. The 
Church milieu of this period of nineteenth-century Europe could not live with Catholic 
liberalism. 
 
Colin worked hard to gather and to form a professorial staff which would accept his 
principles about education. It was a battle in which the casualties were heavy — on one 
side, the losses Colin suffered to his health; on the other, those staff members who 
could not agree with Colin’s ideas and who subsequently withdrew from the field or fell 
in “combat” with the new Principal. At an increasing rate, staff difficulties dwindled as 
more and more staff members accepted Colin’s pedagogical principles. The Marist 
priests, having established the college on a sound footing, finally relinquished control in 
1845. 
 
The principles that Colin preached and practised are to be found in “Avis aux Maîtres”, 
1829, a book in which Colin gave emphasis to the formation of Christians, of good-hiving 
men, and of scholars. Such was the order of emphasis. Teachers should assert a firm 
authority vis-à-vis their students, but there must be genuine concern for the child, 
marked by benevolence and respect. Colin was a quick learner in matters educational. 
The missioner did not abdicate when the educator came to the throne. In words which 
not only point to missionary practice, but also reflect the moral rigorism of the France of 
this period, Colin announced defiantly, “Gentlemen, God has put me here to fight 
against sin, and I shall continue to do so as long as there is a drop of blood in my 
veins.”137  
 
Appointed Superior of the college in 1829, Jean-Claude Colin retained the title until 
1836, but from 1831 there was a vice-Superior to deal with the actual running of the 
college. Colin had many additional matters to attend to, [page 093]  not the least of which being 
affairs Marist, for in the year 1830 he was elected (one vote short of unanimity) the 
Central Superior of the as yet unapproved Society of Mary. The dioceses of Lyon and 
Belley had, in a sense, been reunited, because the Marist aspirants had chosen a single 
leader for the groups in the two dioceses. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - A TIGHT TILLER FOR STORMS 
 
The years 1829-1832 saw Marcellin Champagnat riding out the storm of the internal 
troubles of his congregation of Little Brothers of Mary. At the annual Retreat of 1829 
Champagnat closed the curtain on a drama whose climax came at the Retreat of the 
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Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 73 

previous year. It was in 1828 that emotions ran high over the Founder’s introduction of a 
new method of reading for the classroom, and over new regulations concerning the 
Brothers’ attire. After a year’s trial, the reading method was adopted, but the voting was 
by no means unanimous. In regard to dress, the two Brothers who were ringleaders of 
the opposition to Champagnat’s changes of attire continued to remain obdurate. 
Champagnat could not allow this rank disobedience to continue. The two rebels were 
dismissed. 
 
Champagnat continued to find favour in the court of Archbishop de Pins, who realised 
the good apostolic work of the expanding congregation of Brothers. Thus in 1829 Séon 
(replaced at the Hermitage by Pompallier, a new Marist aspirant) was sent to Charlieu, 
where he could help the Brothers and also investigate the possibility of the use the 
extensive abbey by the Marist priests. The second part of his mission died in the 
troubles occasioned by the outbreak of the 1830 Revolution, which, although strongly 
anti-clerical, was not essentially anti-religious. 
 
Champagnat remained calm during the Revolution and throughout the tense period that 
followed it. In Paris the archbishop’s palace and several other Church properties were 
sacked, but no damage was inflicted on premises occupied by Champagnat’s men. All 
sorts of rumours were [page 094]  spread, however, including one which accused Champagnat 
of allowing a counter-revolutionary force to be trained by a reactionary nobleman. 
Eventually, on 24 July 1831, a Police Magistrate arrived, escorted by a band of 
gendarmes. Understandably, the Brother who opened the door to this formidable force 
could not be expected to be well versed in knowledge of the ranks of the French nobility, 
so, when the magistrate asked whether there was a marquis in the house, the puzzled 
Brother promptly replied that, if there were one, Father Champagnat would know about 
it. Suspicions augmented, the official descended on Champagnat, who handled the 
situation in a way that won the grudging admiration of the Magistrate. He who made his 
entrance like a lion made his departure like a lamb. 
 
The anti-clerical attitude of many officials at this period is exemplified by the situation at 
Feurs, where the Mayor and his Councillors wanted Champagnat to abandon the 
Simultaneous Method of teaching and replace it by the Mutual Method. Champagnat 
resisted, for the method he employed meant more teacher-involvement with the child. 
The punitive measures adopted by the Town Council eventually led Champagnat to 
withdraw the Brothers from Feurs. 
 
A significant opening in this period was in October 1831 when Champagnat sent four 
Brothers across the river Rhône to take over a school and boarding college set up by 
the zealous Father Douillet at La Côte-St-André in the diocese of Grenoble. Douillet 
shortly afterwards brought eleven aspirants to the Hermitage. La Côte-St-André got off 
to a great start, but the track contained rough patches which later caused some 
stumblings. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT’S CONCERN FOR MARIST SISTERS 
 
Although geographically sundered from the Sisters, Champagnat was close to them in 
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spirit and helpful to them in practice. When occasion presented, he gave the support of 
presence. Perhaps he visited the Sisters at [page 095]  Cerdon — we have no hard proof of 
this, but, undeniably, in the summer of 1825, the three priests at the Hermitage 
(Courveille, Terraillon, and Champagnat) came to Belley, and would certainly have seen 
the Sisters on that occasion. During the following years Champagnat was regularly 
informed by Colin of the development of the Sisters’ branch. Moreover, he went several 
times to Belley with some of his Lyon confreres — in 1828 with Séon, in January 1830 
with Pompallier and Bourdin, in September 1830 with Pompallier, and doubtless on 
other occasions — not taking into account possible interviews with Jeanne-Marie at 
Lyon. Indeed, there was a whole network of relationships which bound the Marists of the 
archdiocese of Lyon to Jeanne-Marie Chavoin’s Sisters. Each priest, in his own way, but 
not always in full co-operation with fellow-priests, took to heart the interests of the Marist 
Sisters of Belley. The welfare and work of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin (her name in religion 
was Mother St Joseph) occupied a central position in the concerns of these Marist 
priests. 
 
Convincing proof of Champagnat’s interest in recruiting for the Sisters may be found in 
the fact that he played a prominent part in directing postulants to the Belley 
establishment, no fewer than thirteen coming on his recommendation between 1827 and 
1834, including his own niece and Marie Audras, sister of two of the first Brothers. A 
precious letter of Champagnat138  shows us his expectations of these girls and, by 
inference, the criteria he set for recruits to his own congregation. As we shall see later, 
Champagnat also made contact with Courveille’s Sisters at St Antoine. This he did on 
the request of Jean-Claude Colin 139  
 
ESSAYS FOR AUTHORISATION 
 
A third attempt for government authorisation of the Marist Brothers was initiated in 1828, 
again by Archbishop de Pins. In January 1828 the archbishop forwarded the [page 096]  dossier 
which had been a “dead letter” since 1826. It included, however, four modifications, all of 
which conformed with the amendments suggested at the earlier consideration of the 
application. Unfortunately, Archbishop de Pins, Peer of the realm though he was, had 
but little influence in the relevant departments of a government which had become 
increasingly anti-clerical. De Pins’ dossier lay forgotten in a drawer. 
 
The law of 1828 which required the King’s assent to Colin’s appointment as Principal of 
the minor seminary was accompanied by other decrees, one of which prescribed that, in 
the case of unauthorised associations, members who did not a have a Teacher’s 
Certificate (the brevet) approved by the government were eligible for military service. 
This was disturbing news for Champagnat. 
 
In the early part of 1830 the archbishop’s council considered the time favourable for yet 
another attempt (the third by the archdiocese). The government led by Polignac had 
raised ecclesiastical hopes in regard to authorisation of societies like Champagnat’s, so 
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the archdiocesan authorities of Lyon were hopeful of having the Marist Brothers of the 
Hermitage officially approved. It was Vicar General Cattet who wrote to Champagnat, 
«Perhaps it would be best if you offered your house to the Prefect of Loire as a Model 
School (Teachers’ College) which would provide excellent teachers for schools in his 
Department. Let us move prudently in so important and so delicate a matter.» 

140  On the 
25 February the archbishop, through Father Cattet, asked Champagnat for the signed 
Statutes. He wanted about a dozen signatures, including those of Champagnat, 
Pompallier, and Bourdin. It appears that the writing of some Brothers did not come up to 
scratch, for there was a cautionary note as addendum, «But I beg you to choose those 
of your Brothers who write best to sign their names.» 

141  
 
On this occasion the dossier did not gather dust. Modifications of the Statutes were 
called for, but they were of no great consequence. The changes were quickly made and 
the document sent to Paris. It was clear that the [page 097]  Council of State was favourably 
disposed to grant authorisation to the Brothers’ congregation. It was at this juncture that 
Champagnat wrote to archdiocesan authorities, offering his resignation as leader. We 
are not aware of his motives, for, unfortunately, his letter has not been preserved. We 
may guess, however, that humility was a strong ingredient for, in refusing the proffered 
resignation, Vicar General Cattet wrote, «We are touched by the sentiments which 
dictated your letter. They do honour to your modesty and convince us even more that 
you are the man whom the good Lord wants to use to put his work into effect and bring 
to success.» 

142  
 
Authorisation for the Marist Brothers now seemed secure. The decree of approval 
awaited only the signature of King Charles X after his return from a hunting excursion. 
Three days of July 1830, however, transformed the hunter into the hunted. Charles was 
chased from France, and with him went Champagnat’s immediate hopes for legal 
authorisation. 
 
Now, since Champagnat’s schools were numerous and his congregation was becoming 
more significant in the archdiocese, the council of de Pins once again sought 
government authorisation. After the failure of the attempt of 1830, the archdiocesan 
authorities went once more into the breach just two years later. It was the archbishop 
himself who, sensing a favourable opportunity, sent the Statutes, duly modified as for 
the futile attempt in 1830, for the signatures of Champagnat and of “all the Brothers”. 143  
The archbishop made his application to the Minister in charge of Religious Affairs, 
whereas competence in this matter really lay with the Minister of Public Instruction, the 
formidable Guizot. There being no hope of success with Guizot, the application was 
abandoned. 
 
LYON - MARIST PRIESTS WIN THROUGH 
 

                                                 
140 Letter of Father Cattet to Father Champagnat 18/2/1830, O.M. I, Doc. 213, Lines 9-12. 
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Despite these setbacks the archdiocese of Lyon continued to show lively interest in 
Champagnat, giving [page 098]   approval to his congregation of Brothers and permitting priests 
interested in the Marist project to reside at the Hermitage as chaplains. There was, 
however, no official Church recognition of the Society of priests. As with the diocese of 
Belley, all these men were regarded as diocesan clerics performing special works. 
Champagnat and his special work attracted good priests, many of whom became 
members of the pontifically approved Society of Mary in 1836. Between 1829 and 1832 
Champagnat welcomed Fathers Bourdin, Pompallier, Fontbonne, and Forest. Séon, of 
course, had been in residence since 1827. And these priests, in varying degrees, 
welcomed life at the Hermitage, frugal as it was. Bourdin wrote to Champagnat (1829), 
«I thought I might be excluded for ever from my dear solitude (the Hermitage) ... I 
commend myself to your dear community, in the midst of which I very much desire to 
enjoy again both peace and edification, those two precious plants which do not grow in 
the world.» 

144  The Hermitage, then, was the scene of the Marist formation of both priests 
and Brothers of the Society of Mary. 
 
Although showing no official recognition of the Marists, the Lyon ecclesiastical 
authorities allowed these Hermitage priests to work at the instruction of the Brothers, to 
participate in parish renewal, and to preach Retreats. They also had to provide clerical 
services in the neighbouring parishes. Basically, there was not much difference between 
the apostolates of the priests at the Hermitage and those at Belley. 
 
It should be noted that, despite the official policy followed by the archdiocese, there was 
a tangible evolution in its attitude towards the Marist priest aspirants. As early as 1829 
the word “congregation” appears in archdiocesan correspondence, and, at the same 
time, there is recognition of a certain missionary character of the Hermitage group. 

145  
Imperceptibly, the Marist priests were gaining recognition as being “other”. [page 099]   

 

TAKE-OVER “BIDS” 
 
Although de Pins favoured the direct method of requesting authorisation for the Marist 
Brothers, a second method, that of merging Champagnat’s congregation with an 
authorised association, was also at the disposal of interested parties. Champagnat was 
chary of this approach, for he was conscious of the difficulty of merging groups with 
different histories, apostolates, charism, especially the last mentioned — new cloth 
cannot be successfully sewn on old. 146  Nevertheless, attempts were made because of 
the parlous situation of Champagnat’s Brothers. Colin and Champagnat shared 
anxieties in the period 1829-1832 in that both endured attempts to alter the identity of 
their congregations. In Belley, the name of Bishop Devie is associated with two efforts; 
in Lyon the name is that of Father Querbes, though, to do him justice, Querbes was a 
passive and fairly unwilling participant. There was also Father Chaminade, Founder of 
the Marianists, with whom Champagnat himself initiated discussions. Both Querbes and 
Chaminade had the benefit of government authorisation for their congregations. Some 
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loose form of association with one of them, without the loss of his congregation’s 
identity, was perhaps the means by which Champagnat could solve his problems with a 
government becoming increasingly stringent in regard to unauthorised teachers and 
their qualifications.  
 
For Champagnat it was a period of awakened concern. He was seeking benefits for his 
congregation of Brothers, but did not want a merger that would involve change of 
identity. It was a tightrope procedure, for there was always the danger of diocesan 
authorities going too far, with a consequent loss of identity for his congregation. The 
desperate Champagnat would possibly have considered a merger with Chaminade’s 
Marianists, since the spirit and aims of the Marianists were sufficiently close to those of 
Champagnat’s Brothers to permit him to consider such a move. In regard to Querbes’ 
group, however, Champagnat knew that a merger just would not work. This problem had 
Champagnat on the rack three times in the early ‘thirties — [page 100]  mild pain in autumn, 
1832 (Chaminade); a severe wrench in winter, 1832 (Querbes); prolonged torture in 
summer, 1833 (Querbes again). 
 
In the autumn of 1832 the archdiocesan authorities of Lyon disapproved of a proposed 
journey of Champagnat to Agen, where a meeting was to be held between Chaminade 
and Champagnat, the latter intent on discussing possible solutions. Merging with the 
Marianists could perhaps have helped Champagnat to solve the most recent problem 
concerning the Brothers — the June 1832 Ministerial circular revoking a previous 
concession of exemption from the obligatory “Brevet de Capacité” (Teacher’s 
Certificate). Disappointed, Champagnat accepted the archdiocesan decision rejecting 
his proposed talk with Chaminade. 
 
In the absence of the archbishop, his council decided that it would be best for 
Champagnat to come to an understanding with Querbes rather than carry on 
negotiations with Chaminade, who was not of the archdiocese. The council was careful 
to emphasise that it was a matter of an affiliation which, while safeguarding the 
autonomy of each congregation, would procure for Champagnat’s men the benefits of 
legal authorisation. 
 
Father Querbes was a man of decisive action, one who moved skilfully and with 
assurance among government officials. Authorisation for his project of the Clercs de St 
Viateur was granted on 10 January 1830. His was the only authorisation of a charitable 
congregation of male religious granted between 1825 and 1851 — a tribute to his 
capacity to lobby politicians. Querbes was a friend of Pompallier, who, it appears, 
supported the idea of an affiliation of Champagnat’s congregation with that of his friend 
Querbes. We have later letters from Pompallier to Querbes which give indication of 
this.147  
 
Feeling that Champagnat’s situation required urgent measures, the archdiocesan 
council came to a decision which was conveyed to Champagnat by Vicar General 
Cattet. Champagnat was to come to an agreement with Father Querbes by which the 
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Marist Brothers would be affiliated to (not merged with) the Clercs de St Viateur. [page 101]  

Fortunately for Champagnat, Archbishop de Pins did not agree with his council on this 
matter. The luckless Cattet, who had written on behalf of the council, had to put pen to 
paper once again — the very next day (6 December 1832). Archbishop de Pins had 
decided to approach the government directly. We have already considered how that 
venture subsequently foundered on the rock that was Guizot. The name of Querbes, 
however, was to rise again, and to rise with even greater potency, in the Champagnat 
story. 
 
MARIST PRIESTS - INTERDIOCESAN UNION? 
 
What is the story of the Marist priests, the core of the Society, in this period (1829-
1832)? We have seen how Colin and his men, having moved into a second apostolate, 
that of secondary education, had come to live in community first in the minor seminary 
then at La Capucinière, and had attracted vocations. As for Champagnat, after the 
collapse of the first priests’ community in 1826, he had succeeded in winning some of 
the newly ordained to volunteer for the Hermitage, where they helped with the 
instruction and work of the Brothers, served nearby parishes, and conducted Retreats 
and missions in sundry parishes. Etienne Séon, the first of them, played a significant 
part in spreading the word to others. Although the Hermitage men were generally in 
residence there for a relatively short period, many of them, as we shall see, retained the 
Marist idea. 
 
There is another point of comparison between the two groups in this period. As 
mentioned earlier, both leaders, Colin and Champagnat, became the targets of Church 
officials who sought to solve their own problems, as well as those of the Marist 
Founders, by the simple expedient of removing the Marists from the scene. This could 
be done by amalgamating them with other groups and by changing the leadership 
structure. It was not a new experience for Champagnat, who had endured a similar 
procedure in 1826, and who was destined to suffer more from it in the [page 102]  future. Now, 
perhaps partly because of these moves (those before October 1830), and certainly 
because the identity of the Marist priests was so slow in gaining recognition the clerics 
concerned came to a landmark decision in the history of the Marists. Its aim was to bring 
together the diocesan branches of the Society of priests by establishing a “centre of 
unity” — in other words, a sole leader for both groups It was a crossing of the Rubicon 
 
In 1830 this need for a central authority became more urgent. Someone, an elected 
Superior, was required to coordinate what was being done in the two dioceses. While at 
Belley in early January, three of the Lyon group came to an agreement with those in the 
other diocese to meet in Lyon for this election Colin wrote to Champagnat asking him to 
dispose the minds of the archdiocesan council for such a meeting. The Founder of the 
Brothers certainly carried out the request, his letter to the Vicar General stressing the 
existence of the Society of Mary, «the four priests of our Society in this diocese — 
Fathers Seon,» (then at Charhieu) «Bourdin, Pompallier, and your servant». 148  
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It would appear that, in his reply to Colin’s letter, Champagnat suggested that the 
Marists elect a Superior without telling the archbishop. Colin would have none of it. «We 
reject it more firmly than ever. We have never done anything for the work (of Mary) 
secretly and without the knowledge of the superiors.» 

149  Apart from principle, a 
motivation that may have been pressing on Colin was the fact that, unlike Champagnat, 
he lived cheek by jowl with his bishop in a small town. The balcony of the bishop’s 
residence at Belley is almost as famous as that of Verona, but not for the same reason. 
At Verona, Romeo and Juliet whispered their affection; at Belley, Colin at ground level, 
and Devie on balcony, thundered their mutual recriminations. For Colin, loyalty to 
bishops certainly did not preclude hot debate over matters of principle.  
 
As it happened, however, Champagnat had already written to the archbishop’s council 
before he received Colin’s letter, quoted above. Champagnat sought permission for an 
assembly of Marists from Lyon and Belley. Cattet [page 103]  replied on behalf of the 
archdiocesan council. The customary stance was maintained — the archdiocese could 
not and would not recognise the Society of Mary other than in the archdiocese of Lyon. 
 
Seeing that it was impossible to obtain approval for an act that affirmed both the 
religious nature of the Society of Mary and its supra-diocesan character, Colin 
eventually had to resort to a secret meeting. Nine months had passed since the Belley 
meeting where the Marists had decided in principle on the election. Champagnat, 
sensing that the time-lag might «stretch out to the crack of doom»

 
150, put pressure on 

Colin. In his reply of 10 September Colin was at his cautious best in suggesting reasons 
for delay. It is obvious, however, that he bowed to the other’s opinion, for it was in 
September or October that the Marists gathered. 
 
The Lyon men came to Belley (with the exception of Terraillon). There, the combined 
group elected Jean-Claude Colin as Central Superior. They also agreed that a local 
superior (Provincial-Rector) should be elected by the Lyon group. He would, of course, 
be subject to the Central Superior. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - PRIESTS’ PROVINCIAL RECTOR 
 
Shortly after their return to the Hermitage the Lyon contingent gathered to elect a 
Provincial-Rector. They spent five days in prayer, meetings, and discussion before 
proceeding to the election. The Minutes of these proceedings have been preserved — 
the first known copy of a meeting of the aspiring Marist priests. A summary of rules for 
community living was also composed, probably by Pompallier. The young priests 
elected the senior member, the experienced Champagnat, as their leader — and this 
despite his manifold activities with an ever-expanding congregation of teaching Brothers. 
 
Having been informed of the election of Champagnat, the archbishop and his council, 
while carefully avoiding any reference to the election, hastened to name the [page 104]   
Director of the Hermitage as Superior of the Society of Mary in Lyon. One decisive step 

                                                 
149 Father Colin to Father Champagnat 13/2/1830, O.M. I, Doc. 212, Lines 12-14. 
150 W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act IV, Sc. I, Line 117. 
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was taken, however, for the archbishop’s council recognised in set terms both the 
existence of the Society of Mary and its name, at the same time appointing a Superior. 
«All the priests and Brothers of Mary will obey you as their Father ..., you will really have 
the sentiments of a father towards all those who will be members of that Society.» 

151  In 
Lyon glimmerings of an archdiocesan recognition were breaking through for the Marist 
priests. In Belley, however, the Marists could glimpse no such rays to arouse hope in 
their hearts. 
 
Soon afterwards, in January 1831, Father Séon, formerly at Charhieu, was appointed 
curate to the parish of Valbenoîte, near St Etienne. Father Rouchon, parish priest, had 
acquired the old Cistercian abbey of Valbenoîte in 1817. This property he offered to the 
Marists on condition that they would supply him with curates. He was thinking of joining 
the Society himself, but Colin dissuaded him. Séon’s appointment (by the archdiocese) 
was followed by that of Fontbonne, thus making a second Marist at Valbenoîte. Cattet’s 
letter to Champagnat on this occasion also announced that Father Chanut would stay on 
at the Hermitage and that Father Bourdin had permission to transfer to Belley for two 
years, there to teach Humanities at the minor seminary. In fact, but certainly not in word, 
the archdiocese was moving towards a wider recognition of the priests’ branch and also 
of the supra-diocesan character of the Society of Mary. 
 
A COUP BY COLIN 
 
A letter from Colin in November 1831 asked for a novena of prayer for guidance on the 
Valbenoîte question —whether to set up two communities (Hermitage and Valbenoîte) in 
the archdiocese. A second letter, dated 31 December, followed. It caused much 
consternation to the priests at the Hermitage and Valbenoîte. Elected central superior a 
year before, Colin thought to implement what he [page 105]  thought best for his confreres in 
the archdiocese of Lyon. He feared that the priests’ group might be subordinated to the 
work of the Brothers and that the priests might not be able to acquire an autonomy and 
character of their own. Colin therefore decided to have separate leaders for the Brothers 
and for the priests. Champagnat would retain authority over the Brothers. Someone else 
was to be elected for the priests. This was the substance of this letter, and this was the 
proposal that provoked much perturbation. 
 
For once Colin miscalculated. Only a year before, the Lyon Marists had spent five 
prayerful days in settling on a Rule of life and in electing a leader, a leader who had 
subsequently been appointed — not merely approved — by the archdiocese. They were 
upset by Colin’s directives and they were not slow to let him know it. After all, he had 
stated, «If you do not see any obstacle to what we propose». 152  They certainly did! 
 
Presented with “obstacles” and protests, Colin had the good grace and the wisdom to 
defer matters. He did not change his views, however, for he intended to have 
consultation with the Lyon authorities (who had appointed Champagnat as superior) and 
with Father Rouchon of Valbenoîte, whose proposal was very tempting, not only 

                                                 
151 Letter of Father Cattet to Father Champagnat 18/12/1830, O.M. I, Doc. 226, Lines 22-26. 
152 Letter of Jean-Claude Colin to Marcellin Champagnat 31/12/1831, O.M. I, Doc. 241, Lines 20-2 1. 
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because of the offer of the abbey premises, but also because accommodation there 
would give the Marist priests more scope for apostolic work not so closely tied to 
Hermitage commitments. 
 
In his wisdom Colin decided that it would be prudent not to push the issue at that 
particular time. His conciliatory letter deferring the matter of a new Lyon superior is 
dated 3 February 1832. It came as «balm to hurt minds». 153  The Lyon Marists, satisfied 
that all due processes would be followed and that there would be no precipitate action, 
ceased their protestations. 
 
Colin’s concern for the development of the branch of priests in Lyon was matched by 
Champagnat’s worry about the formation of the Brothers, in which the Marist priests 
played a significant part. After all, it was mainly through Champagnat’s charism and 
capacity that the Lyon [page 106]  priests made a second start after the disaster of 1826. 
Champagnat’s opposition to having the priests centred on Valbenoîte arose from his 
fear that the Hermitage would be too much impoverished. When the Lyon priests talked 
things through during the course of 1832, however, it was agreed that Colin’s proposal 
be acceded to, that an election for a new leader be held, and that Chanut would stay at 
the Hermitage to help Champagnat. Towards the end of the year Séon was elected the 
new superior of all Marist priests in Lyon. Confirmed in his position by the archdiocese, 
Séon had authority over the priests at Valbenoîte and the Hermitage, and over 
Pompallier, at that time chaplain to the boarding school conducted by Third Order 
members in Lyon. Patience (Colin), humility (Champagnat), prayer and family spirit (all) 
were the ingredients of the remedy for the Valbenoîte headache. 
 
The spirit of mutual charity, of give and take, that animated these early Marists was 
undoubtedly occasioned, in part, by their participation in annual Retreats together, 
alternately in the dioceses of Lyon and Belley. At the annual Retreat of 1831 they 
composed a prayer of consecration to Mary which was recited and signed at subsequent 
Retreats. This consecration harks back to the Fourvière pledge and shows the continuity 
of their determination to continue their spiritual and apostolic endeavours in company of 
the good Mother Mary. It conveys some idea of what lay behind the constant resolve 
that drove them like a goad. An extract: «...Tender and loving Mother, at this moment 
and forever, we place into your hands our hearts, our wills, our persons, our goods, our 
entire selves. We promise you to pursue, by all the means at our disposal, the success 
and the extension of your Society, to work during our whole life for the glory of your 
Divine Son, and for yours, too, to extend devotion to you as much as possible, and 
never to do anything, to undertake anything without imploring your assistance. Be 
always for us, Holy Virgin, a Mother full of tenderness and mercy. Be our advocate and 
protectress before God...» 154 A prayer such as this is a brief drawing of the veil to 
disclose the spiritual furnace burning within these men of Mary. [page 107]   

 

CLOUD ON HORIZON 
 

                                                 
153 W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act II, Sc. II, Line 39. 
154 Marist Consecration to Mary, made at Belley Retreat, Sept. 1831, O.M. I, Doc. 2, Lines 8-17. 
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Colin’s letter to Champagnat of 3 February 1832, mentioned earlier, brought to the 
surface a matter which started as a sore point but eventually became a constant and 
painful irritation. Colin spoke about the “Joseph Brothers”, the group of non-teaching 
Brothers who came within the scope of the Marist plan prior to the Fourvière pledge. 
This is the first reference to a group of Brothers other than Champagnat’s. What Colin 
had to say will be discussed in a later chapter. Suffice it to say here that it was not well 
received among Champagnat’s men. Colin, conscious that he had caused hurt, in a 
subsequent letter set out his position in regard to the auxiliary or Joseph Brothers. 

155 
Quite unlike the problem of Valbenoîte, that of the Joseph Brothers remained a thorny 
issue until 1839, and even beyond that date, for after 1839 there was an identity 
problem for some of those daring men who, in their generosity, volunteered for the 
Lord’s service in the vas expanse of the Pacific and its isolated mission stations. 
 
The three years to the end of 1832 were indeed a period of trial in which the Marist 
leaders had to exercise the virtue of Hope. It was just as well that this virtue shone in 
use, for it was desperately needed in the turbulent years that immediately followed, 
years in which these leaders found that travelling hopefully towards set goals often 
involves both byways and bumps. 

                                                 
155 Father Colin to Father Champagnat 8/4/1832, O.M. I, Doc. 246, Lines 33-34. 
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CHAPTER SIX - 1832-1836 
 
The Rack of Anxiety 
 
SISTERS SEEK NEW SITES 
 
The discouraging letter from Pompallier at the end of 1832 dashed the hopes of the 
Marist Sisters. A community at St Chamond would have given them a foothold in the 
archdiocese of Lyon and would have brought them into close proximity to Champagnat 
and the Brothers at the Hermitage, as well as Terraillon, who was in charge of a parish 
in the town. 
 
In the early part of the following year another letter arrived from Pompallier. Besides 
giving evidence of the friendly relationship existing between the Marist Tertiaries at La 
Favorite (Pompallier’s group) and the Sisters at Bon Repos, the letter contained further 
disappointing news — the archdiocese postponed a foundation of the Sisters in the city 
of Lyon. Pompallier’s additional news, that Vicar General Cholleton, so well disposed 
towards the Marists, had been assigned by Archbishop de Pins to take care of Marist 
affairs, was but cold comfort, for the new Vicar General was able to do nothing towards 
a Sisters’ establishment in the city of Lyon. Five long years were to elapse before the 
Marist Sisters came to this great city. 
 
Meanwhile, accommodation at Bon Repos became more difficult, even though 
extensions had been made to the building. There was still no dearth of vocations, but, 
because of overcrowded conditions, young women desirous of joining the congregation 
had to be deferred. Jeanne-Marie, having experienced the constraints of cramped 
quarters at Cerdon, was well aware of the need of adequate space for normal 
community living. 
 
Not only were recruits quite promising in number, but they were also most satisfactory in 
quality. The Sisters of Cerdon, good as they were, came from a limited range of [page 110]   
social classes. The much bigger towns of Belley and, especially, St Chamond (in the 
latter Champagnat and Terraillon were active recruiters) offered a wider socioeconomic 
range of young women, some of whom were quite well educated. This development 
provided for an enrichment of the Sisters in the spheres of attainments, apostolic 
interests, and social graces. It also had its hazards, for we find that Champagnat was 
not alone in having difficulties within the ranks. Later on in her leadership, Jeanne-Marie 
was to encounter opposition from a group composed mainly of these later arrivals. 
 
In 1833 there were hopes for new establishments. We have evidence of this in a letter to 
Jeanne-Marie from Jean-Claude Colin, who at the time was in Rome seeking 
approbation for the Society of Mary «It is with pleasure that I would see an 
establishment set up at La Côte-St-André. Recommend this matter to the good Lord in 
your prayers. As for a community at Montluel, perhaps it would not be necessary to 
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await my return.» 
156 It is of interest to note that the Marist Brothers were already at La 

Côte-St-André; they had been there for more than two years. Not only would an 
establishment at La Côte bring the Sisters to a new diocese, but, like the projected 
opening at St Chamond, it would also place them in the same town as the Marist 
Brothers. Unfortunately, nothing came of these plans, nor of the project for Montluel. 
 
It seems that it was Champagnat who made the suggestion that the Marist Sisters come 
to La Côte. Colin wrote to Champagnat about it: «I would be quite happy that there be at 
La Côte an establishment of Sisters, because I hope that one day the college there 
would belong to the Society. Do what you can for the success of the project.»157  At that 
time Colin, while generally not in favour of the expansion of the Sisters’ congregation, 
was keen enough that the Sisters, in making new foundations, be in the same location 
as other Marists. With the passage of time his views on this particular matter changed 
radically. 
 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin advocated more foundations for the Sisters, not only for 
additional living space, but also [page 111]  because she wanted to meet the pastoral needs of 
people through a variety of ministries. Parishes wanted Marist Sisters, and so did the 
Marist Fathers and the Marist Brothers in areas where they were established. The 
priests had been instrumental in sending recruits to Bon Repos —when there was 
sufficient space to accommodate the postulants. The priests and the Brothers would 
have welcomed the Sisters for apostolic work in their localities. The measures taken to 
establish the female branch of the Society at St Chamond and, later, at La Côte-St-
André, give proof of this, even though the efforts proved fruitless. 
 
Finally, in 1835, Colin saw opportunity for a new establishment within the Belley diocese 
— at Meximieux. A property was purchased in this town, where the minor seminary was 
under the direction of one of the early Marists, Father Maîtrepierre. Jean-Claude Colin 
handled the financial transactions, but trouble was brewing, because in this locality of 
only 2,000 inhabitants the Sisters of St Joseph were already well entrenched and they 
did not welcome the prospect of the arrival of another congregation whose apostolate, 
like theirs, was that of education. Bishop Devie was called upon to arbitrate. Devie had 
already been engaged in stormy sessions with Colin about this projected foundation, but 
he considered that the question of education had to be settled. Colin replied: «If your 
Lordship forbids them (the Marists) to teach, I promise you that, on the very next day 
after any disobedience to you in this matter, I shall take the veil from the offending 
Sister.»158

 The foundation was made. As a consequence, the accommodation at Bon 
Repos was much improved. 
 
A good illustration of the close ties existing among the early Marists is to be found in a 
letter from Jean-Claude Colin to Champagnat in January 1835. «The Superior of Bon 
Repos has two nephews, brothers of the young Millot whom you now have in the 
Hermitage. She ardently desires that they withdraw from the world. She would like to 

                                                 
156 Letter of Fr J-C. Colin to Mother St Joseph (J-M. Chavoin) 1 4/12/1833, O.M. I, Doc. 296, Lines 95-98. 
157 Fr Colin to Fr Champagnat 24/6/1833, O.M. I, Doc. 272, Lines 23-25. 
158 Words of Fr Colin to Fr Mayet and Fr Eymard, O.M. II, Doc. 547, Lines 169-171. 
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see them in the Society of Mary but the children have no fortune and have neither 
mother nor father ... See what you, in your charity, can do for them.»159  In point of fact, of 
Jeanne-Marie’s [page 112]  six nephews, no fewer than four were in training to become Marists. 
Not all of them, however, persevered. Yet another instance of family connections within 
the Society is that of the protomartyr of Oceania, Father Pierre Chanel, who at one time 
had two sisters with Jeanne-Mane Chavoin There is a story, not universally accepted, 
that the features of a look-alike sister of Chanel was the model for a portrait painted 
some time after his death 
 
THIRD ORDER - BELLEY BRANCH AND COLIN 
 
For the four years between 1833 and 1836 the development of the Marist Third Order 
needs to be considered in regard to the two dioceses. In particular, we come to a better 
understanding of the history of the branch at Belley by examining the negotiations that 
took place at Rome. To do this, we shall now, in part, follow the story of Colin’s mission 
to the Eternal City. 
 
The first allusion to Colin’s Third Order comes from the pen of Marcellin Champagnat. 
Writing to Bishop Devie at the end of July 1833, Champagnat supported the Marist 
superior: «I find Father Colin’s idea of a Third Order rather pleasing. I believe that, as 
your Excellency envisions it, it will succeed.»160 A few months later Colin speaks of the 
project in the document he prepared for the Roman authorities whom he met that year 
«Nor is the door of the Society closed to even lay people living in the world ... we have 
also added the exercises of a Third Order on behalf of lay people of either sex....»161 A 
few days later Colin petitioned the Pope directly for the Confraternity of the Third Order 
existing at the time in Belley. The request brings out the all-embracing scope of Colin’s 
idea: «Those who are members of the Third Order — laymen, laywomen, and diocesan 
clergy — want to share in the prayer and good works of the religious of the Society of 
Mary — the Fathers, Brothers, and Sisters. Their aim is to revitalise the faith among 
Catholics, to draw the faithful together by the common bonds of love and service of Mary 
as members of [page 113]  the one family of the Mother of God, who is our Mother.»162 Colin’s 
project, then, was vast and all-inclusive. Bearing the name “Confraternity of the Mother 
of God”, the Belley branch was in no way meant to be an elite group aiming at spiritual 
perfection. 
 
The Third Order would be in union with the Society of Mary and share its apostolic goals 
— the conversion of sinners and the perseverance of the just. Colin was sanguine of 
success, thinking (erroneously) that the Third Order was well received by Vatican 
officials. In December 1833 he wrote from Rome to Jeanne-Marie Chavoin: «Take care 
of the members of the Third Order. Here in Rome this sodality is highly regarded. Tell 
my brother and Father Convers to try to increase the number of its members....»163 That 

                                                 
159 Letter of Fr J-C. Colin to Fr Champagnat 7/1/1835, O.M. I, Doc. 330, Lines 59-66. 
160 Letter of Fr Champagnat to Bishop Devie, July 1833, O.M. I, Doc. 273, Lines 25-26. 
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Jeanne-Marie Chavoin was concerned to further the development of the Third Order in 
Belley is evidenced by the fact that earlier in 1833 she had participated in a Retreat for 
the ladies of the incipient Third Order. 
 
Unfortunately, Colin’s grand project had no appeal to Cardinal Castracane, the Vatican 
official charged with the Marist application. Despite the opposition of members of the 
Roman Curia, Colin, after his return to France, was awarded some important 
concessions for the Marist Third Order at Belley. Credit for this went to no one — it was 
simply a matter of mishap and mix-up in the Roman bureaucracy. In September 1834 
Colin received three Briefs of Indulgences from Gregory XVI. These were tantamount to 
an approval of the Third Order. Colin was elated and conveyed his delight to 
Champagnat: «Yesterday I received three Briefs from the Holy Father for the 
establishment of the Confraternity that we call the Third Order of the Society of Mary. 
The reception of these Briefs has filled us with joy and confidence in God. I hope very 
soon that we will receive another Brief for the Society as a whole.»164

 The fortuitous 
nature of this recognition was but a harbinger of greater good fortune — Papal 
approbation of the Society of Mary (priests) in 1836. 
 
Colin’s elation concerning the Third Order at Belley did not endure. A chill wind of 
caution cooled his ardour. [page 114]  Perhaps he recalled some of the objections raised at 
Rome, particularly the sometimes semi-jocular taunts about ousting bishops. Colin 
assuredly had no wish to upset the local church and its leader, Bishop Devie. He could 
conjure up a vision of accusers denouncing him for leading the faithful away from their 
bishops towards allegiance to the Superior of the Society of Mary — Colin himself! 
 
Jean-Claude Colin was a loyal son of the Church —loyal to the core. He was also intent 
on doing God’s work in a manner “hidden and unknown”. Therefore, it would not take 
much prompting to induce him to put aside the immediate promotion of the Third Order 
in the diocese of Belley. And, indeed, as we shall see, this is exactly what happened. 
Such an outcome, however, was definitely not the case in the archdiocese of Lyon. 
 
THIRD ORDER - LYON BRANCH AND POMPALLIER 
 
Pompallier, released from duty at the Hermitage, was the man destined to emerge as 
the spiritual leader of a group which originated from a completely lay initiative. It was on 
the advice of Vicar General Cholleton that these laymen turned towards the Marists, and 
thus to Pompallier, for direction. Now, as chaplain of the group’s boarding school at 
Fourvière, Pompallier had adequate time and scope to advise and lead lay people 
interested in the Marists. In the academic year 1832-1833 he established the Institute of 
the Tertiary Brothers of Mary which, in effect, was a secular institute, the members 
taking the three vows of religion, having a Rule, but having no distinctive dress and 
carrying on their lay employment. In point of time, this group preceded that of Belley.  
 
Exacting by nature, Pompallier was not easy to deal with. He clashed with Colard, the 
Rector of the boarding school, which in the autumn of 1833 had been moved to La 
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Favorite, an area of Lyons not far from Fourvière. Colard resigned his position and went 
elsewhere to found another boarding school.  [page 115]  We hear of the Tertiary Brothers in a 
letter from Father Forest to Father Champagnat, written on 20 July 1836. Champagnat 
is let into a secret — the parish priest of St Peter’s in St Chamond had offered the 
college in that town to the Tertiary Brothers. This information would have surprised and 
perhaps disconcerted Champagnat, for the college authorities had been a cause of 
anxiety to him in the past and he had no way of knowing whether a new regime 
conducted by members of the Marist Third Order would bring about a return of his 
troubles vis-à-vis the college. He could but live in hope. As things turned out, however, 
the proposed change was not carried out at that time. It is interesting to note that, when 
the Marist priests took possession of the St Chamond College in 1850, the Marist 
named as titular Director was Delaunay, one of the first Marist Tertiaries. 
 
Pompallier continued his marked influence on the group of Tertiaries. At the beginning of 
1836 the housekeeper of the boarding school at La Favorite and three other women 
agreed to attend a meeting convened by Pompallier. There he told them that they were 
to be the beginning of a new association of Christian Virgins, which would be a kind of 
institute similar to that of the Tertiary Brothers of Mary. Shortly afterwards, Pompallier 
was nominated leader of the Marist group for the mission of Oceania. In taking his leave 
of the Christian Virgins (it was only their second assembly with him) Pompallier 
responded to their expressions of regret at losing him. One of the ladies records the 
event. «He replied that the sack remained with us, and that out of it would come the very 
same flour. He was making an allusion to the Society of Mary, which would stay with us 
and which would form us in the same spirit and with the same charity»165 So, off 
Pompallier went to the other side of the world, leader of a band of seven Marists. He did 
not, however, go as a Marist! The fragile plant he left behind, the Christian Virgins of the 
Third Order of Mary, was, in due time, to become the stock from which branches of 
religious congregations of women would eventually flower in the four corners of the 
world, bringing the fragrance of the Gospel, the knowledge of [page 116]  Christ, «like a sweet 
perfume».166 to peoples unaware of His presence in the world.  
 
PERROTON’S PREPARATORY YEARS 
 
In 1836 the first of these missionary women, Françoise Perroton, although not a 
member of Pompallier’s Christian Virgins, at forty years of age, was busily engaged with 
her work and with her membership of religious organisations. In her spiritual formation 
these associations played much the same part as similar associations did in the 
development of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. 
 
In 1833 Françoise entered the service of a well-to-do bourgeois family, the Jamots. With 
her mother in the same residence, Françoise worked both in the shop and in the 
household of the Jamot family, soon becoming a trusted employee and companion. 
 
We have already noted that Françoise received a sound education. In this she was 
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fortunate; it helped open doors. Her religious activities, one of which was leadership of a 
“dozen” from whom the weekly “sou” was collected for the Propagation of the Faith, 
brought her into social contact with people of top quality. The same was true on the 
cultural plane, for the Jamots entertained a circle of intellectuals. Françoise, 
accomplished as she was, moved and conversed with ease in the company of writers 
Frédéric Ozanam, de Laprade, and other thinkers. Intelligent, quietly humorous, 
resourceful, she grew spiritually through prayer, devotions, and charitable works, while 
she developed humanly in sociability, confidence, and self-reliance —qualities all so 
necessary for the great adventure that came to her in middle-age. 
 
COURVEILLE - THE LOST LEADER 
 
Rebuffed by Jean-Claude Colin at the clergy retreat of the archdiocese of Lyon in 
September 1832, Jean-Claude [page 117]  Courveille made his way back to Apinac, where his 
mother had been born and where he owned some property. He was in the parish of his 
uncle but, except for a brief period, he had not been permitted to exercise priestly 
ministry. In a wood which bordered the church premises he constructed a small 
hermitage and a tiny chapel. Here he conducted pilgrimages for children and soon 
acquired a reputation for holiness. Alas! The renown was unwarranted for, probably in 
the autumn of 1832, Courveille fell into grave moral faults which led to his hasty 
departure from Apinac early in 1833. For the best part of the next four years Courveille 
led a tortured existence. 
 
Accepted by the bishop of the diocese of Bourges, Courveille was appointed chaplain to 
the hospice of Châteauroux. In September 1835 another scandal forced his departure to 
another location, this time in the diocese of Rheims. The kind bishop gave Courveille an 
assignment at Witry-les-Reims, but he left that post suddenly in April 1836, no doubt for 
the same reason as his other departures. Nevertheless, he managed to obtain from the 
bishop of Le Mans a letter of introduction to the abbot of the re-founded Benedictine 
monastery of Solesmes, the subsequently famous dom Guéranger. 
 
Four terrible years came to an end for Courveille when he found acceptance in the 
Benedictine monastery. As for the sad faults of this unbalanced priest, they were 
certainly of a nature to bring him before the Courts of Justice, but it seems that he 
always succeeded in shielding himself from the wrath to come. Only one tradition, 
reported by Father Lagniet, mentions a brief imprisonment of Courveille, but such a 
report cannot be verified. In a way, Courveille’s punishment was that recommended for 
Hamlet’s mother: «Leave her to heaven, And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge to 
prick and sting her.»167 
 
It is difficult to be understanding of Courveille, but the attempt must be made. It seems 
certain that he was genuinely convinced that the Mother of God commissioned him to 
found the Society of Mary. He gave himself totally to the task, but the sweetness of the 
first inspiration and [page 118] the first achievements was soured by subsequent 
misunderstandings and failures. He was aware of being put aside, of receiving a series 

                                                 
167 W. Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, Sc. V, Lines 86-88. 
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of rebuffs which culminated in final rejection by his fellows in the words of Colin spoken 
at the clergy Retreat of 1832. A series of moral failures marked the next four years. 
Finally, at the age of fifty, this man who had not learned to look within, this man who had 
not come to an adequate knowledge of self, this Courveille, stood at the threshold of the 
Solesmes monastery. There, for the next thirty years the man of dreams had scope for 
the getting of wisdom. Despite his cloistered life as a Benedictine, however, Courveille 
was destined to feature yet once more in the Marist story. 
 
COLIN - DESTINATION ROME 
 
The election of Jean-Claude Colin as Central Superior of the Marists (1830) spurred this 
retiring cleric to plan and to act for a world beyond that of the dioceses of Belley and 
Lyon. Rome became a target. Retaining the title of Superior of the minor seminary (such 
was the bishop’s wish), but having a vice-Superior for guiding its every-day affairs, Colin 
was able to give thought to strategies designed to win approbation for the Society of 
Mary. The fact that there were now two training houses for Marist priests, the former 
Capuchin monastery in the diocese of Belley, and the Valbenoîte abbey in that of Lyon, 
meant that Colin could approach the two bishops with confidence that he would at least 
be heard. In addition, Colin was well aware of the impact made by Champagnat’s 
Brothers in the sphere of education, and of the effectiveness of the Lyon Marist priests 
in helping in the formation of the Brothers and in ministry to the parishes of the 
archdiocese. The Marist leader could also point to the spiritual uplift that came from the 
inland missioners and to the well-regulated minor seminary in Belley — both being 
works of the Marist priests. [page 119]  Colin possessed something further — his capacity as a 
negotiator and his patience in attaining his ends. Given the supra-diocesan nature of the 
Society of Mary (indeed, Champagnat’s men were also in the dioceses of Viviers and 
Grenoble), Colin was able to make use of the quasi-rivalry between the two principal 
dioceses to further the cause of the Society. «I play one off against the other, and God’s 
work gets done.»168

 These words encapsulate so well the mixture of human cleverness 
and supernatural trust which are manifest in Colin’s letters, especially in regard to those 
dealing with diocesan affairs. The whole Colin is to be found here — quiet humour, real 
faith, and a profound knowledge of men. Shortly after his election as Central Superior, 
Colin gave thought to writing to Monseigneur Macchi, his contact in Paris in 1822. By 
this time Macchi had become a cardinal in the Roman Curia. The letter, written in the 
spring of 1831, brought a response: Come to Rome! Colin could not do so at the time, 
the local bishops being opposed to the journey, ostensibly on the grounds that the 
political situation in Italy was too turbulent. 
 
By 1833 European order was more settled, Marist priests were well established with 
their two novitiates, and prospects were consequently brighter for obtaining permission 
for a visit to Rome. The welcome accorded Colin by Archbishop de Pins in January 1833 
seemed to give the green light to a formal request, which duly came in April and which 
was agreed to in principle. 
 
Wanting “principle” to be metamorphosed into “practice”, Colin wrote to Cardinal Macchi, 
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asking him to facilitate matters. The Cardinal obliged by writing to Bishop Devie, 
encouraging the latter to permit the journey. Meanwhile, Archbishop de Pins and the 
bishop of Grenoble gave their written recommendations. Diocesan rivalry helped Colin’s 
cause. Bishop Devie, no doubt seeing his hopes of diocesan missioners fading from 
view, gave his reluctant consent. Colin tells us of it: «The Administration of Lyon gave 
me a good certificate. I remarked, “It is astonishing that Lyon does more for us than our 
own diocese.” Those words were brought back to the bishop of [page 120]  Belley, who then 
gave us a very flattering letter, which I certainly did not ask him for.»169 
 
Armed with the letters of recommendation, the revised text of the Fathers’ Rule, a 
petition for the Third Order of Belley, and a letter signed by all priest-aspirants, Colin set 
out for Rome accompanied by Fathers Bourdin (Lyon) and Chanel (Belley). The fact that 
both young priests were members of the seminary staff meant they had time for the 
journey, made in seminary holidays. 
 
One of the goads driving Colin to Rome was a private vow he had made at Cerdon to 
work for the Society of Mary until such time as the state of the Society was submitted to 
the Sovereign Pontiff. It seems very probable, however, that it was not merely a desire 
to explain the Society, but also a longing to obtain its approbation that led Colin to head 
for that city to which, according to legend, all roads lead. 
 
The voyage was no easy matter. There were passport difficulties, a storm at sea, a 
show boat to Civitavecchia. The Marist dossier was handed to Cardinal Macchi, thence, 
in due course, to the Prefect of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars. The obliging 
Cardinal Macchi arranged a private audience with the Pope before the latter’s departure 
for Castel Gandolfo. The Pope having no French and the Marists no Italian, the 
audience creaked along in rusty Latin, at least on the part of the visitors. It was not a 
well-chosen time to visit Rome, for it was the year’s period of siesta, from which Rome 
awoke in October. The two teachers set out for Belley «creeping like snail unwillingly to 
school»170 — via Ancona, Bologna, Ravenna, Ferrara, Venice, Milan, Vercelli, Turin, and 
Chambéry. Colin, the leader, sweated out the summer weeks in prayer until such time 
as he could hasten a hearing with the appropriate authorities. Advised to add to the 
priests’ Rule those of the Sisters and the Brothers, Colin spent the whole of November 
producing the Summarium Regularum. Feeling that there would be difficulty in obtaining 
approbation for the whole Society at this time, Colin made only four requests: 
permission to accept postulants, to elect a [page 121]  Superior General, to take religious vows, 
and to receive indulgences for the Third Order. 
 
CARDINAL CASTRACANE CIRCUMVENTS 
 
The Prefect of the Sacred Congregation, Cardinal Odescalchi, gave Colin to understand 
that the wide scope of the Society, as envisaged, created difficulties. Odescalchi then 
handed the affair to Cardinal Castracane, who was placed in charge of the application. 
Castracane gave Colin a courteous, even warm welcome, but found it hard to take 
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seriously the idea of an enormous Society of four branches, particularly the branch 
which was to be a confraternity aimed at bringing all the faithful under the protection of 
Mary. Colin could see that his requests required clipping —nay, heavy pruning. Finally, 
he concentrated on attaining the possible — that the Marist priests of the diocese of 
Lyon and Belley be allowed, subject to the approval of their bishops, to elect a Superior, 
and that Indulgences be granted to the various branches of the Society. Colin’s 
“possible”, however, was not commensurate with the “permissible” set by the Sacred 
Congregation.  
 
Castracane’s long report successfully demolished the structure of the Society of Mary. 
Out of pity, however, he recommended that permission be granted for the priests’ 
branch to elect a Superior and that Indulgences be granted — but to priests only. This 
recommendation was duly approved by the Sacred Congregation. A letter to this effect 
was to be sent to each of the two bishops, with the significant addendum that the 
decision was subject to the approval of the bishops concerned. 
 
FRIENDS IN COURT 
 
Colin left Rome without hearing the decision of the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and 
Regulars. Perhaps this was just as well, for not only did it give hope to the Marists [page 122]  

that something substantial might yet be granted — hope springs eternal in the human 
breast — but it also gave scope for friends of the Marists, particularly the French priest 
Trinchant, who had befriended Colin, to work on their behalf in Rome. 
 
The windfall of Indulgences for the Marist Third Order at Belley has already been 
touched on. Badly transmitted instructions within the Roman Curia led to confusion there 
and to joyful surprise at Belley, where, in September 1834, Colin received those Briefs 
of Indulgences. Father Trinchant, advocate of the Marist cause in Rome, saw the danger 
of the rider to the permission for the Marist priests to elect a Superior. The expression 
«subject to the approval of the Bishops», in Trinchant’s eyes, meant that all prospect of 
approbation could be compromised for a long time. Trinchant played his hand with skill 
and subtlety. Since the Third Order already had the equivalent of approbation (the three 
Briefs indicated this), he re-presented Colin’s memorandum in autumn 1834, omitting 
reference to the Third Order. It was a clever ploy, but it had no success with Castracane. 
The decision was the same (approval for the Marists to elect a Superior), but those 
damaging letters concerning episcopal approval never reached the bishops of Belley 
and Lyons. No doubt, Trinchant intervened again. 
 
Apart from the bonus for the Third Order (considered earlier), the Marist priests had 
Rome’s approval to elect a Superior. They had precious little else. They were still 
diocesan men in regard to their apostolic endeavours; they had not the wider freedom of 
a pontifical congregation. The Marist dossier was a dead issue at Rome — happily, not 
for long. 
 
PACIFIC MISSION MAKES MARTSTS 
 
Within a year the Marists came once more to the attention of Roman officials. In a way, 
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the missionary fervour of the new Pope, Gregory XVI, was responsible for the revival of 
Rome’s interest in the Society led by Jean- [page 123]  Claude Colin. Disturbed by the activities 
of English Protestant missionary societies in the Pacific basin, Rome determined to set 
up the Vicariate of Western Oceania. The difficulty was to find priests for the new 
mission and a leader to undertake its direction. An approach about leadership was made 
to Father Pastre, former Prefect-Apostolic to the island of Rénion. Pastre, a sick man, 
had retired to Lyon, where he became a canon of the Cathedral. Wanting to help in 
some way, Pastre mentioned the matter to Vicar General Cholleton, who immediately 
thought of Pompallier, who had expressed a desire to work in the foreign Missions. 
Pastre interviewed Pompallier, found him quite satisfactory, and told him of the 
proposed mission. 
 
Pompallier, still a Marist aspirant, wrote to Colin. The Central Superior immediately 
foresaw the happy results that acceptance could have for the approbation of the Society 
of Mary. He urged Pompallier to assent, advising him to make explicit mention of the 
branches of the Fathers and Brothers as sources of missionary recruits. Pastre duly 
wrote to Rome, enclosing Colin’s letter to Pompallier. The Marist hat was in the ring. The 
Marists received further backing when Archbishop de Pins, replying to a letter from the 
Sacred Congregation of Propaganda, stated that he would try to find missionaries, 
adding that the Society of priests of Mary could furnish them. For the Marists the best 
part of this exchange was that there had been no reference to Marists in Propaganda’s 
request to de Pins. Hence Rome knew that de Pins, in recommending the Marists, had 
not been influenced by any prompting emanating from the Eternal City itself. 
 
On 23 December 1835 Propaganda made the decision to entrust the new mission to the 
Society of Mary. As Colin had hoped, the possibility of obtaining pontifical approval for 
the priests’ branch of the Society was indicated. The Vicariate of Western Oceania was 
duly given to the Society of Mary, not to Pompallier, who was unknown in Rome and but 
little known in Lyon. There was but a brief passage of time between this decision and 
that of the Sacred Congregation [page 124]  of Bishops and Regulars. On 29 April 1836 the 
Papal Decree “Omnium Gentium” followed the approbation given by the Sacred 
Congregation on 11 March. After twenty years of striving, Marist priests had won 
pontifical recognition. The tidings occasioned deep delight, for they were now freer men, 
no longer under such tight control by diocesan bishops. A fortnight later, on the 
recommendation of Archbishop de Pins and of Father Pastre, Father Pompallier was 
officially nominated as Vicar Apostolic of the huge region of Western Oceania. The 
thoughts of the happy band of Marists turned to the formation of their supra-diocesan 
Society, to the election of leaders, and to the selection of a team of foreign missionaries. 
 
Marist priests, already well established in the dioceses of Belley and Lyon, and working 
in the apostolates of seminary education, inland missions, and parish work, would soon 
find themselves with both an additional apostolate — foreign missions, and a new status 
— members of a pontifical congregation. No longer under the direct and total control of 
diocesan prelates, the Marists were able to both cut the painter, that is, go to the Pacific 
Mission, and to stay with the ship, that is, continue their apostolates in their dioceses of 
origin. The Prelates at the helm (de Pins and Devie) were well enough content. Of 
course, Providence had smiled on the Marists in providing the happy chance that 
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brought them from obscurity into the glow of papal approval. There was, nevertheless, 
one other element — the acute perception and respectful persistence of Jean-Claude 
Colin. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT AND THE TWO GROUPS OF SISTERS 
 
In helping the Sisters with recruitment, Marist priests showed care concerning the quality 
of the aspirants. As an example of this, we have a letter from Marcellin Champagnat to 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. It is a letter which gives an excellent account of what 
Champagnat expected of young postulants. Obviously, it is also an outline of what [page 125]  

the Superior of the Marist Sisters would require. The letter, written at the end of August 
1832, tells of Champagnat’s assistance in recruiting on behalf of the Marist Sisters. It 
was Father Fontbonne who was mainly responsible for directing these particular girls to 
the Sisters, but Champagnat, as Marist Provincial in Lyon, interviewed the trio 
personally before approving them as candidates. 
 
«Madam Superior, I am sending you the three girls from St Laurent-d’Agny of whom I 
have spoken to you. While they cannot bring in all they would desire in the matter of 
riches, they bring at least a good will to do all you would require of them. I have told 
them that, if they do not bring you a perfect renouncement of themselves, a submission 
proof against all trial, a great openness of heart, a steadfast vocation and a true desire 
to love God in imitation of Mary then they are not to continue their efforts any further. In 
reply, they have told me that such were their sentiments and the desires of their souls. I 
have told them that you would keep this letter in order to recall them to their promises in 
due time and place. They told me that they quite agree and that they are ready to sign 
that with their blood, if it were necessary ... I can certify that all three of them belong to 
very worthy parents, all good Christians.»171 
 
There then followed details about clothing, linen, and dowry Both Champagnat and 
Chavoin had their feet on the ground, being eminently practical in the management of 
affairs. 
 
Champagnat’s involvement with the Sisters of the Marist movement extended beyond 
those centred in Belley. The group founded by Courveille is mentioned in a letter from 
Colin to Champagnat (3 February 1832): «If you make a journey in the diocese of 
Grenoble, I should very much appreciate your gathering information about the Sisters of 
St Clair. You could see them and find out what group they have joined and if they are 
still thinking about the congregation of Mary.»172 Evidently, Colin was quite unaware that 
Courveille’s Sisters had moved from St Clair and had long been settled at St Antoine. 
That had [page 126]  happened six years before — a fair measure of Colin’s distancing himself 
from the Courveille Scene. 
 
It would seem that Champagnat acted as a kind of intermediary between Courveille’s 
Sisters and the mainstream of Marists. In the spring of 1835 these Sisters seem to have 
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made contact with Champagnat in view of an eventual union with the Marist Sisters of 
Belley. We don’t know just what ensued on this occasion, but, three years later, 
Champagnat was again invoked by these Sisters. 
 
MARIST PRIESTS OF LYON 
 
By the end of 1832 Champagnat, no longer weighed down by the internal disputes that 
clogged the Brothers’ progress between 1826 and 1829, moved freely towards his goal 
of providing Christian education for the children in his region of France. A replacement 
for Champagnat as leader of the Marist priests in the archdiocese had been Colin’s 
wish, so a new election produced a new leader at the end of 1832 — Séon. 
Understandably, it was not easy for Champagnat to accept this change, for, apart from 
the fact that his fellow Marists had unanimously elected him leader of the Lyon 
contingent, he had had, in his position of authority, adequate scope to ensure that 
sufficient priests were allocated to the Hermitage to help train the Brothers. For 
Champagnat, then, the loss of title to the priests’ leadership was of much less 
consequence than the loss of the priests’ availability for supporting the Brothers in their 
work. Champagnat’s humility and obedience, however, withstood this new trial. 
 
Father Forest stayed with Champagnat when the other Marists moved to Valbenoîte. 
Shortly afterwards Forest, too, was called to that residence, his replacement at the 
Hermitage being the youthful Father Servant. A letter from Pompallier to Champagnat 
(14 February 1833) shows that Champagnat tried to retain Forest longer, but the 
archdiocese would not grant permission. Good news came, however, in the next month, 
when Colin wrote to say that [page 127]  the great Marist sympathiser, Vicar General Cholleton, 
had been placed in charge of Society of Mary affairs in Lyon. Good fortune of a different 
kind came in May of the same year, 1833. Miss Marie Fournas, in her Will and 
Testament, left an extensive and valuable property (worth 70,000 francs at the time) to 
Father Champagnat. Grange Payre, as the estate was named, was to play a significant 
part in Marist affairs. For one thing, it was to provide ample proof of Champagnat’s 
devotion to the priests’ branch of the Society. 
 
One of the aspiring Marist priests, Father Chanut, who had lived at the Hermitage during 
his final year of theology, wrote to Champagnat from Valbenoîte early in 1833. Anxious 
about the welfare of his young nephew, Chanut asked Champagnat to accept the youth 
into the Hermitage novitiate. In the letter we have yet another tribute to the spirit and 
atmosphere of the Hermitage: «He has, I believe, the temperament that fits in well with 
your house — a calm, unruffled spirit without agitation...»173 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - “WITH FRIENDS LIKE THESE” 
 
This year, however, was not without its shadows. On 28 June the Guizot law, imposing 
the brevet on all teachers and making military service compulsory was officially 
proclaimed. Although there was an “escape clause” concerning military service, the law 
boded ill for Champagnat’s unauthorised congregation. 
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The month of July saw Champagnat in Belley, where he discussed with Bishop Devie 
the latter’s plan for Marist Brothers to staff a model farm in the Bresse region. It was an 
opportunity for the Marist Brothers to make an entry into the diocese of Belley. This 
project, however, did not materialise. 
 
Meanwhile, in the archdiocese of Lyon, Champagnat’s congregation was under 
surveillance. Archdiocesan authorities, concerned that government regulations were 
laying siege to Champagnat’s unauthorised citadel, sought to raise [page 128]  the siege by 
forcing an amalgamation. Ironically, the great advocate of the Marists, Vicar General 
Cholleton, was leader of the “relief” column. The archbishop’s council made a decision 
on 7 August 1833: «Council is of the opinion that the Little Brothers of Mary unite with 
the Clercs de St Viateur of Vourles, already legally authorised. At least, there are good 
grounds for the attempt to be made.»174 In effect, the council reverted to its earlier 
decision (of 5 December 1832), which had lapsed because of the archbishop’s personal 
attempt to secure approbation, an attempt which, as we saw, was yet another failed 
endeavour by that prelate. Archbishop de Pins, definitely no friend of the new King and 
government, was unlikely to win concessions from these power-brokers. 
 
Father Querbes, Founder of the Clercs de St Viateur, being informed of this 
archdiocesan project, placed certain conditions on his acceptance of the union. 
Cholleton contacted Querbes again. In a letter dated 23 August the Vicar General stated 
that, after interviewing Champagnat, he was confident that the union would be fulfilled. 
Cholleton declared: «Father Champagnat seemed to me to be well enough disposed 
towards this union. He will come to see you during the course of the next week.»175 
Without doubt, this was Cholleton’s interpretation of an explanation probably given in a 
confused manner by an emotionally moved Champagnat. 
 
Vicar General Cholleton, later a Marist, was friendly with Pompallier who, through his 
ministry at Fourvière and La Favorite, was in close proximity to archdiocesan centres. 
Pompallier became more and more the intermediary between Cholleton and the Marists. 
In regard to the Querbes affair there are reports that it was Pompallier who initiated the 
movement that urged Champagnat to throw in his lot with Querbes, and there is some 
documentary proof of this. In a letter to Champagnat (18 August 1833) Pompallier 
apparently makes reference to the scheme: «Very soon your journey to Lyon will provide 
me with the opportunity to take up some very important matters with you.»176 A second 
letter, 31 August 1833 (mistakenly dated 1831), gives clearer [page 129] indication of 
Pompallier’s involvement in the move to unite Champagnat’s group to that of Querbes. 
Finally, in a note addressed to Cardinal de Bonald in 1844, Father Querbes states 
formally: «This worthy superior, Father Cholleton, had at first the intention of combining 
with our Institute the Brothers of Mary. This idea was approved by the council of 
Monseigneur. It was warmly supported by Father Pompallier of Vourles, a Marist 
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priest.»177 And that, very likely, marks the limit of Pompallier’s part. There is no doubt of 
the mutual respect of Champagnat and Pompallier (we have many letters which attest to 
this), and we know of the esteem in which Champagnat held Cholleton, his former 
seminary Professor of Moral Theology. Nevertheless, Pompallier and Cholleton, both 
members of the Marist camp, occasioned much distress to the beleaguered 
Champagnat. With friends like these, what need was there for enemies? 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - “FROM THE ABUNDANCE OF THE HEART” 
 
Cholleton did not read Champagnat well. Like Colin, Champagnat held high regard for 
Church authority, and, consequently, for those holding such authority. Knowing that 
Cholleton was doing his best to help, and influenced by the Vicar General’s insistence, 
Champagnat held back a spontaneous rejection of the Vicar’s proposal. He wanted time 
to reflect, to consult, to marshal his ideas. He told Cholleton that he would go to see 
Querbes, but he could not bring himself to do so. Instead, after consulting his fellow 
Marist priests, he wrote to the Vicar, expressing his deep repugnance to the whole 
scheme. Champagnat opened his heart with the same moving simplicity that we 
witnessed in the great cri de coeur of the famous four letters of 1827. We have only the 
draft of this long letter, written some time in August or September 1833. Some extracts 
follow: «Reverend Vicar General, I have not yet made the journey to Vourles: (i) 
because I have been extremely busy; (ii) because I did not consider this [page 130]  injunction 
to be a definite order; (iii) because I have not properly understood the matter. I believed 
it was said that Father Querbes wished to become a Marist, in which case I thought that 
the Reverend Parish Priest of Vourles should make the first approach; (iv) not one of my 
confreres to whom I have spoken of the matter approves of it, and in this affair I do not 
believe I can undertake so important a step as this one. I dare not speak of it to the 
Brothers, seeing the trouble it caused among the Brothers at Millery when someone 
imprudently told them of it.178 At the time when, left by myself after the sad affair of Father 
Courveille and the desertion of Father Terraillon, you counselled me to confer with 
Father Querbes and to come to an understanding, I saw him, but certainly did not come 
to an agreement with him, as I have had the honour to tell you.»179 (N.B. This interview 
with Father Querbes must have been at some date between All Saints, 1826 and the 
arrival of Father Séon in June 1827. It was part of the archdiocesan plan to help 
Champagnat. At that time, however, Querbes’ congregation was just beginning. Its 
legalisation came in January 1830). The next paragraph of Champagnat’s letter amply 
illustrates the expression «out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks». 
 
«After the most terrible threats made to me...180 I saw at length, with the arrival of 
Monseigneur de Pins, a return of the calm. Soon, new dangers, more terrible than the 
first ones, came to assail the Little Brothers of Mary. What a disastrous step was that 
which I took with the advice of the Reverend Superior.181 I mean to say, when I asked for 

                                                 
177 Fr Querbes to Cardinal de Bonald, 1844, quoted in Achievement from the Depths, p. 327, Note 142. 
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Travellers in Hope, by Frederick Mcmahon 

Travellers in Hope.doc                                                                                                                                                   cepam 97 

Father Courveille, who was at Epercieux. Oh, truly disastrous day and one more than 
capable of overthrowing this work if the divine Mary were not supporting it with all the 
strength of her arm. During a very long and serious illness, with heavy debts weighing 
me down, I wished to make Father Terraillon my sole heir. He refused my inheritance, 
saying that I had nothing. To the Brothers he and Father Courveille did not cease 
saying, “The creditors will come very soon and dnve you out of here. We can quite 
easily accept a parish and leave you to yourselves.” At length God, in His mercy, alas, 
perhaps [page 131]  in His justice, finally restored me to health. I reassured my children. I told 
them to have no fears, that I shared all their misfortunes as I would share with them the 
last morsel of bread. I saw in this circumstance that neither the one nor the other of 
those men had for my young people the feelings of a father. In other respects I have no 
complaints whatever to make against the Reverend Parish Priest of Notre Dame,182 
whose conduct has always been edifying in our house. Though I was left on my own by 
the withdrawal of Father Courveille and the departure of Father Terraillon, Mary did not 
abandon us ... Mary helps us; that is sufficient.»183 
 
A research scholar, noting water stains on the draft of this letter, suggested that, while 
writing, Champagnat was so emotionally moved that tear drops fell, staining the written 
page. It seems a likely explanation, especially when we consider that this is probably the 
most dramatic and most emotional page to come from the hand of Champagnat. 
 
THE ISSUE’S OUTCOME 
 
Did the interview of the two Founders take place? It probably did, but it is easy to 
understand why the negotiations between the two priests, although marked by mutual 
esteem, were unable to progress favourably. Both men were too spiritual and too 
respectful of authority not to follow the directives of the archdiocesan council. But both 
were convinced that the union would not work. The end and spirit of the two 
congregations were not the same. They differed in rules, in costume, and in many other 
matters. Nevertheless an attempt was made, although enthusiasm was lacking. Father 
Querbes proposed a few adjustments to the text of his Statutes, but he did so with little 
conviction or enthusiasm. 
 
Cholleton, however, had not lost sight of the panacea he had prescribed to remedy the 
situation. Pressure was maintained on Champagnat. On 10 October a letter from 
Cholleton to Querbes sounded the note of success: «The [page 132]  Jesuit priest who gave the 
Retreat to the Brothers at the Hermitage told Vicar General Barou that Father Champa-
gnat was now well disposed to accept all our views with regard to the union.»184 The 
information was incorrect. Champagnat’s views had not changed. He resisted the 
proposal, especially as he had received no formal command from the archdiocesan 
council, whose members, reluctant to issue an order, simply kept reminding 
Champagnat. The delay won time for Champagnat, and, eventually, the battle. Some 
time later the archbishop himself, Monseigneur de Pins, congratulated Champagnat on 
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the wisdom he had displayed in resisting an amalgamation that was so patently 
misjudged. Nevertheless, Champagnat had to endure nearly six months of stress during 
the absence in Rome of the Marist Superior, Jean-Claude Colin. Cholleton and 
Pompallier, fellow Marist aspirants, were prominent in applying pressure to 
Champagnat. Convinced of their sincerity, Champagnat bore them no grudge. We find 
that, soon afterwards, Cholleton was the person through whom Champagnat made a 
magnanimous offer to the archdiocese, while Pompallier, as we shall see, was so 
convinced of Champagnat’s integrity and friendship that, before departing for Oceania in 
1836, he made a fine gesture of confidence in the Founder of the Marist Brothers 
 
From the beginning of 1834 Champagnat started to gather additional support for the 
authorisation of his Brothers by enlisting the support of the Prefect of the Loire, who 
wanted to present the required document personally to the government. Subsequently, 
the Statutes of the congregation and an official request to the King were forwarded to 
the Prefect, who sent them to Paris. On 28 February 1834 the Royal Council of Public 
Instruction approved the Statutes, but the Royal Ordinance was not granted. Guizot, the 
powerful Minister, was a religious man who bore a high concept of education and of 
Catholic religious life, especially that of the Sisters, but, like contemporary politicians, he 
was not well disposed towards congregations of religious men (other than the De La 
Salle Brothers) devoted to the work of education. [page 133]  Guizot gave no reason for the 
refusal, nor was he obliged to do so. It is quite clear that the government of the period 
contained a very strong and influential anti-clerical group, bitterly opposed to “le parti-
prêtre”, a name given to those in public life under the influence of the clergy since the 
days of the Bourbons. Champagnat thus suffered for the political sins of past 
generations of clergymen. Fortunately for him, the prospect for authorisation was not 
totally black. There was a glimpse of light at the end of the long, dark tunnel. When the 
snowstorm swirled around Champagnat on that dark night in 1823, farmer Donnet 
literally bore a lamp that preserved the endangered Founder’s life. When the educational 
storm broke on Champagnat in the mid-1830’s, Father Mazelier figuratively bore a lamp 
that threw light on a way out for Champagnat’s threatened congregation.  
 
An agreement was reached between Champagnat and Mazelier in May 1835, the same 
month in which Champagnat wrote to Queen Marie-Amélie, asking her to persuade the 
King to grant the authorisation approved by the Royal Council but blocked by Guizot. 
Mazelier came to the Hermitage, where he and Champagnat discussed a possible union 
of the two congregations. Mazelier, whose small congregation (the Brothers of St-Paul-
Trois-Châteaux) had government authorisation and, as a consequence, freedom from 
conscription for its members, agreed to receive those of Champagnat’s men who were 
in danger of being conscripted for the military. Under the arrangement young Marists 
went to Mazelier’s centre at St-Paul-Trois-Châteaux, where they studied for their 
Teacher’s Certificate, taught in Mazelier’s schools, and, in due course, returned to their 
Marist confreres. It was an agreement which solved problems — conscription and 
teacher qualification for Champagnat’s men, and religious staff for Mazelier’s group, dry 
in vocations. On 13 June the first four Marist Brothers made their way to the south to put 
the theory into practice. It worked well. The congregations had much in common, the 
men meshed well, and, shortly after Champagnat’s death, Mazelier’s Brothers joined the 
Marists. [page 134]   
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“DOMESTIC” SCENES 
 
A letter from Pompallier, written on 25 April, told Champagnat of a small legacy which 
Cholleton wanted Champagnat to accept. The letter also spoke about the six days of 
civil war in Lyon, a reminder to us that the Champagnat story has to be read with an eye 
to the history of France — its battles military, political, social, and educational. Here at 
Lyon in 1834 (as had also been the case in 1831), there was a socio-economic struggle 
of workers against their exploitation by the capitalist system in this, the early period of 
France’s industrial revolution. During this era, in the valley of the Gier and elsewhere, 
Champagnat’s Brothers were providing primary education for the children of coal miners 
in schools set up by proprietors who had some concept of humanitarianism. 
 
It was at the beginning of 1834 that Champagnat set about establishing a more thorough 
administrative system. A Secretariat was organised at the Hermitage, charged with 
keeping copies of letters despatched and with recording agreements in a special 
register. The move was timely, for Champagnat’s congregation was mounting in 
numbers and importance. For example, five foundations were made in 1834 and four the 
next year. In 1835 no fewer than forty-five postulants received the religious soutane. 
Fortunately for this numerous band, its future as a non-authorised teaching congregation 
was not so grim, for, besides the protection and support afforded by the well-disposed 
Prefect of the Loire, Champagnat also had a prop, admittedly somewhat frail, in his 
modus operandi with Father Mazelier. 
 
It was early in 1835 that another chapter of the bittersweet story of La Côte-St-André 
opened. Father Douillet had sent many postulants to the Hermitage; there was the 
honey. Father Douillet interfered and forgot agreements; there was the gall. 
Champagnat had withdrawn the talented Br Louis-Marie because he wanted his 
services for administration and for the formation of the Brothers. Douillet implored 
Champagnat to send Louis-Marie back to [page 135]  La Côte-St-André. In return for an 
agreement to allow the Brothers to live their community life in peace without annoying 
encroachments by Douillet and his servant “Sister” Marthe, Champagnat consented. His 
words concerning the good lady were precise: «Sister Marthe will have no supervision 
over the Brothers, nor over their food; she will not enter the house. I shall leave Brother 
(Louis-Marie) with you for only a month or two.»185 The situation at La Côte remained so 
delicate, however, that Champagnat felt obliged to leave him longer as trouble-shooter 
in La Côte-St-André. 
 
A real shooting at Marlhes proved to be a blessing in disguise for Champagnat — and 
also for the target of the pistol shot, Father Matricon. This young priest, who had been 
taught Latin by Champagnat at La Valla in 1821, was severely frightened by the 
attempted assassination. One version of the story is that a libertine, whose victim had 
been converted by Matricon, fired a nocturnal bullet through Matricon’s window. 
Whatever be the true account of the incident, Matricon was so scared by the night attack 
that he could no longer face parish duties. He obtained permission to be a chaplain at 
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the Hermitage, where he spent more than forty years in the service of the community. 
Wanting to become a Marist priest, he made his vows in that congregation in 1839. His 
coming to the Hermitage in 1835 was a boon for Champagnat, who was ever anxious to 
have sufficient clerics within the walls. Those walls, we should add, were extended at 
this time, for the northern wing of the Hermitage received an additional three storeys. 
The rock outcrop on the west side was levelled in preparation for a new chapel, whose 
construction completed a quadrangle of buildings. Like his congregation, Champagnat’s 
Hermitage was expanding and consolidating. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT AND THE MARIST PRIESTS 
 
- VEXATIOUS VALBENOÎTE 
 
Séon had replaced Champagnat as leader of the Marist priests in the archdiocese of 
Lyon. That did not mean a [page 136]  diminution of Champagnat’s interest in his brother 
priests. On the contrary there soon developed in Champagnat an anxiety for their future 
as Marists. In his eyes the problem lay in the house of residence at Valbenoîte, where 
the care of the parish seemed to be incompatible with the religious and missionary life to 
which the Marists aspired and in which the newcomers needed formation. That was 
Champagnat’s viewpoint and his complaint to archdiocesan authorities. His was no 
empty plaint, for he proposed a remedy. The Marist aspirants could live at La Grange 
Payre, the superb estate willed to Champagnat by a generous benefactress. What was 
more, the property would be donated to the archdiocese for that purpose. It was a 
munificent gesture, typical of Champagnat’s bigness of heart. It was also a measure of 
Champagnat’s concern for the priests of the Society. The Brothers at the Hermitage 
must have reflected ruefully on their Founder’s largesse, for, with numbers burgeoning 
at the Mother House, the Brothers could have made good use of the property thus 
proffered to the priests. 
 
Champagnat’s letter to Cholleton is heartfelt: «The position of my confreres at 
Valbenoîte is not at all to their advantage. This parish and curacy cannot suit the 
Society, especially as the priests are placed at present. The administration of the parish 
occupies them all and will do so still more. The best subjects lose their vocation there. 
Those who feel some attraction for the religious life don’t dare offer themselves for fear 
of being employed as curates… There is no sacrifice I am not ready to make for this 
work.»186

 The proposal to hand over Grange Payre came in this letter.  
 
Champagnat also wrote of his anxiety to Jean-Claude Colin. It would seem that the 
Marist authorities at Belley thought along the same lines as Champagnat — that the 
affairs of the priests at Valbenoîte needed taking in hand and that, if possible, these 
priests should be in a separate house under the direction of Fr Pierre Colin. Jean-
Claude’s letter to Champagnat reveals quite clearly his esteem and affection for his 
fellow-labourer of the first hour: «My very dear confrere, All the letters which come from 
your hand are dear [page 137]  and pleasant to me, but never certainly have I received any from 
you which gave me more pleasure than your second last one, in which you informed me 
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of what you wrote to Father Cholleton. I saw then your unselfishness and your 
devotedness to the Society of Mary in general.»187 
 
Quite probably encouraged by Colin’s letter, and certainly anxious to have a decision 
from the archdiocesan authorities, Champagnat again wrote to Cholleton. Champagnat 
had heard that Father Rouchon, parish priest of Valbenoîte, had made over the 
collection of parish dues to his curates, the young Marists, in much the same way as the 
State in the Old Régime — by farming out the tax collection to general agents. This 
letter touches on the matter of money and also presents Champagnat’s strong views on 
religious life. Once again he makes no attempt to hide his convictions and his feelings: 
«I see clearly that the work of the priests is going to collapse completely at Valbenoîte, 

for it is in a false situation. My God, what do you ask of me? There is nothing I am not 
ready to sacrifice to save Mary’s work from shipwreck. I assure you that I still believe 
more than ever that God wills this work, but in another situation than where it is now. 
The concern, the desire to become rich will ruin everything. God preserve me from 
judging my confreres. Their unselfishness and devotedness have edified me too much 
since I have had the honour of having them with me. I wish only to blame those who 
gave them such advice ... Let Fathers Pompallier, Séon, Forest, and Bourdin, or one 
from Belley instead of him, be all brought together, living their Rule, having no other 
ministry in the meanwhile than retreats and short missions in the country, and then you 
will see things take a new turn ... I promise you again that I will not let my confreres want 
for anything, even if I have to sell my last shirt. I tell you this with tears in my eyes ... It is 
only by living withdrawn from the world and by meditation on the great truths that we can 
maintain the religious spirit.»188 [page 138]   

 

COLIN - BRIDGE OVER TROUBLED WATERS 
 
Champagnat informed Colin of his second letter to Cholleton. Colin, while supporting his 
colleague’s move and the reasons for it, sounded a note of caution in his reply, for he 
was aware that feelings might be hurt. In particular was he sensitive to the position of 
Séon, the new Marist Superior in the archdiocese, and confirmed in that position by the 
authorities: «Arrange everything with peace and sweetness. Your ideas are good, but if 
they cannot be carried out without disturbing the peace and the union of hearts, it would 
then be necessary to temporise.»189

 Colin is here exercising those qualities of prudence, 
caution, and consideration of consequences that mark his leadership. In this instance 
the emotionally stirred Champagnat was in need of caution and restraint. It was the 
reverse of the 1830 situation where Champagnat’s purposeful drive was essential to 
cleave through the vacillations of an overcautious Colin in the matter of electing a 
central superior. 
 
Colin supported Champagnat’s idea, sending his brother Pierre Colin to Valbenoîte 
where, as a Marist priest of experience and standing, he was capable of assuring the 
stability of the community. The regrouping of the priests at La Grange Payre was not 
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effected, the property remaining with Champagnat’s Brothers. Talk of relocating the 
young priest aspirants continued, but nothing came of it, despite an offer by Father 
Forest in January 1836 to set up a priests’ novitiate at La Favorite, near Fourvière. 
Eventually, after papal approbation of the Marist priests, the novitiate for all trainee 
Marist priests was transferred to rue Montée St Barthélemy, Lyon — on the hill of 
Fourvière. That was in November, 1836. 
 
THE BROTHERS - DIVERGENT VIEWS 
 
Considering the natures and characters of Colin and Champagnat, we may conclude 
that theirs was a relationship free from major trouble. Should we have to [page 139]  select one 
area which occasioned most difficulty, it would have to be the problem of the auxiliary 
Brothers, the lay-Brothers of the Society of priests. Colin frankly admitted that initially he 
had not given thought to teaching Brothers. With the other pioneers, he agreed to 
Champagnat’s idea, but, throughout their years together, Colin believed that 
Champagnat’s men could be called upon to do the work which he had in mind for the 
priests’ lay Brothers. It was a viewpoint that pained the main body of the Marist Brothers, 
especially the non-teachers who wanted to remain in communities of Champagnat’s 
men. 
 
In his Cerdon Rule Colin made no reference to teaching Brothers. He wrote about 
“fratres adjutores”, about Brothers assigned to manual work. We next find written 
mention of them in Colin’s letter to the Lyon group in 1832: «As for the arrangement 
regarding Marist and Joseph Brothers ... we here at Belley think that there will be only 
one group, that this body will be composed of two kinds of Brothers, Marist Brothers and 
Joseph Brothers. Those who will be received as Joseph Brothers will never be able to 
become Marist Brothers, unless for a very grave reason, but Marist Brothers will be able 
to become Joseph Brothers, the employment to which they are assigned will make 
among them the distinction of Marist Brothers or of Joseph Brothers. We shall see later 
on if the latter will have the same religious costume.»190 
 
Colin’s project was not very well received at the Hermitage. In effect, it called into 
question the very structure of the congregation in which Champagnat’s Brothers had 
made their commitment. Colin was wise enough and pliant enough to change the plan. 
In a later letter he announced that he would form the group of Joseph Brothers at Belley. 
He expressed the wish that Champagnat give «at least one old Brother full of virtue and 
devotedness»191 to place at the head of the undertaking. 
 
More than two years later we have a letter to Champagnat in which Colin again speaks 
of his intention of having Marist Brothers and Joseph Brothers in the one corps. He also 
states that he intends «to send you two of [page 140]  our Brothers so that they may make their 
novitiate with you and receive in your house the holy habit».192 It would seem that, in the 
main, the Joseph Brothers were recruited by Colin and other Marist priests, but that their 
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formation was entrusted to Champagnat, who had the necessary structure and 
personnel, and who was more than willing to provide this service. After profession 
Joseph Brothers were directed to the apostolate of helping the priests. Unfortunately, 
however, a series of exchanges involving both Marists and Josephs created anxieties 
for some Brothers and, for the Society’s leaders, became a source of uncertainty and 
annoyance which eventually led to friction and, on one occasion, fire. 
 
Colin seems to have touched a raw nerve in a letter of 7 January 1835: «It also seems to 
me that it would be good if the Brothers engaged in manual work did not wear the rabat, 
and that, instead of a cross on the breast, they wore a rosary hanging from their 
cinctures.»193 Champagnat, who held that no distinction should be introduced among the 

Brothers, must have made a prompt reply, setting out his objections. Colin, realising that 
he had made his statement too soon, had both the humility and the sagacity to retreat. 
In a second January letter he modifies his previous statement: «The remarks I made on 
the costume of the Brothers cannot be implemented at once, but they are to be 
examined before God.»194 
 
Colin then stated his ideas about training the different groups: “You must feel that the 
Brothers destined for manual work cannot be formed like the others. During their 
novitiate they should be especially employed in various manual occupations, because 
otherwise they would lose the taste for work.»195 
 
An interesting feature of Colin’s January letters is the reference they make to Jeanne-
Marie Chavoin’s two nephews. Earlier in this chapter a quotation was given from the first 
of these letters. In the second letter Colin continues: «We could in time make them 
Brothers for the (priests’) colleges or other similar houses...»196 We have here what 
appears to be a nonchalant assumption of the [page 141]  age — put people in the milieu of a 
vocation, and, in all likelihood, the vocation will arrive. A second aspect (one we have 
met before) is that the Society of Mary was, in its early stages, very much a family affair. 
Colin, Champagnat, Chavoin, Chanel, and others had relatives in the ranks. 
 
A further complication for the Brothers arose in the diocese of Belley where Bishop 
Devie was anxious to have Brothers as sacristans — either Marists or Josephs. 
Champagnat made known to Colin his clear opinions about this matter: «I am still of the 
opinion that this sacristy business will bring many vexations to our Brothers. Do what 
you can to prevent our being engaged in it.»197 
 
LONELY AT THE TOP 
 
A letter from Colin to Champagnat informs us that the sacristy work was eventually 
confided to the Brothers of the Holy Family, a group of religious already established in 
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the heart of Belley. Colin, central Superior, felt the responsibilities of his position. He 
dearly wished to have Cholleton as leader of the Marists and awaited the disposition of 
Providence to free the latter from his archdiocesan duty as Vicar General. At a time 
when affairs in Rome were being marshalled in favour of the Society of Mary priests, 
Colin, feeling the burden of office and wearied of the differences about formation that 
persisted between the priests at Valbenoîte, on one hand, and himself and 
Champagnat, on the other, wrote to «Father and very dear confrere» Champagnat on 19 
January 1836. Colin knew that approbation from Rome was a distinct possibility, and 
was hopeful of having just the one Formation House for all future Marists. After stating 
his opposition to the Valbenoîte priests’ plan to acquire a residence in Lyon, a plan that 
probably sprang from the formation contretemps, Colin went on to declare: «Finally, my 

dear confrere, i address myself to you, because it is in you and Father Pompallier that I 
have most confidence. It is in you two that I find most that religious spirit so [page 142]  

necessary for the success of such an undertaking. I am inclined to believe that it will be 
again through you that the Society will become consolidated in the diocese of Lyon.»198 
The “undertaking” referred to is, in all probability, the location of the Marist priests’ 
novitiate. 
 
«It’s lonely at the top.» Colin was feeling that loneliness, and was seeking support. 
Champagnat had the same experience in the dark days of 1827. His qualities of heart 
and spirit saved the Society of Mary in Lyon in that period. Colin’s final sentence shows 
his gratitude for Champagnat’s past service and reliance on him for continued support. 
 
FOR MARISTS - MISSION WORK IN OCEANIA 
 
A letter to Champagnat from Pompallier (29 December, 1835) states that Rome seemed 
to be ready to grant the Brief of approval — but for the priests only. Pompallier speaks of 
his activities concerning the forthcoming mission endeavour in Oceania. He gives every 
indication that he expected to be nominated leader, as well he might, for not only was he 
interested and active in regard to this mission, but he was also favoured for this 
appointment by his friend, the influential Vicar General Cholleton. 
 
In February 1836 Pompallier asked Champagnat for Brothers to accompany him on the 
missionary expedition to Oceania. The three young Brothers finally chosen, and those 
who followed, were brave in many ways, willing to dare all for Christ. 
 
Pompallier’s letter gave assurance that approval of the Society for priests was imminent. 
A tardy letter from Colin dated 11 April, gave tidings of great joy — the Society of Marist 
priests (the priests’ branch only) had been approved in Rome as a congregation of 
pontifical Right. Twenty years of striving had been capped with success. Colin wrote: 
«On 11 March last the question of the Society of priests was approved by the 
Congregation of Bishops and Regulars, and on the same day His Holiness graciously [page 

143  approved the decree of the Sacred Congregation.»199
 Colin’s reliance on 

Champagnat’s support was sounded in the same letter. There was a request to receive 
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Jean-Claude’s older brother Sébastien into the small group of old men whom 
Champagnat was then caring for at the Hermitage, and there was also an appeal for 
Brothers for the Mission to Oceania. Although the Marist Brothers had not been 
approved by Rome, Colin felt sure that he could rely on Champagnat. As we shall see, 
his trust was not misplaced. 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN - 1836-1840 
 
Hope Rewarded 
 
SISTERS FOR FOREIGN MISSIONS? 
 
As we have already seen, Jean-Claude Colin’s journey to Rome in 1833 failed to fulfil 
the hopes of the Marists awaiting news in France. Approval for the Society of priests and 
the three Briefs of Indulgences which gave virtual approbation to the Belley Third Order 
were, to the most sanguine, only a pledge of future gains should opportunity present 
itself. Fortunately, it did. Missionary Pope Gregory XVI wanted papal men in the West 
Pacific. It was not loyalty alone that prompted the Marist leaders to step forward; the 
prize of Church approbation also beckoned. 
 
Although their status as religious was completely unchanged by the granting of Pontifical 
approval to the Marist priests, Jeanne-Marie’s Sisters were thoroughly delighted with the 
unexpected news. Many wanted to accompany the priests and Brothers and longed for 
the day when they would be called upon to cross the seas and help God’s work in 
foreign lands. Why should not they perform missionary tasks allocated to the priests and 
Brothers? After all, the Sisters were an integral part of the original scheme for the 
Society of Mary. In the past, Cardinal Castracane had been the stumbling stone in the 
way of the Society’s approbation. In the heady days after 1836, Jean-Claude Colin was 
the barrier blocking the would-be missionaries among the Marist Sisters. 
 
The mission-minded Sisters could play some part, however, be it only through their 
prayer or through their supportive counsel. Father Mayet tells us of Jeanne-Marie’s 
account of her part in encouraging Father Chanel, who was having doubts about 
pursuing the missionary call and who was strongly tempted to give up the venture. 
«When the superior of Bon Repos met him, she cheered him up, [page 146]  saying, “Oh! 
Father Chanel, what great grace God has shown you”, and, to keep up his courage, she 
added a few energetic words about priests who grow mouldy in the midst of comfort and 
do nothing for God’s glory. He let himself be persuaded by her great enthusiasm, and 
they thanked God together for the great favour he had received in being chosen. In a 
few days the temptation faded and was overcome.»200 Jeanne-Marie’s interest in the 
Pacific missions also extended to recruiting Sisters for those faraway fields. Speaking of 
the Jarnosse region, she confided: «They are full of faith there. We could find vocations 
for Oceania.»201 Foreign Missions, however, were not to come within their immediate 
ambit. 
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Despite the departure of Sisters for the new community at Meximieux, Bon Repos was 
still a crowded house, for postulants were constantly arriving. Jeanne-Marie obtained 
permission for a west wing to be added to the existing buildings. The work was 
undertaken in 1837 and was paid off by the end of the following year. 
 
SISTERS START IN LYON 
 
In 1838 came the authorisation of a project which the Foundress had been cherishing 
for some time. Just as the rapid growth of the congregation of Sisters called for the 
departure from Cerdon to Belley, so, too, were there pressing reasons for an 
establishment in a more important city —Lyon. Bon Repos was still inadequate in 
accommodation and Belley was a town limited in educational and apostolic 
opportunities. 
 
On the other hand, Lyon seemed to provide the answer to their problems, to be the 
panacea for all ills. The Lyonese were devoted to Mary, so the city should be a good 
source of vocations. There was in Lyon a burgeoning population. Obviously, then, there 
would be scope for the apostolate of the school. Finally, the booming silk and textile 
factories of the city promised many orders for piecework, in which the Sisters were 
proficient and which was [page 147]  one source of income at Belley. They received orders for 
needlework — the fabrication of hats, gloves, and canvas shoes. Certainly, Lyon 
promised fair in regard to this “cottage” industry. Consequently, there was the 
expectation of a ready means of livelihood to supplement the meagre sums brought in 
by teaching and other apostolic works. 
 
From 1836 the Marist Fathers began the movement of their administration to Lyon. This 
was yet another reason for Jeanne-Marie to seek permission for a house there. 
Approval from appropriate authorities having been obtained in 1838, a community of 
four Sisters rented a house on Fourvière hill. «There were three small rooms and a small 
appartment that served as a chapel. Pious people kindly gave us some furniture for the 
house and chapel. Since we could not accommodate more Sisters, we left the house at 
the end of the year.»202

 Pauline Jaricot then rented a house to the Marist Sisters, a 
residence quite close to the first. There was a third change of house on Fourvière before 
a final location came their way in a residence, No. 7 Montée de la Boucle in Croix 
Rousse, a nearby suburb of Lyon. 
 
In the region of Croix Rousse there was much scope for the apostolic drive that moved 
the heart of Jeanne-Marie — teaching, catechising, visiting the sick, and other pastoral 
work. Alas! Such was not to be. Founder Colin’s restriction of semi-enclosure brought 
“couvre-feu” to the flame in the sympathetic heart of the Foundress. The Sisters at Rue 
la Boucle had to settle for such private lessons as came their way and for taking orders 
for needlework. The house gradually became a centre from which orders and material 
were despatched by public coach to the communities in Belley and Meximieux. The 
returned finished articles were collected by the Lyon Sisters from a friend’s house 
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located near the coach station. Thence they were distributed to the companies 
concerned. It was hard, painstaking work which brought but little return. It did, however, 
bring sustenance. In addition, Rue la Boucle provided a refuge in Lyon for Sisters 
coming from Bon Repos for shopping or for studying for [page 148]  government qualification as 
teachers. For many of the Sisters it was a sad day when Jean-Claude Colin called for its 
closure. The house did not conform with Colin’s idea of the life-style of the Marist 
Sisters.  
 
Fortunately, the closure of the house in Croix Rousse did not lead to the departure of the 
Sisters from Lyon for, at the request of Cardinal de Bonald, they took over the 
management of an orphanage in the suburb of Sainte Foy in 1841, fifteen years before 
leaving la Boucle. This ministry to the orphaned poor was very much in Jeanne-Marie’s 
line of thinking. It pleased Colin, too, so much so that he appointed a resident chaplain 
to the orphanage, an apostolate for the Sisters which was well within the bounds of 
Colin’s idea of semi-cloister. For Jeanne-Marie, however, cloister was a harness 
impeding the work of the Lord. 
 
CHAVOIN AND COLIN CONTEND 
 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Foundress, wanted to reach out to fulfil the apostolic thrust of 
the Church. Like Champagnat, she had in view rural parishes, where financial resources 
were slight and where there was a demand for teachers, catechists, and parish workers. 
Jean-Claude Colin, Founder, did not share this broad, apostolic insight for the Sisters. 
With the passage of time he became more fixed on the idea of their religious life being 
contemplative in structure and restricted in active apostolate. Jeanne-Marie could not 
see why the Sisters’ branch should be assigned an apostolic role different from that 
originally envisaged for the whole Society of Mary. Consequently, she did not accept 
Jean-Claude’s thinking in regard to cloister. On the other hand, Colin, especially after 
the failure of the quest at Rome in 1833, turned more and more towards the cloistered 
life for the Sisters. The famous Colin formula «hidden and unknown» came to have 
different meanings for different Marist groups. For the priests the formula was 
compatible with every type of ministry; indeed, it was «the only way to penetrate 
everywhere»203 and so do the greatest possible good [page 149]  in the world. For the Sisters 
«hidden and unknown» was to have a literal meaning. Colin came to view them as 
auxiliaries to the Fathers battling in the apostolate. They were to be like Moses, with 
arms raised in prayer on the mountain, while the Fathers, like Joshua, raised their arms 
in combat on the plain. The gathering dark cloud of this fundamental difference of 
viewpoint cast a grey pall over what for years had been a sunny relationship. Gradually, 
the grey assumed a more sable hue. 
 
THIRD ORDER OF MARY 
 
Despite the granting of three Briefs of Indulgences to the Belley branch of the Third 
Order of Mary in 1834, the cautious Colin took no advantage of the situation. As we 
know, he wanted to preserve good relations with the bishop, so, when the latter 
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expressed concern that the Third Order people would cease going to the cathedral, 
Colin withdrew his encouragement of the group. As a consequence, the Belley branch of 
the Third Order — the Confraternity of the Mother of God — withered. As for those 
famous Briefs of Indulgences, they were buried in a drawer of Colin’s desk. 
 
The Third Order branches in Lyon were of sturdier stock. Despite the torrid winds of 
criticism and the dryness of neglect, they sustained life for quite some time. After a few 
years, however, the Tertiary Brothers succumbed, but the female branch, The Christian 
Virgins, retained sufficient life to come to a second spring. 
 
After the departure of Pompallier and the first missionary group, the Christian Virgins 
came for a short period under the direction of Father Forest, who was also chaplain to 
the Tertiary Brothers. From the Minutes of their meetings we come to an insight of how 
the Christian Virgins regarded themselves and how interested they were in the Marist 
mission endeavour. «We talked about the news we received concerning the 
missionaries, and we rekindled our zeal for the glory of God, remembering that, although 
we are dispersed in the midst of the world, we are [page 150]  part of the Marist Order, and we 
ought to collaborate by our prayers with the great work which these holy missionaries 
have undertaken for the glory of God.»204 Not only did they read the letters from 
Missionaries, but they also prayed for them and made clothes for them. 
 
Jean-Claude Colin showed a marked lack of interest in both groups in Lyon. His fears 
concerning the Marists’ being accused of undermining the authority of bishops were 
partly confirmed when some of the diocesan clergy of Lyon voiced their opposition to the 
incipient Third Order of Mary. 
 
The Tertiary Brothers, who had continued the Pompallier Rule after the departure of the 
missionary Bishop, had another Marist priest as their appointed chaplain, but they failed 
to retain their cohesion. By 1838 they had given up the Pompallier Rule. Their civil 
society was dissolved; the members were dispersed. One group, including Viennot, 
entered the Society of Mary; others, under the influence of Pompallier, sought to help 
the mission of Oceania, either by service there or by activities in Lyon on behalf of the 
Society for the Propagation of the Faith A third group, having a bent towards the 
contemplative life undertook the planning of Eucharistic Retreats. Some of these men 
later joined Fr Julien Eymard in the reorganised male branch of the Third Order of Mary 
 
As for the Christian Virgins, Colin’s lack of real interest led to a suspension of meetings 
for a long period. Without chaplain, they languished for a time but did not lose heart. 
Eventually, their determination and persistence brought results. This came about 
through their recourse to a Marist associate — Father Jean-Marie Vianney, parish priest 
of Ars. 
 
COURVEILLE - A PURGATORIAL PASSAGE 
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Jean-Claude Courveille was clothed as a Benedictine on 27 August 1836. There 
followed eighteen months of novitiate leading to his profession of vows in the Abbey of 
Solesmes on 21 March 1838. He was then given charge of [page 151]  the lay Brothers of the 
Abbey, an employment he fulfilled until 1840.  
 
The time of novitiate and the immediate post-novitiate period were fraught with 
tribulations for the middle-aged novice. Tension and trouble arrived when dom 
Guéranger had to absent himself from the abbey to travel, first to Paris, then to Rome to 
obtain approbation for the Constitutions of his Congregation. His absence of nine 
months was an agony for Courveille, so much in need of the guidance and support of 
the abbey’s Founder. Courveille’s letter shows his dependence and also his extreme 
sensitivity. «I would not know how to express just how much your absence is painful to 
me, nor how much disquiet it has brought to my inner self. But, one word from your 
reverend self will restore tranquillity to my soul. At the present moment I am quite 
disconcerted. It seems that the Devil has prevailed over me to make me carry out my 
duties very badly ... Take good care of your health, which is so precious to us, and come 
back as soon as possible to the midst of your dear children, who are like poor orphans 
during the absence of their dear father ... Don’t forget me in your fervent prayers. I am, 
as you know, the most wretched of your children and the one who has most need of 
prayer. But I am also one of those whom you love most sincerely.»205 
 
Having made due allowance for the somewhat exaggerated mode of address in mid-
nineteenth century France, we can, nevertheless, discern an excess of feeling and a 
touch of instability in this middle-aged monk. A second letter, written to dom Guéranger 
on the occasion of his sojourn in Paris for work on the second volume of “Institutions 
Liturgiques”, again conveys protestations of humility and attachment. Written three years 
after that of 1837, this letter reveals emotions equally as strong as those of the earlier 
correspondence: «It seems that a century has passed since you departed from the midst 
of your dear children ...The hours of your absence seem like months, and the weeks 
seem like years ... I have missed five fasts since the beginning of Lent. You know that 
when this old gourmand stomach of mine begins to rumble, it is absolutely [page 152]  

necessary to give it something. I hope that the Lord will accord me the grace to fast for 
the remainder of Lent ... All goes well in the community except for this cowardly old 
sinner, who does nothing worth while, whatever it may be.»206 
 
The high level of feeling which these letters manifest was almost inevitably followed by 
profound discouragement. The crisis seems to have come in 1840, and is brought to 
light in Courveille’s letter to dom Guéranger, dated 15 February 1841. The abbot was 
again in Paris, this time to make arrangements for a foundation in the capital city of 
France. From the letter we learn that, in an endeavour to endure the doubts that plagued 
him, Courveille had recourse to a procedure from the past — living the life of a hermit, 
but, on this occasion, within monastic grounds. 
 
«I have been in the little hermitage for about a dozen days, with a good and firm 
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resolution to work all the better at my sanctification and to acquire the perfection of our 
holy state, for I must avow ... that up to the present moment I have not commenced to 
be either a true religious or a true Benedictine ... I have led only a lukewarm religious 
life, seeking all too much my own convenience and comfort under pretext of infirmities, 
from which only death will deliver me. One other matter, dear and tender Father, which 
the Devil made use of to ravish my poor soul, an issue which has been the reason that I 
have perhaps given you trouble and chagrin, a concern which has made me wanting in 
obedience and submission on several occasions, a consideration which has led me to 
lose almost entirely the confidence which I had in your Paternity during the first years of 
my monastic life, and something which has given me a distaste, nay, even a kind of 
resentment for the monastery — that matter is my self-love and the demon of pride 
which dominated me and persuaded me that you had only contempt for me, that you 
regarded me as nothing, that for a long time you had not spoken to me with that 
openness of heart which wins confidence.... But God, full of goodness and mercy, was 
waiting for me in the little grotto where, to speak truthfully, I am very [page 153]  cramped for 
body space ... but where, on the other hand, the God of all goodness has expanded my 
soul and enlightened my spirit to allow me to see and recognise the snares the Demon 
has spread for me. He has put into my heart a great desire to be held in scorn, to have 
the self-abnegation of a life hidden and unknown — the type of life for which I formerly 
had great reluctance. Above all, I feel that God has given me a deep love for perfect 
obedience, has caused to be reborn in me the initial confidence which I had in your 
fatherly care.»207 
 
It seems quite probable that the over-sensitive Courveille badly misread his Abbot-
Father. In the second half of 1840 dom Guéranger had much to occupy his mind —
finishing the second volume of “Institutions Liturgiques”, grave financial concerns, and 
the reception of numerous guests. He just did not have for Courveille as much time as 
the latter craved. 
 
It is obvious, too, that Courveille is treading the purgatorial path. Like the Ancient 
Mariner, that other spellbinder with words, this man Courveille «hath penance done and 
penance more will do». Like the Mariner, too, this “soul in agony”, this Courveille, will, in 
the days of Divine Providence, once again have occasion to say without pride, «I have 
strange powers of speech.»208 That opportunity was, however, yet a long way off. 
 
COLIN’S CHANGED CONSTITUTIONS 
 
Sensing that Rome would upgrade the priests’ branch of the Society, and being 
dissatisfied with the Rule (the “Summarium Regularum”) he had submitted to Rome in 
1833, Jean-Claude Colin set about recasting it in broader and simpler terms. This was 
the special work he undertook in February and March 1836 when he set out to 
reconstruct the Rule. The work was still incomplete when news of the pontifical 
approbation of the priests’ branch came from Rome. Understandably, there was 
universal rejoicing among the Marists. Later, when [page 154]  emotions had stabilised, Colin 
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wrote to Cholleton to make sure that the archdiocesan authorities had been informed. 
His letter contained these words: «I informed Rome that we were renouncing the idea of 
including the Sisters and Brothers under the name of the Society of Mary and that we 
were presenting all our requests solely for the company of priests.»209 Knowing the 
opposition of Castracane to the multi-branched Society, Colin had cleared the way for 
full papal approval of the central branch — the priests. The sacrifice of the Sisters and 
Brothers was the price paid. 
 
MARIST PRIESTS ASSEMBLE 
 
The Papal Brief “Omnium Gentium” authorising the Marist priests provided for the 
profession of vows and the election of a Superior General. September was the month in 
which Marist Retreats were held, since, the scholastic year having then finished, nearly 
all were free during that month. There was a problem regarding the site for the priests’ 
assembly — two diocesan authorities had to be satisfied. Colin found a neat solution in 
having the assembly in Belley, while promising that the Mother House of the Society 
would be established in Lyon. Another problem — that of Bishop Devie’s desire to 
preside at the assembly — found its solution in the polite dissuasion carried out by the 
good-natured Father Chanel. Although members of a Society of Pontifical Right not fully 
subject to bishops, the Marist priests under Colin were careful to work harmoniously with 
diocesan authorities. 
 
When the priests assembled (24 September 1836), they numbered twenty — eleven 
from the diocese of Belley; nine from the archdiocese of Lyon. Bishop Pompallier, also 
from Lyon, attended, but did not pronounce vows. He gave his reasons in a letter to 
Cardinal Fransoni: «... since, following the advice of your Eminence and that of Cardinal 
Sola, I must not, as a bishop, make vows through a simple priest. That would be 
unseemly, all the more so since I had [page 155]  promised on oath an immediate obedience to 
our Holy Father the Pope» 210Pompallier merely gave a promise of spiritual attachment to 
the Society. 
 
For the first four days the sessions of the Marist Assembly were held in the Physics 
laboratory of the minor seminary of Belley. Pompallier gave two Retreat instructions 
each day. Two other sessions were devoted to the explanation of the Rule, the text of 
which was probably incomplete — Colin was not renowned for expedition in the shaping 
of such documents. The Rule he explained in September was certainly not the 
Summarium which he had presented in Rome in 1833 and which he was anxious that 
the Roman authorities not accept as the basis for approbation. Indeed, he had promised 
Rome that the revised and completed copy would be sent later. Here at the Belley 
Assembly Colin talked about a Rule in which he had adopted the general plan of the 
Jesuits. When the Marist Assembly finally came to the election of a Superior General, it 
was obvious to everyone except Jean-Claude Colin that he was the man.  
 
The election ceremony took place at La Capucinière in Belley, a first-floor room proving 
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adequate for the occasion. The result was clear-cut. On the first ballot Jean-Claude 
Colin received every vote except his own (which went to Vicar General Cholleton). The 
vows of the Marists were then pronounced, not in the room of elections, but in the 
chapel of La Capucinière. The Superior General, surrounded by his confreres, was the 
first to make the three vows of religion, there being no one present to receive his 
profession in the name of the Church. Reverend Father Colin then received the vows of 
nineteen other Marists. Finally, Bishop Pompallier read out his promise of attachment to 
the Society. Canonically, then, Pompallier did not belong to the Society of Mary; thus he 
was not subject to Colin. In the years to come disagreement between the two was 
exacerbated by this situation of dual authority for the missionaries — all of them Marists. 
[page 156]   

 

COLIN - DIVERSE AND DAUNTING DUTIES 
 
Superior General Colin had not only the problem of a non-Marist bishop as header of a 
group of Marist missionaries. In point of fact, troubles with Pompallier were yet to arise. 
There was a more immediate problem in the lack of homogeneity in the nineteen men 
who had just pronounced vows. They came from two different dioceses, between which 
a certain rivalry existed; most of them had been accustomed to the life of secular clergy; 
some had reached an age when it is difficult to change habits. Fortunately for Colin, the 
Brief prescribed that the major Superior retained, for at least a year, complete latitude in 
interpreting the vows of obedience and poverty as broadly as necessary for those living 
outside Marist houses. Nevertheless, Colin was faced with nineteen very diverse 
personalities. One of Colin’s greatest achievements was to bind these men together into 
a dynamic and strongly united community. That task took time. 
 
The first five years of Colin’s term as Superior General held many challenges. 
Fortunately, Colin throve on crises; they summoned up the best of his reserves of 
foresight, skill, and energy. Apart from the immediate work, that of launching the Mission 
to Oceania, there were the demands of apostolates already established — the inland 
missions in both Belley and Lyon, and teaching in the seminary-college at Belley. In 
addition, there was the responsibility of ensuring that all went well with particular Marists 
in their apostolic work — for example, Champagnat as leader of his Marist Brothers, 
Terraillon as parish priest of Notre Dame, St Chamond, and Maîtrepierre as Superior of 
the clerical school at Meximieux. Nor was that all. Colin was a canon of the Belley 
cathedral and nominal Superior of the Belley seminary-college. He had pledged himself 
to set up the Marist Generalate in Lyon, and so had to don the additional hat of house-
hunter. There was also the nagging worry of the as yet incomplete Rule, which Rome 
was patiently awaiting. The Marist Third Order in Lyon needed attention (who would 
replace Pompallier for guidance of [page 157]  the top-quality people in the Christian Virgins 
and the Tertiary Brothers?), and Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and her Sisters, for whom 
Marist priests were chaplains, were seeking new foundations and their definitive Rule. 
The Marist General had to marshal his forces and plan his campaign. Fortunately, he 
was blessed in having high morale in his troops. Maîtrepierre’s words convey something 
of the spirit animating the Marists on their profession day: «The members separated with 
a fraternal embrace and the blessing of the Superior, full of an ardent and sincere desire 
to work for the glory of God, the honour of Mary, and the sanctification of souls under 
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the orders and according to the counsel of obedience.»211 
 
Cardinal Castracane, who was responsible for the rejection of the Society of four 
branches in 1834, was the same cardinal who favoured the approbation of the priests’ 
branch in 1836 — after the Society of Mary had accepted the Mission of Oceania. 
Castracane saw to it that the Sacred Congregation’s decree of 11 March 1836 expressly 
omitted the Sisters, the Brothers, and the Third Order. After Colin’s election in 
September of the same year, he had jurisdiction, in the strict sense of that word, over 
the priests’ branch only. The Ordinaries of dioceses had jurisdiction over the other 
branches. Nevertheless, the non-clerical Marists, nursing fond hopes that the future 
would bring the desired results, were not downcast. Although disappointed by the events 
of 1833 and 1836, they continued to regard Colin as their Superior. 
 
COLIN - MISSIONS, SCHOOLS, SHRINES 
 
Colin’s immediate task was to assist the first band of missionaries to depart for Oceania, 
for he was aware of Rome’s sense of urgency in this apostolic endeavour. He 
encouraged Pompallier to seek the support of influential people. Pompallier’s response 
was to go to the top. Both King Louis-Philippe and Queen Amélie received the bishop 
and two of his missionaries, while Thiers, President of the [page 158]  Council and Minister for 
Foreign Affairs, supplied letters of introduction. Although the missionaries received funds 
From both Rome and the Propagation of the Faith in Lyon, it was to Colin that they 
looked for future financial support. Colin, in turn, looked to Pauline Jaricot’s famous 
Foundation. The Association of the Propagation of the Faith did not disappoint him; 
indeed, it was most generous and patient towards the man who, in his endeavours to 
win converts in the Pacific isles, spent lavishly and with little reflection — Bishop 
Pompallier.  
 
Colin could not move to Lyon immediately for there was much that claimed his attention 
at Belley in his post-election years. He knew, however, the importance of having the 
Generalate in the second city of France and was not slow to put a deposit on a well-
sited property there — “Puylata”. To a rented house in Lyon he sent his brother Pierre 
and the priest-novices of the Society of Mary. For three years Colin remained at Belley, 
where he was in charge of both La Capucinière and the minor seminary-college. The 
former served as novitiate for non-priest aspirants, as scholasticate, and also as a small 
boarding-house for students of the Belley College. This college-cum-minor seminary 
was, in the judgement of Colin, in need of a strict headmaster’s attention. Colin brushed 
up, then donned, a hat he had worn before. He then strode purposefully towards Belley 
College.  
 
In Colin’s opinion, Pierre Chanel, whom he had appointed as vice-Superior, had been 
too soft-hearted. Discipline, lax under Chanel, had deteriorated further under the 
diocesan vice-Superior who had taken Chanel’s place when the future martyr set out for 
the Missions. Colin felt his obligation as the Superior responsible for the seminary-
college. It was at the beginning of the school year 1838 that, once more as dynamic 
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leader, he went into action. Retaining but six members of the previous staff, Colin filled 
the vacancies with Marists. Lagniet, one of his priest-novices, was appointed as the 
capable, no-nonsense vice-Superior. Staff members, ordered to report two weeks before 
school opening, were briefed in their duties and [page 159]  trained in disciplinary techniques. 
Meanwhile, the holidaying students were unwittingly exemplifying the words of Thomas 
Gray: «Alas, regardless of their doom, the little victims play. No sense have they of ills to 
come, nor care beyond today.»212 
 
On the resumption of school would-be mischief-makers and carriers of contraband had 
no chance. The tightly organised masters held all the cards and countered every move. 
Once student morale was high and studies proceeded apace, there was scope for 
teachers to reveal compassion and humour without threat to their control. When Colin 
left for Lyon in 1839, he knew that the captain he left on the bridge, Lagniet, would steer 
a well-conducted ship. 
 
With a great number of his men committed to the Belley College, Colin was daring in 
committing Chanut to a new Marist apostolate, that of the Marian shrine at Verdelais, 
near Bordeaux (1838). Archbishop Donnet had studied in St Irénée seminary with the 
aspiring Marists and was not slow to make use of the past to persuade former 
companions to assist him in the present. Colin, ever with an eye to winning vocations to 
the Society of Mary, deemed that conducting a Marian shrine was not only seemly for a 
Society dedicated to Mary, but was also a means of making contact with many young 
men and boys on pilgrimage. Thus the shrine at Verdelais joined the country missions, 
the retreats, the seminary-college, and the foreign missions to add yet greater diversity 
to the scope of Marist endeavour. 
 
COLIN - PUYLATA, NEW ADMINISTRATIVE CENTRE 
 
At the September Retreat of 1839, with forty professed Marist priests in attendance, 
Colin spoke of his administrative problems. The decision was taken to transplant the 
heart of the congregation to the property purchased in the great city, “Puylata”, a house 
to which the novitiate had recently been transferred. The arrival of the novices had been 
somewhat disconcerting to the group that [page 160]  had leased the floor above — the 
Masonic Lodge. Both Masonic members and Marist neophytes were ill at ease in each 
other’s company. Even the walls, where Masonic club signs clashed with Catholic cult 
symbols, proclaimed their religious differences. While it would be quite unjust to make a 
comparison on the theme of Aaron’s “magic” overcoming that of Pharaoh’s sorcerers, 
the fact remains that the Masons voluntarily surrendered their lease to move to a less 
hostile setting. Afterwards, “Puylata” duly became the centre, the pulse of Marist life. 
 
The staff appointed to the new centre was both capable and lively. Maîtrepierre resigned 
from the Meximieux minor seminary, Terraillon bade a reluctant farewell to his parish in 
St Chamond, Pierre Colin obediently moved to the new quarters, and a well-organised 
young priest became Colin’s secretary and personal aide. His name was Poupinel, a 
man whose constant encouragement and support helped to sustain the life of a delicate 
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new branch of the Society, a branch which, after decades of hesitant growth, came to a 
maturer strength in the second half of the nineteenth century — the Missionary ladies of 
the Third Order of Mary. 
 
Father Jean-Marie Humbert was named Treasurer-General, but he remained at the 
Capucinière Friary, since, like many early Marists, he thought nothing of handling two 
tasks. Zeal led him to carry on the job of preaching missions in the parishes of Belley 
diocese. One Assistant General of the administrative team resided neither at Puylata nor 
at La Capucinière. This man was a cause of worry to Colin. His name was Champagnat, 
the Superior of the Brothers. The worry was occasioned by his rapidly declining health. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - A MERGER WITH MAZELIER? 
 
Champagnat came to Belley in 1836 with much joy in his heart. At last the momentous 
pledge of twenty years before, the written promise placed under the corporal at [page 161]  the 
Mass celebrated at the Fourvière chapel by Courveille, had come to fulfilment. When the 
scrutineers announced the unanimous election of Colin, Champagnat was called upon 
to make the formal announcement. The Minutes of the Assembly give the following 
account: «Father Champagnat, addressing the newly elected Superior, said what a 
burden had just been placed on the leader. Champagnat promised, in the name of all his 
confreres, that he would strive to lighten the weight of Colin’s responsibilities.»213 Like the 
other Marists, Champagnat, buoyed in heart and spirit by entry into religious life, 
resumed his apostolic work. Only four years, however, remained to Champagnat, a 
period spent at much the same apostolic pace as marked the days of his strength. He 
chose not to rust out but to burn out. 
 
On 3 October 1836 Bishop Pompallier arrived at the Hermitage to bless the new chapel. 
Less than a week later, there arrived for Champagnat a letter from Pompallier, in which 
the bishop confided all his temporal affairs to Champagnat’s management. This act is a 
good measure of the trust Pompallier had in his former superior at the Hermitage. 
Despite Pompallier’s part in the attempt to unite Champagnat’s Brothers to those of 
Father Querbes, Champagnat manifested no ill feeling. On 10 December, just before 
embarking, Pompallier wrote in his customary friendly way. One part of the letter dealt 
with authorisation: 
 
«Have you seen Father Cholleton on this matter? Things are very well advanced ... You 
must write to the Minister of Public Instruction to thank him for his kindness in regard to 
it ... The obtaining of the Royal Ordinance is certain and close.»214 Unfortunately, 
Pompallier’s optimistic confidence was misplaced. We can be grateful for Champagnat’s 
friendship with Pompallier, however, for it occasioned a letter in which the plain, blunt 
Champagnat writes quite unabashedly about Mary. It is a splendid example of the deep 
devotion these Marists had for the Blessed Mother. It shows, too, that Champagnat 
possessed sound theological discernment and emphasis: «Mary, yes, Mary alone is our 
prosperity. Without Mary we are nothing. With Mary we [page 162]  have everything, because 
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Mary always has her adorable Son either in her arms or in her heart.»215 
 
October 1836 was a significant month for Champagnat’s men, for on the tenth of that 
month Brothers pronounced Perpetual Vows in public. It was a sign of the growing 
confidence of the Marists, for, up to that time, there had been no public ceremony. 
During the same month the future martyr of Futuna, Father Pierre Chanel, spoke to the 
community of the Hermitage. Chanel’s presence at the Mother House of the Brothers 
was, in a way, a mark of appreciation of Champagnat, for, of the first eight missionaries, 
Champagnat had been responsible for the training of no fewer than five — the three 
Brothers and two of the clerics — Pompallier and Servant, both priests having received 
Marist formation at the Hermitage. Colin’s reliance on Champagnat had surely been well 
founded. 
 
It was in October, too, that an article concerning the Marist Brothers appeared in a 
national newspaper, “L’Ami de la Religion”. Its aim was to publicise the Brothers and to 
win approval and support for them in their quest for authorisation. 
 
Although Pompallier’s letter encouraged Champagnat to take the citadel of authorisation 
by direct assault, and although “L’Ami de Ia Religion” publicised his campaign, 
Champagnat was quite prepared to employ other strategies. Earlier, we noted that 
Champagnat had placed with Father Mazelier’s congregation those of his Brothers 
threatened with military conscription. He now attempted to carry off the authorisation 
prize by indirect attack — by joining forces with Mazelier’s authorized Brothers of St-
Paul-Trois-Chateaux. Writing to Mazelier in November 1836, Champagnat showed that 
he had been searching for allies in effecting the proposed merger. He argued cogently: 
 
«l have just returned from St-Didier-sur-Chalaronne, where I saw His Lordship the 
Bishop of Belley, who asked news of you. It appears that he would see with pleasure the 
union of our congregations and our working in concert. Your statutes are nearly the 
same as ours. You possess what we lack; we have what you lack.»216 This letter was 
followed by [page 163]  one from Br François in which Mazelier was informed of a despatch of 
the Marist prospectus. These moves on Champagnat’s part are indications of his 
growing unease about not having authorisation. Despite the dearth of vocations in his 
own congregation, however, Mazelier remained uncommitted. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - “THE SIEGE OF PARIS” 
 
Apart from the authorisation worry and the running sore at La Côte-St-André, where the 
engaging but mercurial Father Douillet kept everyone guessing his next move, the 
following year was one of steady progress for Champagnat’s own concerns. For the 
first-mentioned preoccupation, Champagnat, while still probing the possibilities of 
merging his men with those of Mazelier, tried to enlist the aid of influential people to 
push through the separate authorisation of his congregation by the government. As 
regards the second worry, the bothersome Douillet, Champagnat continued to insist that 
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the worthy cleric leave the Brothers free to live their Rule. 
 
A circular letter from the Founder, dated 15 August, brought news to the Brothers of the 
opening of a Juniorate at the property willed to Champagnat, La Grange-Payre. In the 
following month a letter from Father Mazelier showed that the Founder of the 
(authorised) Brothers of St Paul-Trois-Châteaux, although wooed, had not been won. He 
advised Champagnat to recommence the quest with the government. Obviously, 
Mazelier was not convinced that union with the Marists was opportune. 
 
In January 1838 Champagnat and fellow-Marist priest Chanut set out for Paris to try 
once again with the Education authorities. In addition to the encouragement given to the 
direct method by a letter from Mazelier, Champagnat received similar counsel from 
Archbishop de Pins and others, who advised the renewal of the quest through a direct 
approach. Champagnat passed the best part of six months in the capital, but his heart 
was still with [page 164]  the Brothers at the Hermitage. He wrote to Br François often (fourteen 
letters are on record) giving news of steps taken, replying to Br François’ queries, and 
sending greetings to Brothers in general and many in particular. In the letter in which he 
sadly announced his conviction of what he had long suspected, namely, that he was 
being fobbed off in Paris, he spoke of his confidence in Jesus and Mary and of his love 
for the brethren: «Don’t forget to tell all the Brothers how much I love them, how much I 
suffer from being parted from them.»217

  
 
After the failure of this six months’ campaign in Paris, Champagnat continued to 
maintain the policy of seeking Mazelier’s help. Those Brothers threatened with military 
conscription set off for St-Paul-Trois-Châteaux, there to study for the Brevet exam or to 
fill a post in one of Mazelier’s schools. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - DOMESTIC DOINGS 
 
Towards the middle of 1837 correspondence between Father Champagnat and Father 
Fontbonne, formerly one of the chaplains at the Hermitage, and at that time at St Louis 
in the U.S.A., raised the possibility of Marist Brothers in the New World. In August 
Fontbonne submitted plans for the future of both Marist priests and Marist Brothers in 
the U.S.A.. This scheme, however, was not realised. 
 
The end of 1837 brought the strange affair of the diocese of Viviers, where Champagnat 
already had two school communities and where Mr Génissieux, the philanthropic 
Manager of the Mines of the Loire Company, requested Champagnat to make a third 
opening — at La Voulte. Vicar General Vernet, who was also the superior of the 
Brothers of Christian Instruction of Viviers (they later, in 1844, joined the Marists) asked 
Vicar General Cattet of Lyon to forbid the Marist Brothers to open schools in the 
diocese. Faced with this lack of confidence by the Viviers diocesan authorities, 
Champagnat felt obliged to withdraw his Brothers from Boilieu and Peaugres. He 
informed the parish [page 165]  priests accordingly. Bishop Bonnel of Viviers was then notified 
that, with reluctance and submission, Champagnat was bringing the Brothers out of the 
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diocese. The bishop’s reaction was prompt. Not only did Champagnat’s men stay at 
Boileau and Peaugres, but the third opening at La Voulte proceeded. To this day the full 
explanation of Vicar General Vernet’s action remains unknown. 
 
During 1838 there were sufficient indications that, despite the absence of government 
authorisation, Champagnat’s congregation was becoming more surely established. In 
the first place, there was the printing of a more detailed Prospectus (a printed book of 
Rules had been distributed to the Brothers in the previous year). Moreover, one Brother 
was sent to learn lithography, and another, printing. Then again, each Brother Director 
was asked to bring to the annual Retreat a written account of the history of his house. 
Finally, three more Brothers were sent to the Oceania Mission. Their loss to France had 
its compensations, however, for 27 Brothers made Perpetual profession and 38 
Postulants received the religious soutane that year. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - THE FADING YEARS 
 
Champagnat suffered a family bereavement early in 1838. It was his brother Jean-
Barthélemy. «Recommend my poor brother to the prayers of the community. I alone 
remain of a family of ten children. My turn will not be far off.»218 His letter to his sister-in-
law, written in Paris, shows the tenderness and thoughtfulness of a man close to his 
family. The letter offers sympathy, gives promise of a visit of consolation, and issues an 
invitation to receive the two young nephews at the Hermitage at any time.219 Previously, 
Champagnat had generously found accommodation for his brother Jean-Pierre and 
family at the Hermitage. For Champagnat, family ties were strong. 
 
Yet another pain for Champagnat at this period was occasioned by the man who had 
provided so many postulants [page 166]  for the Marist Brothers, the pious but pestiferous 
Father Douillet of La Côte-St-André. Champagnat’s threat to withdraw his Brothers, plus 
the intervention of both the parish priest and the bishop, mollified the excitable Douillet 
and modified his demands concerning new conditions for his agreement with the 
Brothers. The patient, long-suffering Champagnat agreed on a compromise. 
 
Nineteenth-century progress came to the valley of the Gier in 1837 with the completion 
of the road from St Chamond to La Valla. One by-product of this was a little loss of the 
tranquillity that formerly obtained at the Hermitage. Another result was the realisation of 
the importance of the Patouillard property, which, lay between the Hermitage and the 
new road. Early in 1839 Champagnat was able to purchase the entire property. True, 
the price was high (39,000 francs), but its acquisition removed all threat of the erection 
of a fulling factory that could have been built close to the Hermitage. The smell and the 
effluent emanating from a factory engaged in the cleaning and thickening of cloth were 
not exactly pleasant prospects. 
 
In May, Archbishop de Pins, aged 73, retired, his replacement being Bishop de Bonald. 
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A week later Cardinal Fesch died in Rome. It was in this year, too, that Champagnat’s 
illness slowed him down considerably. In November, although he was ill, Champagnat 
went to preach a Retreat to the students at la Côte-St-André. From there he continued 
his journey to Autun, where he conferred with the bishop about opening a novitiate in the 
diocese. Details were so well prepared that Champagnat came to Vauban to be present 
for the official opening of the training house on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 
8 December. The request of another diocese for both a novitiate and a school had to be 
deferred. 
 
A measure of the attractiveness of the religious life and of the apostolate of education in 
a spiritually revived France can be gauged by the fact that in 1839 six new schools were 
opened, 20 Brothers were professed, and no fewer than 71 postulants received 
soutanes. As was customary, Champagnat attended personally to writing out [page 167]  the 
placements of the Brothers for the scholastic year 1839-. 1840. It was the last time that 
he attended to this task. 
 
THE GRIM REAPER ARRIVES 
 
The beginning of Champagnat’s final year on earth saw him busy and thoughtful as 
usual. He sent his congratulations and homage to the newly appointed Archbishop of 
Lyon, Monseigneur de Bonald. To the same prelate he also sent a detailed account of 
the state of the Marist Brothers’ congregation. He still pursued the elusive authorisation, 
making contact in this regard with the Prefect of the Loire and with Cardinal de La Tour 
d’Auvergne, bishop of Arras. The latter was contacted, for, on the suggestion of the man 
who held authorisation power, Education Minister Salvandy, Champagnat had opened a 
school at Saint-Pol in the diocese of Arras. In the same period arrangements were made 
for the first regional Educational Conference of the Brothers, two more missionaries 
were sent to Oceania, and the apostolate to deaf-mutes received attention. 
 
On 4 March 1840 Champagnat’s decline in health was accelerated by a violent kidney 
attack. The pain endured for the remaining three months of his life. He celebrated 
Benediction for the last time on the Feast of St Joseph, said his last Mass on 3 May, 
received Extreme Unction on the 11 May and his final Communion on 4 June. 
 
Despite the proximity of death, Champagnat was able to round off affairs for his 
congregation. An important matter received attention on 22 March when, before Mr 
Mioche, a Public Notary Champagnat assigned properties in his name to a Society 
formed by six Brothers and himself. Champagnat made out his will in favour of the 
Brothers named in the Civil Society formed earlier. His Spiritual Testament, that precious 
document that reveals so much about Champagnat, was read to the Brothers on 18 
May. 
 
Many clerics and others visited the dying Champagnat [page 168]  visitor, Father Belier, made 
the remark that never was a prince of this world attended in his last moments with as 
much care as that shown by the Brothers to their Founder. 
 
Champagnat died on 6 June 1840. He had been fortunate in having had time to arrange 
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his affairs, secure the property, bid farewell to friends, and leave a written Testament to 
his followers. These matters were important for those destined to take up the reins of 
leadership. Their most precious possession, however, was something intangible, 
something that lay at the core of Belier’s words, something that finds expression in the 
Founder’s Testament, something that is paramount to St Paul in his writings: «And the 
greatest of these is Love.»220 Champagnat lived his love and urged his Brothers to follow 
the same course. The charism of the man and his legacy of love are the precious 
heritage of Champagnat’s Brothers.  
 
CHAMPAGNAT - THE WIDER MARIST WORLD 
 
It was not only gallantry that led Champagnat to give accommodation to the nephew of 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin in 1837. It was partly Marist family spirit, partly respect for Colin, 
who was concerned for the young man, and partly Champagnat’s charity. Theodore-
Augustin Millot, the oldest of Jeanne-Marie’s nephews, and well known to Colin since 
Cerdon days, was going through a troubled period. Colin was aware that young Millot’s 
sojourn at the Hermitage was not without inconvenience for Champagnat, so, at the end 
of September, he wrote, asking Champagnat to send Millot to Belley, where Jeanne-
Marie and other members of the Millot family could give support to the young man. 
 
In 1838 Champagnat is mentioned as a source of assistance to members of another 
group of Sisters — those whom Courveille had deserted in 1829. These Sisters at St 
Antoine wanted to consult the superior of the Brothers about a union which was 
projected in regard to the Sisters of Providence at Grenoble. They were uneasy about 
the likelihood that this union would sever the ties which still [page 169]  attached them to the 
original Marist project. They had not renounced the Marist link and were anxious to talk 
to Champagnat about their problem. Unfortunately, Champagnat was absent in Paris at 
the time, so Br François, acting on the Founder’s behalf, and wanting advice on the 
matter, wrote to Colin, who replied to the effect that they should await Champagnat’s 
return and that, although the Sisters of Providence had no links with the Marists, that 
fact should not prevent the St Antoine Sisters from proceeding with the union. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT - COLIN CONTACTS 
 
In the period between his profession of vows and his death, Champagnat received news 
of the wider Marist scene partly through letters from missionaries but principally through 
contact with his Superior General, Jean-Claude Colin. Just before his election, Colin, 
from 1830 the “centre of unity” of the Marists, received a letter from Father Mazelier 
about a projected union of Mazelier’s Brothers with those of Champagnat. Colin made 
reply, explaining his need to consult Champagnat on the matter. After such consultation, 
Colin wrote to the effect that he saw no obstacle to the union. Champagnat, somewhat 
desperate for a solution to the many problems emanating from non-authorisation, also 
wrote to Mazelier, making light of the obstacles that stood in the way of a merger. There 
was, however, no positive outcome during Champagnat’s lifetime. 
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Towards the end of 1836 Champagnat found himself in a parlous position in regard to 
the bishop of Belley. Although Champagnat considered that a novitiate at St-Didier-sur-
Chalaronne was too close to that of the Hermitage, he did not want to displease the 
bishop, nor did Colin, who was so much in contact with this prelate. A school was set up 
at St-Didier and, shortly afterwards, a novitiate, but arrangements for the latter were so 
botched by diocesan appointees that the training centre had to be [page 170]  closed. Bishop 
Devie, like his contemporary on the English side of the Channel, was not amused. 
 
Conscious of his position as Superior General and of the responsibilities that 
accompanied it, Colin saw fit to caution Champagnat from time to time. For instance, 
early in 1837 he was worried about the La Côte-St-André situation. «Do nothing hasty in 
regard to Father Douillet. The indiscretions of Father Courveille (the St Antoine disaster 
of 1829) are still much felt in that diocese. The spirit of God is gracious (the implication 
is that Champagnat is abrupt in his way of acting) ... It often happens that we (he 
probably means Champagnat) see no inconvenience in situations where superiors see 
several.»221 Colin obviously wanted no trouble in the Grenoble diocese occasioned by 
any strong, decisive action taken by Champagnat against the troublesome Douillet. 
 
Three months later Colin’s caution has a very different theme: «You do not take enough 
food. You do not take sufficient care of your health.»222 When, shortly afterwards, 
Champagnat dutifully asked to make some purchase, Colin’s worries about the financial 
affairs of the Brothers and the health of their leader found expression: «The branch of 
the Brothers is not established on solid enough bases to give a reply to that question. 
Suspend for three months every kind of project ... and put all your affairs in such good 
order that, if you were to die in three months, all would be regulated. Occupy yourself 
very much less with external affairs than with the spiritual affairs of your community. 
Your health will improve as a result — and so will your soul.»223

 Champagnat, as a Marist 
religious, was experiencing some of the pains of the vow of Obedience. 
 
CHAMPAGNAT’S RESIGNATION, 1837 
 
It is Father Maîtrepierre who gives an account of the beautiful act of humility which 
Champagnat expressed just five weeks later. «During the general Retreat at the minor 

seminary of Meximieux in 1837 he gave us an example of [page 171]  detachment which greatly 
edified us. Up till then, by force of circumstances, he had worked at his project in a 
somewhat independent manner. It was deemed fitting to ask him to resign from his 
position as superior of the Brothers. Everyone knows how founders and former 
superiors cling to their work and strive to direct it according to their viewpoint. Ah, well, 
as soon as Champagnat understood what was being asked of him with all due 
discretion, he replied: “Yes, certainly, I will give my resignation, and I should do so. The 
only thing that offends me is that you take such trouble to tell me. I had the grace of 
state to begin. I have not the grace of state to continue.” And he gave his resignation in 
writing. Father General reappointed him at once. His dependence became thereby more 
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regular, more effective, and more fruitful for himself and his congregation.»224 
 
The document containing Champagnat’s resignation holds much that is of interest. First 
of all, Champagnat talks of putting into the hands of the Superior General of the Society 
of Mary «the branch of the Marist Brothers which had been confided to me in 1816».225 
This is clear evidence of Champagnat’s conviction that he received a commission from 
his fellows. It also attests the plurality of branches which the original Marist project 
encompassed. Secondly, the document was witnessed by six of the Marist priests 
present. Colin’s name does not appear. There is nothing to indicate that Colin came 
within the scope of Maîtrepierre’s expression «it was deemed fitting to ask him to 
resign». Still, it appears that the request to Champagnat was a test that Colin saw fit to 
impose or to allow to be imposed. 
 
Several reasons for the trial suggest themselves. Perhaps Colin’s use of this test on the 
leader of the most numerous group of the Marist religious branches emanated from his 
desire to consolidate the unity of the member groups. It is also possible that Colin 
wanted to try out Champagnat’s spirit of obedience in regard to a reshaping of the 
Brother’s congregation, of which Colin speaks in a letter one month later (27 October 
1837). There is just a [page 172]   possibility that another factor may have entered. Those who 
signed the request may have been an enthusiastic bunch of neophytes to religious life 
calling for such a “spill” to allow the new superior to exercise his power to make 
allocation of offices. If that were so, Champagnat certainly rose to the occasion in giving 
a fine demonstration of religious obedience. 
 
In the wording of his Act of Resignation Champagnat was careful to make note of the 
rights which pertained to the archbishop of Lyon, Monseigneur de Pins, who had given 
both church authorisation to the congregation of Brothers and financial and other 
assistance to its establishment and development 
 
BROTHERS - A WRANGLE ABOUT ROLES 
 
Towards the end of 1837 we find evidence of difference of opinion between the two 
Founders concerning the role of the Brothers. This evidence comes in the form of 
letters, rather peremptory in tone, from the Founder at Belley to the Founder at the 
Hermitage. To Father Jeantin, interviewer, Colin acknowledged the acceptance of 
Champagnat’s Marist Brothers as part of the Fourvière project. «The idea of this institute 
properly belonged to him. It was he who, aware of the difficulty he had experienced in 
becoming educated, declared to his confreres and associates that it would also be 
necessary to found teaching Brothers.»226 Now, although Colin recognised Champagnat’s 
contribution to the Fourvière scheme for the branches of the Society of Mary, Colin 
himself had not envisaged such a group. «The teaching Brothers never had a place 
before God in my original plan of the Society ... The priests, the Sisters, and the Third 
Order were included in the original plan, as were also the servant Brothers, under the 
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name of Joseph Brothers.»227
 In the two existing fragments of the primitive Rule, written 

by Colin at Cerdon, the Sisters are explicitly mentioned, as are also the co-adjutor 
Brothers, but not the teaching Brothers. Colin was possessed by the concept of the 
three branches, similar [page 173]  to those of the great Orders of times past. Champagnat had 
added something quite new. 
 
Colin’s lack of real enthusiasm for the teaching Brothers as part of the Society is further 
illustrated by his actions in Rome in 1833. He intended to present only the Constitutions 
of the priests, merely making mention of the Sisters and teaching Brothers. When asked 
by Roman authorities, Colin presented the Summarium, which gave a résumé of the 
Rules of the Brothers and those of the Sisters. His reference to the Brothers in his 
petition to Rome was influenced, not only by the Fourvière agreement, but also by the 
fact that the Marist priests in Lyon had moved close to the teaching Brothers. Moreover, 
Colin, who knew how strongly Champagnat held to the place of the Brothers in the 
Society, was dependent on Champagnat for the training of the Joseph Brothers and for 
the supply of Marist Brothers for work with the Fathers. It would seem, then that the 
presence of the teaching Brothers in the Summarium of 1833 was but a ratification of 
their being united to the Society, a union to which Champagnat strongly adhered and 
which he succeeded in having recognised by the central superior. 
 
That some of Colin’s letters to Champagnat were somewhat sharp is attributable in part 
to the impatience of a new Superior General who had much to attend to, and in part to a 
non-understanding by Colin of the role of the teaching Brother. A significant indication of 
the latter is that, in his correspondence with Champagnat, Colin always speaks of “our 
Sisters”, but, when speaking of the Brothers, the expression is “your Brothers”. Perhaps 
it was to avoid confusion with the co-adjutor Brothers, but, then, he adds: «It’s your 
affair; it’s you who have begun», etc. 
 
Within a month (September-October 1837) four letters from Colin had something to say 
to Champagnat about the Brothers for service with the Marist priests. All four contain 
expressions of annoyance. The longest complaint reads: «I try to put myself out to 
please you, but it is also necessary that you strive to give us what is reasonably 
necessary for us. I leave it to you, but I shall complain if you send me a [page 174] poor one 
(Colin had requested a Brother with special qualifications). Let the priests’ houses be 
well served, even if it is necessary to found fewer establishments. I am planning great 
reform in the government and conduct of the Brothers, and I expect of you a truly 
religious obedience which will make for your holiness and your happiness. Your ideas 
seem to me too fixed on certain points, and I doubt whether in this you are doing the will 
of God. Providence sent Father Chanut to you. Form him well. Avoid treating affairs in a 
brusque manner. Give equal importance to avoiding all types of joking, which I regard as 
being opposed to the religious spirit.»228 
 
Apart from revealing that Champagnat’s sense of humour did not meet with Colin’s 
approval, the passage contains certain ironies. There is a fair amount of evidence that 
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228 Letter from Fr Colin to Fr Champagnat 27/1 0/1 837, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
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the writer himself could be accused of having «ideas too fixed on certain points». Again, 
«Train Father Chanut well» has special significance, because it was Chanut who, at a 
later date, occasioned the strongest proof from Colin to Champagnat. 
 
In the following year Colin gave orders and made complaints: «I don’t think Br Régis 
should be asked to go to the mission of Oceania. Please replace him. Also, kindly 
replace Br Amiens straightway. We must not have here anyone who is a novice or who 
is weak in health. Perhaps in time we will succeed in forming a body of Brothers 
destined solely for the service of the Fathers.»229 
 
It is a pity that these two Marist giants, whose mutual esteem and affection were 
fundamentally strong, sometimes came to discord over matters arising from different 
viewpoints about the role of the Brother. The core of the problem was that Colin’s 
concept of the Brothers’ apostolate was quite remote from the main apostolic thrust 
practised by the Brothers founded by Champagnat. In the letter quoted above, Colin 
provided the solution, that is, forming a separate body. For different reasons the two 
Founders did not immediately apply it to their problems. Fortunately, a solution was 
found at a meeting of Marist priests in 1839. [page 175]   

 

CHAMPAGNAT - METTLE TESTED IN THE CRUCIBLE OF VERDELAIS 
 
The climactic point of disagreement was brought about by the activities of Chanut, who 
was on the point of starting a new apostolic venture for the Marist priests — the care of 
Marian shrines. From Bordeaux he wrote to both Colin and Champagnat. From Colin he 
requested «a Brother for our rooms, to serve our Masses, to help with the reading at 
meals, and also to do something in the garden».230 Of course, such description was that 
of a Joseph Brother — one who was not interested in teaching. 
 
Chanut contacted his friend Terraillon to have that worthy further the project on Chanut’s 
behalf. In his reply Terraillon stated that, despite his strong advocacy of Chanut’s 
project, and despite the recommendations of Fr Colin, it seemed that the project could 
get no support from Champagnat, that the Founder of the Brothers gave a negative 
response under the «pretext that it is impossible for him».231

 In the circumstances 

Terraillon’s word “pretext” might well be far too strong. Champagnat had a very long list 
of requests for the services of his Brothers. He did not want his men to be involved in 
the work of sacristans, nor did he, in principle, want his communities too widely 
dispersed (Bordeaux was about six hundred kilometres away). Besides, Champagnat 
was well acquainted with Chanut, for the latter had spent time as an assistant at the 
Hermitage and was with Champagnat for a period of three months in Paris (1838). 
Perhaps Champagnat did not want his Brothers to be under Chanut’s control, all the 
more so if, as had been mooted, a novitiate were set up at Verdelais. In a way, then, 
Terraillon’s words of blame may be taken as an unintended compliment to 
Champagnat’s care and concern for his Brothers. The Founder of the Brothers, not 

                                                 
229 Letter of Fr Colin to Fr Champagnat 14/7/1838, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
230 Letter from Fr Chanut to Fr Co/in 20/8/1838, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
231 Letter from Fr Terraillon to Fr Chanut 3/2/1839, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
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having received a directive from Colin, his Superior, took no action. He was unaware of 
the storm brewing in Belley. 
 
A sudden thunder-clap resonated when Champagnat opened Colin’s letter: «Already 
four or five times I have invited you or have entreated you to send a Brother to [page 176]  

Father Chanut in the diocese of Bordeaux ... Remember at, after the Ascension of her 
Divine Son, Mary our Mother, whom we ought to take as our model, busied herself with 
the needs of the Apostles. This is also one of the ends of the congregation of the 
Brothers and of the Marist Sisters with regard to the priests of the Society, so that these, 
entirely relieved from temporal worries, may vote themselves more freely to the salvation 
of souls. A Brother in the service of the Fathers of the Society does twenty times more 
good, in my opinion, than if he were employed in a town where, thank God, the means 
for the instruction of youth are not lacking today. But you have never been able to 
understand this plan or end of the Society. Whatever it may be, after reception of this 
letter, you will spend three days in a kind of retreat in order to humble yourself before 
God for having, up to now, done so badly his divine will under certain aspects, and then 
you ill choose the Brother or the novice whom you judge before God most capable»232 for 
Bordeaux. After getting all that off his chest, Colin expressed himself much more mildly 
in a postscript. 
 
The Retreat of three days having been made, Champagnat awaited word from Colin to 
send a Brother to Verdelais. That word never came. In a letter to Br Marie-Laurent (8 
April 1839), Champagnat declared, «We are on the eve of sending Brothers to 
Bordeaux.»233 It would seem that Champagnat was now prepared to go beyond Colin’s 
insistence on a Brother and was prepared to send more than one. The fact that Brothers 
did not go to Verdelais within Champagnat’s life-span has its explanation in Colin’s 
review of the whole Verdelais situation. Chanut’s attitude review of the Verdelais 
apostolate involved the whole question of the double relationship of a Marist priest to his 
diocese on the one hand and to his congregation on the other. In all probability, Colin 
instructed Champagnat to hold any action until the situation could be better assessed. 
Armed with a passport for Bordeaux, Colin set out on 22 May 1839. There ensued a 
serious misunderstanding between Colin and his man in Bordeaux, a contretemps [page 177]  

which ended in 1843 with the expulsion of Chanut from the Society of Mary. For 
Champagnat, it was, in a way, a fulfilment or the scriptural passage: «The obedient man 
will speak of victories.»234 
 
BROTHERS - A RESOLUTION OF ROLES 
 
The question of the Joseph Brothers and the Marist Brothers, particularly those among 
the latter who were not teachers, remained complex until 1839. Up to that year all the 
Brothers, no matter where they came from or for what purpose they joined the 
brotherhood, made their profession at the Hermitage with the Little Brothers of Mary. By 
1839, however, the difficulties of reconciling the needs of the Fathers’ houses with those 

                                                 
232 Letter of Fr Colin to Fr Champagnat 22/2/1839, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
233 Letter of Fr Champagnat to Br Marie-Laurent 8/4/1839, Lettres de M. J. Champagnat, Vol. I, Textes, Doc. 249. 
234 Book of Proverbs, Chpt. 21, Verse 28. 
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of Champagnafs teaching congregation showed that the time had come to distinguish 
more clearly between the two types of Brothers and their mode and place of novitiate 
formation. At the Marist priests’ Retreat of 1839 Colin put the question of separation to 
the vote. Several of the older priests, particularly Champagnat, were opposed to the 
motion, but the younger men gave it their support. The outcome was definite, but by no 
means unanimous. Henceforth, Joseph Brothers were under the jurisdiction of the 
priests’ branch. Champagnat, always holding to the complete unity of the Society, had to 
concur. In the next few years the allegiance of the manual work Brothers was settled, 
some remaining as co-adjutor Brothers in the priests’ congregation, others reverting to 
their place with the Marist Brothers. While it was relatively easy to bring a settlement to 
the situation of Brothers in Europe, it was a longer, more complicated, and more painful 
process to give a sense of belonging to those wasted and worn men who sought support 
after decades of dedication in the Missions. [page 178]   

 

COLIN - CONCILIATORY AND COMFORTING 
 
In the course of this Retreat of August 1839 Champagnat was invited to speak to his 
gathered confreres. Perhaps all were aware of the growing weakness of this Marist 
pioneer. His words were few: «We who were at the beginning of this work, we were the 
rough stones thrown to the foundations. You don’t need polished stones for it. If you 
want to find something that is marvellous in beginnings of the Society it is the fact that 
God wanted make use of such material to accomplish His work.»235 Champagnat’s 
humility on this occasion was matched by Colin’s acknowledgement of divine 
intervention. «I am not of Fr Champagnat’s opinion. If there was nothing extraordinary 
the Society would never have done what it has done. For my part, I have been pushed 
in all I have done.»236 The twelve who made the Fourvière pledge in 1816 had some idea 
of emulating the twelve apostles. From Colin’s words at the Retreat of 1839 it is evident 
that, for the four who persevered in the quest, there had been a Cenacle experience. It 
was especially true of Colin and Champagnat. 
 
Conscious of the decline in Champagnat’s health, and wishing to assure a successor to 
his friend’s post, Colin asked that an election be held among the Brothers. This took 
place on 12 October 1839, Colin presiding. Br François, Champagnat’s “right arm”, was 
chosen as “Director-General”. The next two in voting order, Brothers Louis-Marie and 
Jean-Baptiste, became his Assistants. The continuity of internal government was thus 
established by the prudence and foresight of Colin. In point of fact, Colin had jurisdiction 
only over the Rome-authorised Marist Fathers, not over the other branches of the 
Society. Nevertheless, what had once been denied by Rome could quite possibly be 
granted in the future. With this expectation, the Brothers and the Sisters continued to 
regard Colin as their General. By and large, Colin allowed the Superiors of the branches 
a great deal of liberty of action. Especially was this so in the case of the Marist [page 179]  

Brothers, in whose foundation Colin played no part. And the leaders of the branches, 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and Marcellin Champagnat, each for different reasons, wanted to 
maintain close ties with the Marist Fathers.  

                                                 
235 Fr Champagnat’s address to Marist priests 25/8/1839, O.M. II, Doc. Lines 1-5. 
236 Fr Colin’s words to Marist priests 25/8/1839, O.M. II, Doc. 440, Lines 16. 
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The decision of the 1839 Retreat took time to implement. Early in the new year Colin 
wrote to Champagnat about the settlement of the Brothers’ situation. There is no change 
in Colin’s outlook about Brothers’ employment, but his tone is one of affection, respect, 
and humility: «I shall outline my ideas, which I am very far from believing to be infallible 
and, if they are repugnant to you, I shall be the first to renounce them.»237 
 
Colin’s final despatch to Champagnat (24 April 1840), although well meant on the 
writer’s part, was certainly not to Champagnat’s comfort. Colin’s suggestion was that 
control of the Marist Brothers should be handed over to the archbishop of Lyon. 
Champagnat, believing that his work would be restrained in many ways if it were under 
diocesan authority was strongly opposed to such a move. Under the control of the 
superior of a recognised clerical organisation, the Brothers’ branch could hope to be free 
of many restrictions. It is possible that Champagnat considered that his Brothers, not 
being clerics, would have neither the skills nor the contacts to survive without the 
support of members of the pontifically approved clerical branch. What is certain, 
however, is that Champagnat held to the concept of the one Society of Mary. Such had 
been the original concept; to this he would adhere till death. 
 
Champagnat’s final legacy to his Brothers, his beautiful Spiritual Testament, shows to 
what degree the concept of a single Society of Mary was rooted in his mind. «As your 
wills should form but one with those of the Fathers of the Society of Mary in the will of 
one Superior General, I desire that your hearts and your sentiments may also be one 
always in Jesus and Mary.»238 
 
The Testament is also evidence of Champagnat as a faithful Marist priest, loyal and 
devoted to the cause of the Society of Mary: «I die full of respect, of gratitude, and of 
submission towards the Very Reverend Father Superior [page 180]  General of the Society of 
Mary, and in sentiments of the most perfect union with all the members who compose it, 
especially with all the Brothers whom Almighty God confided to my solicitude, and who 
have always been so dear to my heart.»239 
 
Within a week of the reading of Champagnat’s Will and Testament, the man to whose 
allegiance Champagnat had strongly recommended his followers arrived at the 
Hermitage to bid farewell to his confrere and fellow-labourer in the Lord’s vineyard. In a 
long colloquy the ever-humble Champagnat asked pardon of his religious superior for 
inadvertent failings, and recommended the Brothers to Colin’s care. Within a fortnight 
death severed Champagnat’s earthly link with the Society of Mary, with those men and 
women who travelled with him in hope — souls who had toiled, and wrought, and 
thought with him. 
 
Champagnat’s death at the age of fifty-one years sent a shock through the Marist world. 
His group of Brothers, easily the most numerous of the Marist congregations, had the 

                                                 
237 Letter from Fr Co/in to Fr Champagnat 29/2/1840, Marist Brothers’ Archives. 
238 Spiritual Testament of J. B. M. Champagnat 18/5/1840, O.M. I, Doc.,Par. 5, Lines 43-46. 
239 Spiritual Testament of J. B. M. Champagnat 18/5/1840, O.M. I, Doc. Par. 12, Lines 102-107. 
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approval of the Ordinaries of the dioceses in which they worked, but they had no legal 
status. Just how well could they survive without their charismatic leader? 
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CHAPTER EIGHT - 1840-1845 
 
Hope Partly Fulfilled 
 
SISTERS IN SECOND DIOCESE 
 
COLIN - CONSCIENTIOUS CONTROLLER 
 
We have seen how, after a brief occupancy of three successive properties on Fourvière 
hill, the Marist Sisters finally settled at Croix-Rousse — No. 7 Montée de Ia Boucle. The 
date of purchase was 15 February 1841. In the same year Cardinal-Archbishop de 
Bonald induced them to take over an orphanage at Ste-Foy-les-Lyon. Jeanne-Marie 
gives an account of beginnings there: «They (the Sisters) were six in number and they 
replaced three girls who had been caring for the children since the lady who was head of 
the house had abandoned them. On arrival the Sisters found such great poverty that 
there was not even a plate or a table-cloth for their use; all had been taken away by the 
woman who had quit the house.»240 With two establishments in Belley and two in Lyon, 
the Marist Sisters were now inter-diocesan. Although in fact under the jurisdiction of the 
separate bishops, in aspiration they longed for inclusion in a pontifically approved 
Society of Mary. All eyes turned to Colin and to his next foray into the citadel of power — 
Rome (May 1842). 
 
It was but natural for the Sisters to look to the man whom they regarded as their Father 
General. He it was who had inspired Chavoin and Jotillon; it was to him they looked for 
their definitive Rule. And the same Jean-Claude Colin certainly acted the part of Father 
General, entering into the management of their congregation much more frequently than 
he did into that of the Marist Brothers. Where he thought it warranted, he decided on the 

[page 184]  admission of postulants, asked that a Sister be transferred, opposed foundations. A 
further, and very significant pointer to power, was the fact that, up to 1842, all the 
property deeds of the Sisters were made out in the name of he Marist Fathers. 
 
Later in this Chapter, in reviewing Colin’s strivings for he Society at Rome in 1842, we 
shall find that Cardinal Castracane was alive and well — and as intransigent as ever. 
there would be no union of the Marist branches under one superior General. Colin 
returned to France empty-handed. Moreover, he withdrew the Constitutions he had 
proposed to present to the Curia. Colin then gave thought to alternatives. How could he 
leave the branches autonomous while in some way retaining their link with the Society of 
priests? Perhaps he could make them part of the Third Order? There was not so much 
worry about the Marist Brothers. Champagnat had left them both numerous and tightly 
organised, with a Rule of relatively long standing. On he other hand, there were 
relatively few Sisters. Colin had discouraged their expansion, and had not as yet 
provided the Rule of life which they expected from him. 
 
Colin took to the study of the Canon Law relevant to female religious. As Founder, Colin 
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had been given much scope by the bishop of Belley in regard to matters pertaining to 
the Sisters. Colin now gave thought to making hem wholly diocesan, with diocesan 
Sisters Provincial. The visit to Rome made him more cautious, more sensitive to 
outsiders’ opinion of the Marist priests, who at this period were burgeoning in number, 
partly because of their foreign mission activity, so well chronicled and publicised in the 
Annals of the Propagation of the Faith. Would it not be wise, then, to change the name 
of the congregation of Sisters? Such a move would be a way of avoiding malicious 
gossip about male and female congregations bearing the same name. Regarding the 
Sisters as a powerful source of prayer for the priests’ apostolate, Colin gave thought to 
establishing them as at least semi-enclosed. Perhaps, too, he recitation of the Office, at 
that time performed while the Sisters were quietly working, should be carried out in 
choir, [page 185]  following the lines of monastic tradition. Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Foundress, 
was not in accord, particularly in the matter of the mode of saying the Office. Although 
she had encountered difficulties with Bishop Devie, Jeanne-Marie had him as a second 
in her opposition to Colin’s proposals and Colin was aware of her episcopal support. 
 
Early in 1844 Colin, acting with customary freedom in the Sisters’ affairs, set about an 
extensive reorganisation of personnel in the four establishments and consulted local 
superiors about points of the yet-to-be-written Rule. Colin found that his ideas were 
consonant with the thinking of some of the Sisters. Knowing, however, the strong 
contrary views of Jeanne-Marie and the support given her by Bishop Devie, Colin 
decided to cease his work on the Sisters’ Rule and to avoid contact with them. He knew 
how to wait. 
 
It was also in the early part of 1844 that Colin decided to attempt to attach to the Society 
of Mary the remaining group of Courveille’s Sisters at St Antoine. Notwithstanding the 
fact that the Marists stood to gain from the considerable value of the property owned by 
the Sisters there, this endeavour on Colin’s part was a genuine exercise of moral 
responsibility. A sincere approach to the task was made by the Marist Sisters, a small 
group of whom stayed for ten months at St Antoine, only to return disappointed. There 
was an incompatibility that precluded any hope of union. The last of Courveille’s 
ventures had slipped away from its Marist mooring. So, after all, there was something 
sadly symbolic in the action of that Sister at St Antoine after Courveille had deserted his 
followers. The brush, so vigorously applied to efface the fresco of Founder Courveille 
from the convent wall, was a symbol of Courveilles complete removal from the Marist 
scene. But not quite. There still remained the man in Benedictine black, proclaiming to 
the grave the mission given to him by Mary at Le Puy so many years before. 
 
After the General Chapter of the Marist priests in 1845, Colin gave further thought to the 
organisation and Rule of the Sisters’ branch. Still awaiting the propitious moment for 
action, he reflected on the topic in the hearing of [page 186]  trusted companions. A selection of 
Colin’s remarks, all faithfully recorded by Fr Mayet, show his concern and his 
annoyance. «His Lordship the bishop had ruled that the Sisters would say the Office of 
the Blessed Virgin while working. Fr Colin told us that he had very much wanted to have 
it recited in the Church, and he gave several reasons … “They will not call themselves 
Marists ... They will not bear the same name as ours because of the malignity of our 
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times ...” He spoke to us a great deal about the difficulty of directing women.»241 Remarks 
like these reveal Colin’s perturbed state of mind in regard to the Sisters and their 
Foundress. He continued to distance himself from them. 
 
RIFT IN THE RANKS 
 
The Fathers’ General Chapter of 1845 made a unanimous decision that the Society’s 
members should not accept the position of superior of the Sisters’ houses, still less of 
the Sisters’ congregation. In effect, this meant direct diocesan control for the Marist 
Sisters, a decision which pleased neither Bishop Devie nor the Sisters, both of whom 
still looked towards Colin for the formulation of the Sisters’ Rule of Life. Moreover, the 
bishop wanted Colin to remain Superior. 
 
Colin continued to remain aloof and maintained his stance of not writing the Sisters’ 
Rule. The tense situation must have cost him much, for in years past he had been 
accustomed, when in Belley, to bounce joyfully into the convent, full of Marist news and 
of requests for prayers. unfortunately, the polemical gulf widened. Jeanne-Marie was of 
the conviction that the religious life of the Sisters should give an important place to work, 
that the Sisters should be open to the calls of charity, and that, therefore, they should be 
neither convent-bound nor subject to strict regimentation of timetable. Colin, of course, 
had come to a position where he was opposed to these principles. unhappily for Jeanne-
Marie, Colin had support within the Sisters’ congregation, for there were some religious 
who [page 187]  longed for a more monastic and more regular life. A socio-economic change 
had been gradually manifesting itself in the Sisters’ ranks. Daughters of the St Chamond 
and Belley bourgeoisie were joining the Sisters coming from less well-educated families. 
Some of these newcomers were prominent in the monastic movement and resented a 
certain gruffness and lack of refinement in the Mother General, who won no friends by 
the kindness she lavished on members of her own family by giving some of them a 
place in the Sisters’ house. 
 
The courageous, simple, hard-working Jeanne-Marie was aware of her limitations. Self-
educated, generous, and outgoing, she was acutely conscious that the position of 
women both in the world and in the religious life of her times precluded her from taking 
the lead in the Sisters’ affairs. Colin having discontinued his work, she herself set about 
writing an interim Rule, of which there are no copies extant. She was convinced, 
nevertheless, that the definitive Rule had to come from Colin, the man who had inspired 
her with the concept of the congregation of Mary in that far-off interview at Cerdon. 
Patience had now to be her pathway. After the events of 1845 there came ten years of 
walking through the valley of darkness. The last three years of her life, however, passed 
in the obscure village of Jarnosse, provided a beacon light which eventually directed the 
religious life and the apostolate of the Marist Sisters. 
 
SAVIOUR FOR THE THIRD ORDER 
 
In the archdiocese of Lyon the languishing Third Order of Mary picked up momentum 
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after members applied to Father Jean-Marie Vianney. In 1843 Vianney told the Christian 
Virgins that Father Colin must take care of them and that they must press for a 
resumption of meetings. The ladies then approached Viennot, a former Tertiary Brother 
who had become a Marist priest. Viennot went directly to Colin who was impressed by 
the fact that [page 188] Third Order members were still striving and had not lost courage. He 
promised Viennot that he would take care of them. This he did, giving them as Director 
his talented and fervent deputy, Father Julien Eymard. 
 
Before Eymard’s appointment in November 1845 the Third Order in Lyon consisted of 
about fourteen young women, members of the group known as the “Christian Virgins”. 
One interesting link with the Society of Mary was that their meetings were held in the 
convent of the Marist Sisters. The Tertiary Brothers, substantially dissolved well before 
1845, had their Marist connections, too. As we noted earlier, some entered the Society 
of Mary others helped it through their activity within the Propagation of the Faith. One of 
them, Perret, went to the Missions in 1840, returning to France in 1842. 
 
Several days after his nomination by Colin, Pierre Juien Eymard went into action. He 
convoked a meeting during which he set forth his programme: «Finally, the Third Order 
is destined to live in the world like members of religious congregation.»242

 This well suited 
the members of the Christian Virgins. Reanimated by Eymard, they immediately 
increased in number. This man of ardent zeal and dynamism organised a group of men 
for the Third Order, gave new inspiration to a Mothers’ association, and established the 
“Little Daughters of Mary” for younger girls. These groups were at first in Lyon but soon 
spread to many localities in France. Eymard even devised an associate membership for 
people who found it difficult or impossible to join a confraternity. It was in this way that 
the Curé of Ars became a member of the Third Order of Mary. 
 
Eymard certainly intended to fan the fire of the love of God through the zealous groups 
to which he gave both purpose and programme. His confraternities spread, attracting 
wide attention. Their being in the public eye, however, was not pleasing to Superior 
General Colin. That was not the only reason for Colin’s displeasure. The Third Order of 
Mary was becoming a widespread association for spiritual elite, with Eymard giving its 
sundry groups the direction to be pursued. Unfortunately, this direction [page 189]  diverged 
from the spiritual pathway that Colin wanted the Third Order to follow. 
 
PERROTON - MID-LIFE ELECTION 
 
In the city of Lyon the serene life of Françoise Perroton continued its wonted way — 
social contact with high-minded people and a spiritual round of prayer and charitable 
works. As an activist in the Association of the Propagation of the Faith, she was a 
faithful reader of its “Annals”, the publication that kept its readers so well informed of the 
missionaries and their activities. From the time of her joining the Association Françoise 
had the ambition «to be one of those whom God calls to share in the work of the 
missionaries».243 

                                                 
242 Fr D. Cave S.S.S., Eymard, the Years 1845-1 851 (published 1969), p. 75. 
243 Letter of F. Perroton (Sr M. du Mont Carmel) to MM du Coeur de Jésus 7/9/1866, OPS No. 434. 
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It seems certain that Françoise read the Annals of September 1843, an issue which 
carried a message from the Christian people of Ouvéa to the faithful of Lyon, begging 
them: «If you hold us dear, send us some devout women (some Sisters) to teach the 
women of Ouvéa ... that they may help us to learn all sorts of useful things.»244

 The letter 
bore the names of Suzanne Pukéga and Romaine Tui. It stirred something within the 
comfortably-placed Françoise. It was not wanderlust, still less tourism (then almost an 
unknown word). It was a movement both spiritual and humanitarian. Possibly, she was 
moved by the same spirit that animated Ulysses, that questing old seeker of new worlds, 
who, feeling life slipping by, sighed aloud: 
 

«But something ere the end, 
Some work of noble note may yet be done.»245 

 
No doubt, there was a higher spiritual ingredient in the longing in her heart. Françoise 
gave thought and prayer to her future. 
 
In 1845, at the age of forty-nine years, she came to an extraordinary decision — she 
would answer the call of the Ouvéans (Wallisians). Françoise heard about a visitor who 
was coming to Lyon to raise money for a maritime company which could help the 
missions of Oceania, [page 190]   including those conducted by the Marists. Françoise’s first  
call took her to the Marist Provincial, Father Julien Eymard. Eymard spoke to her of the 
difficulties involved and discouraged her from speaking to Colin, who, he knew, could 
not bring himself to agree. The important thing for her was that Eymard, Marist 
Provincial, did not discourage her project; he merely left it to her own prayerful decision, 
all responsibility being hers. 
 
Françoise’s second call was to Commandant Marceau, career officer, member of the 
Third Order, and captain of “l’Arche d’Alliance”, the ship for the missions. He did not 
refuse her request; he merely delayed his answer. Some months afterwards he received 
a letter from Françoise He was most favourably impressed by its style, its content, the 
development of its argument — and its calm, confident reliance on the Lord. «If, 
therefore, it is God’s will that I depart, He will let you know of it. Whatever it may be, I 
shall be thankful, convinced, as I am, that you will act according to the good pleasure of 
the Lord.»246

 The captain was won over. He felt he could trust this woman of quality. That 
trust was not diminished; rather, it was augmented. 
 
Farewells were draining, but one memory was vivid and was often relived in Françoise’s 
mind. On her last pilgrimage to Fourvière, to the chapel of the Marist pledge of 1816, 
she was accompanied by Father Pierre Julien Eymard, who took the golden heart 
suspended from the Virgin’s neck, opened it, and added her name to the list of Marist 
missionaries recommended to the protection of the Blessed Virgin. And so she took her 
departure.  

                                                 
244 Letter of the Christians of Ouvéa to the faithful of Lyons, OPS No. 8. 
245 Alfred Lord Tennyson Ulysses 
246 Letter ofF. Perroton to Capt. Marceau (summer 1845), OPS No. 11. 
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At Tahiti a letter awaited Françoise. In it Eymard informed her that he had enrolled her 
as a member of the Marist Third Order. She was more than that. She was the first of the 
few (eleven ladies up to 1860) who came to assist the Marist missions in Oceania. From 
these few would eventually emerge two pontifical congregations, initially composed of 
French women, and several diocesan congregations of women of the Pacific Isles. 
Françoise Perroton was not a Foundress, she was a forerunner, one [page 191]  who 
announced that women’s work included that of striving for the Lord far from hearth and 
home. 
 
COURVEILLE ON THE RACK 
 
From the abbey at Solesmes the man who was living an eremitical life within the 
monastic grounds wrote to his superior, Dom Guéranger, who was again in Paris 
making arrangements about a foundation there. The letter tells us much about the 
interior life of Courveille, much about the secret of his prayer life in the fifth year of his 
Benedictine way to God: «I can tell you, nevertheless, my tender Father, that, despite all 
my miseries and my extreme unworthiness, the good Lord — and He is truly so very 
good — has given me, and still gives me, some very great graces, especially in the state 
of prayer; in which, in His infinite goodness, He has pleased to place me for some time, 
and which, I am firmly convinced, is a true state of contemplation. He reveals himself to 
me in these precious moments in such a striking manner and makes himself felt in my 
soul in such an ineffable way. I have never felt nor experienced anything like it before. 
On the other hand, he unfolds before me all my misery and makes me see so very 
clearly all my sins, my faults, and my innumerable imperfections, that my heart is broken 
with the most lively grief, and I feel again such a great confusion about them that, if I 
could then do so, I would bury myself in the centre of the earth to hide from all creatures 
— so much do I see myself as being deformed, horrible, abominable ... Oh, in those 
moments, how willingly and wholeheartedly would I give my life, nay, give a million lives, 
in order never to have offended the good God.»247  
 
We have several letters of this period which inform us of the interior crisis in the soul of 
Courveille — a period where spiritual consolations marked by felt graces alternate with 
prolonged states of spiritual prostration. This period is also marked by projects which 
indicate that he was not fully settled to monastic life. At first there was the readiness to 

[page 192]  quit Solesmes for a new Benedictine foundation, then there came the idea of 
committing himself wholly to the eremetical life. A gap of five years in the Solesmes 
archives precludes our learning how this crisis was resolved. When we next encounter 
this troubled soul, we find that his situation has notably changed — for the better. 
 
COURVEILLE UNBOUND 
 
The dissolution of Dom Guéranger’s Paris project left the Solesmes monastery in a 
critical financial situation. The committee formed to aid the monks stipulated that 
financial aid would have to be sought and that the religious should take a part. The 

                                                 
247 Letter of Dom Courveille to Dom Guéranger 20/12/1841, O.M. II, Doc. 81, Lines 17-35. 
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monks of Solesmes therefore either took to fund-raising activities or found in public 
ministry a mode of acquiring income for their threatened monastery. Dom Courveille 
thus became, at least occasionally, a preacher in nearby parishes. It was a veritable 
godsend, in that the task lifted Courveille’s self-confidence, and the change from 
monastic life, undertaken under obedience, settled his restless soul, giving him a longing 
for stable, regular existence after periods in a parish milieu. Nor had he lost his pulpit 
skills. The old enthusiasm revived, fervour and conviction were stamped on his bearing, 
and his witchery with words could still cast spells. Letters from parish priests bear 
testimony to Courveille’s impact for good. 
 
Father Homeau, from a parish thirty kilometres from Solesmes, was more than 
impressed. Writing to thank Dom Guéranger, he declared: «I cannot contain within me 
the sentiments of joy and thanksgiving which abound in my heart ... I therefore attempt 
to relate to you the good things which the Jubilee has done in my parish, thanks to your 
kindness and to the zeal of Reverend Father Courveille ... And certainly, very Reverend 
Abbot, you who know Reverend Father Courveille better than anyone, you would have 
no difficulty in believing it. Indeed, in addition to his eminent virtues, what a talent he has 
for the pulpit. [page 193]  An instruction very solid and very logical, the art of fitting it within the 
capacity of all listeners, an inexhaustible fund of preaching skills. His preaching of the 
required sermons was worthy of a cathedral, his voice was magnificent, his delivery 
excellent, an eloquence surging from the depths of the heart, a tone paternal — and all 
this to gain the attention, to convince, to touch, to persuade. Moreover, in the 
confessional — the secret of hearts and of conscience. In a word, without flattering 
anyone ... it is not possible to direct in a better way a Jubilee, a Retreat, or a Mission.»248 
Knowing something of Courveille’s checkered career at the monastery, we may wistfully 
wonder whether Dom Guéranger «would have no difficulty in believing it». 
 
There is no doubting the enthusiasm of Father Homeau concerning the impact for good 
that Courveille made in his parish. The same Homeau also seems to be a shrewd 
observer of men. His letter went on to say: «Reverend Father Courveille always 
conducted himself well during his sojourn at Etriché — and this despite his great 
labours. I am led to believe — nay, I am convinced, that similar occupations taken from 
time outside his monastery would be very beneficial for his health and would prolong his 
life.»249 
 
Courveille’s successful preaching at Etriché was no isolated event, nor was this the only 
laudatory letter received by Dom Guéranger. Continued success marked Courveille’s 
sallies from the monastery, but his abbot was careful to control the situation so that 
sufficient time was spent in recollection and with the community.  
 
A VOICE FROM THE PAST 
 
Towards the end of his life Courveille once again had contact, tenuous as it was, with 
the Society of Mary. In a post-scriptum of a letter from Dom Guéranger to another 

                                                 
248 Letter of Parish Priest of Etriché to Dom Guéranger, O.M. II, Doc. 787, lines 9-4. 
249 Letter of Parish Priest of Etriché to Dom Guéranger, O.M. II, Doc. 787, lines 62-66. 
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Benedictine we learn of Courveille’s departure for the diocese of Le Puy. We have no 
evidence that he arrived there nor that he visited the cathedral where, forty years before, 
the idea of the Society was born. We may [page 194]  reasonably assume, however, that 
Courveille went to the diocese and to the cathedral where it all began. From Dom 
Guéranger’s letter we gather that Courveille possibly had some family affairs to attend 
to, and that, given this particular situation, he was charged with collecting funds for the 
monastery. Dom Guéranger’s final sentence is significant. «He has never returned 
empty-handed to the monastery even after his shortest missions.»250 We are not, sure 
whether the abbot is referring to Courveille as a bearer of heavenly or of earthly riches! 
 
If Courveille made that journey to Le Puy and to its cathedral, it would seem that the 
Lord was making a special intervention in Marist affairs. Shortly after his departure for 
Le Puy a letter arrived for Courveille from the world from which he had been excluded — 
the world of the Society of Mary. The letter came from the hand of Father Mayet, that 
indefatigable sleuth of matters pertaining to the Society. In 1846 Mayet discovered that, 
contrary to common belief in the Society of Mary, Courveille was not dead. About five 
years later he found time and occasion suitable to pursue inquiries with Courveille 
without the latter’s knowledge of the true identity of his interrogator. The reply that Mayet 
received to his questions showed that Courveille — whether or not refreshed in memory 
by a visit to Le Puy cathedral —was quite clear on the origins of the Society. Later 
queries by Mayet were rewarded by a rather long account of the beginnings, one of the 
core passages being that in which Courveille establishes his claim to be the initiator of 
the Marist movement: «He heard, not with the ears of the body, but with those of the 
heart, interiorly, but very distinctly»251, an inner voice. He was told that the Blessed Virgin 
wanted a Society of Mary to be consecrated to her. He doubted, but, «interiorly, it 
seemed that the Blessed Virgin reproached him because of all his hesitations».252

 She 
then urged him to consult his spiritual directors. What is remarkable in all this is that 
Courveille, twenty years after final rejection by the Society (1832) and believed to be 
dead, was rediscovered (it was after his own return to Le Puy), and was called upon to 
unfold his story. It must have been a great relief for [page 195]  Courveille to speak about the 
Society of Mary. That he kept the Society in mind is evident from the words of a priest 
who wrote to Father Mayet: «For the Society of Mary he (Father Courveille) immolated 
himself in prayer and contrition.»253 
 
ALBATROSS, FAREWELL 
 
It was fitting that Courveille’s abbot, Dom Guéranger, should give Courveille the 
opportunity to exercise the great talents that the latter possessed for preaching and for 
imparting inspiration. It was fitting, too, that Courveille was invited to unfold his story to 
those searching for details of the origins of the Society of Mary. Like the Ancient 
Mariner, he could say, «Until my tale is told, this heart within me burns.»254 Courveille 

                                                 
250 Post-Script of a letter from Dom Guéranger to Dom Pitra, O.M. II, Doc. 89, Lines 4-5. 
251 Dom Courveille’s account of Marist origins as written to Fr Mayet O.M. II, Doc. 718, Lines 22-23. 
252 Dom Courveille’s account of Marist origins as written to Fr Mayet O.M. II, Doc. 718, Lines 52-53. 
253 Letter from an ecclesiastic to Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 656, Lines 1-5. 
254 S. T. Coleridge, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. 
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lived on until September 1866, his last years marked by many infirmities, and, finally, by 
childish oblivion. Of this chastened monk, it would be truthful to say that, like the 
Mariner, he had passed through his period of penance. Courveille was one who had 
long experienced the torture of the ostracised and the lonely: 
 

«...This soul hath been 
Alone on a wide, wide sea. 

So lonely ‘twas, that God himself 
Scarce seemed there to be.»255 

 
But Courveille had started something, had given early inspiration and impetus to a 
Society that would bear Mary’s name and would do her honour. After his thirty years of 
amended life, it was only fitting that she should be with him in death. And perhaps his 
last coherent thoughts may have formed a prayer similar to that of the Mariner: 
 

«To Mary Queen the praise be given, 
She sent the gentle sleep from heaven 

That slid into my soul.»256 [page 196] 

 

COLIN - AN INCOMPLETE CODE 
 
In 1840, settled, but not yet comfortable as Superior General of the Society of Mary 
Jean-Claude Colin took stock of the Society’s situation which, in summary, was this: The 
Brothers of Champagnat were now in the charge of an elected Director General, Br 
François Rivat. Their mode of religious life was regulated, first by written Constitutions 
(Rule), then by the printed Rule of 1837, both given by Champagnat himself. As for the 
Sisters, while waiting for Colin’s long-delayed Constitutions, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, 
following her own inspirations and lights, wrote something for her followers. It was 
intended as an interim measure only, for Jeanne-Marie was absolutely convinced that 
the definitive document had to come from Father Founder Colin. In addition, there were 
the Joseph Brothers and the Third Order members. Now, although the approbation of 
the Marist priests had been granted by Rome in 1836, the question of its Rule had been 
deferred. Colin had breathing space in which to set it down. It was incumbent on him, 
therefore, to put his mind to thinking and his pen to writing. 
 
It was no easy matter to put aside the pressing affairs of the Society in order to tidy up 
the Rule that had been deferred in 1836, the year of the Society’s recognition and 
approval. Colin finally made time between December 1841 and April 1842, choosing the 
calm atmosphere of the Capucinière at Belley in which to apply himself to the task. 
 
Since his return from Rome in 1834 Colin had been engaged, on and off, in improving 
his Rule. Eventually he set about reshaping the material of Marist legislation within the 
framework of that of the Society of Jesus. By April 1842, although the work was still not 
complete, Colin was satisfied that he had formulated the essentials. The final product 

                                                 
255 Idem 
256 Idem 
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borrowed heavily from the Jesuit legislation, ten of the twelve chapters being thus 
affected. We need to bear in mind that from the very inception of the Society of Mary 
there had been a parallel with the Society of Jesus. After all, its aims and apostolates 
were much the same as those of the Jesuits, so why not make use of a well-tried, 
internal [page 197]  structure such as that of the Ignatian congregation? Despite the 
dependence on the Jesuit Rule, however, there was much that was personal and 
original — material that bore the stamp of Colin. Above all, the Rule manifests the 
characteristics of the Society visualised at Cerdon. It shows a clear understanding of the 
Marian vocation of the Society and the consequences of this for the spiritual life and the 
apostolate. 
 
The Marist Constitutions (Rule) having been prepared (but not completed), they were 
presented to the General Chapter of the Fathers (18-24 April 1842). Approved by the 
Chapter, they were taken to Rome by Colin in the following month. These Constitutions 
explicitly set out the union of the four branches, but, once again, such union was 
opposed by Cardinal Castracane. Father Poupinel, who made the Rome journey with 
Colin, reported: «Now, to approve the Marist Brothers as being one with the priests, 
although they had their own administration, apostolate, and houses, it would be 
necessary to annul or evade the provisions of the first decree. One can readily suppose 
that would cost much to the Cardinal who was the author of the decree, for he would find 
himself, in this new application, in a situation of having to present to the other Cardinals 
a recommendation quite contrary to that given previously. Moreover, in Rome, they don’t 
like changing attitudes nor annulling decrees already made.»257 
 
CASTRACANE UNCHANGED 
 
Although Castracane was amicable in his meetings with Colin, and although attempts 
were made to find other solutions that would satisfy both parties, Colin saw that he 
would not succeed. «The Founder, seeing all the embarrassment caused, and judging 
that the propitious time had not yet arrived, begged his Excellency the Cardinal not to 
present the application.»258 Castracane replied to Poupinel, who was Colin’s messenger 
on this occasion, that it would give him pleasure to comply if such action would [page 198]   not 
vex Colin too much «I was instructed to reply that this delay had been foreseen by the 

Founder, that he sought only the will of God and that the opinion of his Eminence was 
for the Founder an indication of God’s will.»259 Castracane was gracious enough to 
entertain Colin to a farewell dinner — as well he might. Colin returned to France, the 
Constitutions not having been presented. The Marist Sisters and the Marist Brothers, de 
jure, remained diocesan congregations. Colin began to give serious thought to leaving 
the branches autonomous, while, at the same time, having for them some form of 
attachment to the priests’ branch. 
 
COLIN - MANY IRONS, MANY FIRES 
 

                                                 
257 From a report from Fr Poupinel to Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 544, Lines 85-93. 
258 From a report from Fr Poupinel to Fr Mayet, O.M. II, Doc. 544, Lines 158-160. 
259 From a report from Fr Poupinel to Fr Mayet, O.M. Ii, Doc. 544, Lines 161-164. 
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After the death of Champagnat, Colin accepted both the Last Will and Testament of his 
fellow Marist pioneer and the legacy that the will contained — the charge and care of 
Champagnat’s Brothers as part of the Society of Mary of which Colin was Superior 
General. Fortunately, the matter of the Brothers’ administration had been attended to 
before the death of Champagnat. During the second half of Colin’s first nine years as 
General (1840-1845) there were several matters in which Colin felt bound to intervene. 
In most affairs, however, the momentum of Champagnat’s congregation was regulated 
and directed by those Brothers elected as leaders in 1839. Colin was thankful that he 
had such leaders. He had more than enough to occupy his talents in his other 
responsibilities. 
 
Marist priests had won pontifical approbation from Pope Gregory XVI because of the 
willingness of their leaders to undertake the mission apostolate of Oceania. This task 
loomed large in Colin’s activities after 1836. Apart from attending to the Missions, the 
Sisters’ and Brothers’ branches, and the affairs of the Third Order, Colin strove to meet 
the demands of a congregation of Marist priests which was drawing both attention and 
recruits. 
 
For a Catholic France bursting with missionary fervour in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, the Marists held [page 199]  much allure, an attraction augmented by the magic of 
Mary’s name. Offers of new establishments for the Marist priests came from home and 
abroad. During the first half of his Generalate Colin turned down many advantageous 
openings to concentrate on the promotion of the Faith in the Pacific, even though his 
men there had as their bishop a non-Marist — Pompallier. 
 
Until 1844 the “men on the ground” in France were gathered in locations and 
apostolates we are already aware of — Puylata, on Fourvière hill; the minor seminary-
college and the ex-Capuchin Friary at Belley; the shrine at Verdelais; several bands of 
inland missioners; and —something new — a priests’ novitiate at “La Favorite”, a 
property on the hill of St Irénée, Lyon, sold to the Marists in 1841. La Capucinière 
remained as scholasticate, novitiate for the co-adjutor Brothers, and (until 1840) a small-
boarding house for some students of the seminary-college. These different houses of 
formation were conducted on the lines of Colin’s educational principles. Regular visits 
and letters were the means by which Colin ensured that all was going well. 
 
The same care was applied in Colin’s reception of recruits. Apart from those coming 
from the Belley minor seminary, the recruits for approximately twenty years after 1836 
were, in the main, priests or seminary students attracted by Mary’s name, religious life, 
and the mission apostolate — any one or more of these enticements. Colin was careful 
about those he admitted, but he had little to worry about in those days when the call to 
be “fishers of men” found a response in the hearts of so many quality men — Cholleton 
(Vicar General), Matthieu (bishop’s secretary), Dussurgey, Gouchon, and Girin 
(seminary directors), Eymard, Ducharne, Douarre (parish priests), etc. Not to be 
forgotten are those men of mark from lay life who joined the Marists after quitting their 
first calling — Delaunay, Dominget, Phihipon (teachers), Viennot (notary), all of whom 
had been members of Pompallier’s Tertiary brotherhood. There were, of course, young 
priests and curates to add to the experience of older recruits. [page 200]  Those Marist priests 
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who did not bid farewell to the fair face of France for the Pacific missions were engaged, 
up to 1845, principally in secondary education, in retreats, and in parish missions within 
their own country. What little expansion of Marist communities took place between 1840 
and 1845 was in the nature of mission houses (four), the house of formation at La 
Favorite, and the college at Valbenoîte, which opened in 1845. From 1836 to 1845, 
then, the main thrust of the energies of Marist priests was towards the evangelisation of 
the Pacific isles. To those lonely outposts went a great number of Colin’s youthful 
followers. They were constantly in the thoughts of the Father-Founder.  
 
THE POMPALLIER PROBLEM 
 
Chanel’s martyrdom on the small island of Futuna was but one indication that, in 1841, 
all was not well in Oceania. Bishop Pompallier had divided his first band of Marist 
missionaries into two groups — Wallis and Futuna in the central area, and New Zealand 
in the far south-west. The separating distance of 1,500 miles played its part in delaying 
the promised return of Pompallier to Futuna, a postponement that no doubt contributed 
to the death of the protomartyr. 
 
There were more troubles. Pompallier soon showed a tendency to be profligate with 
money. In seeking quick conversions he lavished gifts on the Maoris, ran his bishop’s 
house on a grand scale, printed catechetical books of laughable quality, and purchased 
an expensive schooner which soon became a haven for free-loaders. Pompallier 
expected Colin to meet the bill or to present it to Colin’s friends in the Propagation of the 
Faith. Nor was that the worst dilemma for Colin. He was well aware that approval for the 
Society was based on its willingness to send missionaries. But these men were also 
religious, with expectations of community life. Since Pompallier opened numerous 
mission stations and used his episcopal authority [page 201]  to send the Marists to isolation, 
Colin had some soul-searching to do in order to work out a modus operandi for his 
fellow Marists in regard to their religious life. 
 
Colin was indeed in good standing with those responsible for the distribution of mission 
funds. He arranged the presentation of figures and facts, the consequence being that 
the Missions were rewarded with ever-increasing allocations. Colin also commissioned 
his men in the Pacific to write to the Association of the Propagation of the Faith and to 
send artifacts to France to help the Association in its campaign of collecting. Nor was 
Colin averse to having some missioners’ letters “doctored” to make them more 
appealing to the reading public. 
 
Although Colin could bear the constant appeals for more funds coming from 
Pompallier’s pen, he could not dismiss the weighty complaints against the prelate that 
came from the pens of Marist missionaries. Colin was aware of Pompallier’s tendency to 
be officious and autocratic. The letters that complained of Pompallier’s imperious ways 
and lack of rapport with his missionaries finally moved the Superior General to act. It 
was to Cardinal Fransoni, head of the Congregation Propaganda Fide that Colin 
addressed himself in March 1842. 
 
Fransoni had to weigh the evidence from both sides, for Pompallier, for his part, claimed 
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that Colin had abandoned him by not keeping up a sufficient supply of missionaries. 
Fransoni’s decision was clear. «Show yourself a father and companion, not a superior» 
was the substance of his admonition to Pompallier. There were equally telling blows 
about consultation, planning — and finance. 
 
COLIN’S “FINEST HOUR” 
 
When Colin came to Rome in May of the same year, he had other purposes in mind 
beyond that of the approval of the Constitutions of the Society of Mary. High on his 
agenda was also the problem of the Pacific. Colin had done his homework well. What he 
presented to the Sacred [page 202]  Congregation was a plan regarding the physical sub-
division of the huge vicariate and also four principles to regulate the affairs of Marist 
missionaries in regard to both their religious superior and their ecclesiastical superior. 
Not only were the four principles substantially promulgated by decree (in 1842) but there 
was also added a fifth, coming from Cardinal Fransoni himself. Indeed, it was essentially 
Colin’s plan that was carried out by Propaganda Fide in the years that followed. It was 
the same Colin plan, too, that influenced a later Mission Rule (1857) and, more 
particularly, that of 1921. 
 
During Colin’s eighteen years as General 74 Marist priests, 26 Marist Brothers, and 17 
co-adjutor Brothers were sent to Oceania — in 15 groups. Of these 21 died before 1854. 
It cost his congregation much in manpower and it cost Colin much in anguish. He 
became so emotionally moved, wept so uncontrollably at the farewells to these groups 
that his fellow administrators, fearing for his health, devised ways of keeping him away 
from such leave-takings. 
 
Colin did more than bewail these heroes going to an early grave. He strove to obtain 
guarantees from the bishops that the spiritual and temporal welfare of the missionaries 
would be safeguarded. When he could not obtain such assurance, he sent no more men 
to the missions (1849). Colin was the champion of the spiritual and the religious life of 
his missionaries. Although in the Pacific vicariates the Marists were subject to their 
bishop, Colin was staunch in defending their rights as religious of the Society of Mary. If 
anything was precious to Colin, it was the Society and the members who composed it. 
 
Nor were guidelines for the regulation of affairs between missionary bishops and Marist 
missionaries Colin’s sole contribution to this new area of Marist apostolate. Colin also 
gave his support to ventures such as lay missionaries, the French Society of Oceania, 
and the training of native clergy. To departing missionaries Colin gave a way of life, a 
spirituality to be lived out in foreign climes. In many way’s then, this section of Colin’s 
work showed him at his best; this phase of his life was “his finest hour”. [page 203]   

 

MARIST BROTHERS - ABSORPTION AND EXPANSION 
 
After burying the Brothers’ Founder, Br François Rivat and his two Assistants, Brothers 
Louis-Marie and Jean-Baptiste, took to the task of guiding 280 Brothers and 
administering the 48 schools with their 7,000 students. François, Champagnat’s reliable 
lieutenant, set out to embody the spirit of Champagnat in his management of the 
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congregation. Following the Founder’s injunction, the Brothers regarded Colin as their 
Superior General. Colin, however, had the wisdom “to let well alone”, intervening but 
little in the Brothers’ affairs. Nevertheless, there were two particular matters that 
required resolution — the Marist Brother/co-adjutor Brother problem in the Missions and 
that of governmental structure.  
 
Leaving aside these matters for the moment, we can trace a steady period of 
consolidation and progress in all that concerned the Brothers in the period 1840-1845. 
There was still the vexatious problem of legal authorisation. François dutifully followed 
the Founder’s lead by taking the long road to Paris, where lay the alluring prize of 
government recognition. When the archbishops of Lyon and Paris, as well as the prelate 
of Arras, invited François to take up the task once again, François accepted the 
challenge, writing to the bishops of all dioceses in which the Brothers worked to ask for 
their letters of recommendation. 
 
In due course, in March 1841, the two Marist Assistants arrived in Paris. Two months 
later Louis-Marie, tired of being deliberately delayed, returned to the Hermitage. The 
more patient Jean-Baptiste stayed on, persistently probing. The Minister, however, 
proved to be adept in the art of delay. Now, at the same time, negotiations were under 
way towards a union of Father Mazelier’s Brothers of St-Paul-Trois-Châteaux with the 
Marist Brothers. Father Colin played a prominent part in these discussions. It was he 
who requested Mazelier to support the authorisation quest of the Marists by pressing the 
Minister for an extension of the provisions of the Ordinance which his Brothers enjoyed 
so that the Marists would benefit. Mazelier’s plea was accepted [page 204]  by the Council for 
Public Instruction but was blocked by the Council of Ministers. François, repulsed on two 
fronts —direct approbation and indirect authorisation through the coming union with 
Mazelier’s group — had strong need of the morale-boosting exhortation, «Say not that 
the struggle nought availeth». 
 
FRANÇOIS AND COLIN - CO-PILOTS 
 
In the arrangements which finally led to the union with Mazelier’s men, François and his 
lieutenants must have learnt much from the experienced and skilful Superior General. 
All negotiations and technicalities having been successfully completed, the union — it 
was not merely an affiliation — was formally sealed on 31 March 1842. About 40 
Brothers and 14 establishments became Marist and were established as a new Marist 
Province. 
 
Another form of approbation was pursued at this time — approbation by the Holy See. 
Knowing that Colin was on his way to Rome in May 1842, the Brothers first sought 
letters of recommendation from bishops with whom they worked, such letters to be 
delivered at Rome by Father Colin. Next, Brothers Louis-Marie and Jean-Baptiste, at the 
Fathers’ Chapter held in Lyons, asked that the priests bear in mind the desire of Father 
Champagnat that Brothers and Fathers remain united under the one Father Superior 
General. Their request was accorded. Br François then duly sent to Cardinal Castracane 
a statement on the Brothers’ congregation, accompanied by a request for approbation 
within the Society of Mary. 
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Shortly afterwards came a request from the bishop of Viviers proposing a union of the 
Brothers of that diocese with the Marist Brothers. By October of the same year the 
bishop asked that the matter be no longer delayed. He claimed that the Brothers of 
Viviers «viewed the union with pleasure».260 Arrangements proceeded smoothly, Colin 
once again playing a significant part. By May 1844 the Brothers of Viviers were united 
with the Marist Brothers’ congregation. [page 205] Br François’ plan was for the consolidation of 
a rapidly expanding congregation of Brothers. As early as the annual Retreat of 
September 1840, François, invoking Champagnat, exhorted «the Brothers of Mary to be 
united in the one spirit, all forming but one family and giving witness among themselves 
of the charity of the first Christians».261 
 
Early in 1841 François’ second Circular gave indication of a tightening of administrative 
and educational affairs. The former can be seen in the invitation to Directors to keep a 
register of Circulars. The latter is manifest in the announcement of three pedagogical 
conferences for the year. Even in this matter François submitted his Circular to Colin 
and to Cholleton, the latter (formerly Vicar General of Lyons) being the Marist priest 
appointed by Colin as link between Fathers and Brothers. Educational advance 
continued when, in 1843, a Grammar text and a book of Exercises were published. 
 
François governed with a living memory of Champagnat. In August 1841 he asked the 
Brothers to gather carefully and to send to the Mother House everything that could serve 
for compiling a history of the Founder: letters, instructions, maxims, sayings, and details 
of his life. In September Br Jean-Baptiste was officially charged with a labour of love — 
writing the Life of the Founder. A Circular by Br François in August 1842 supported 
Jean-Baptiste’s research by formally asking the Brothers for their memories of 
Champagnat.  
 
The first five-year period of François’ administration was one in which two smaller 
congregations were absorbed and many other volunteers were admitted. Colin left his 
mark on the religious life of the Brothers by requiring that, for temporary profession, the 
vow of Obedience was to be the only engagement, and that this was to be renewed until 
final profession, when the three perpetual vows were pronounced. François, too, was 
active in the sphere of consecrated life. With his Circular of January 1842 he sent a new 
Appendix to The Rule of Life of the Brothers — his second within two years. At the same 
time the [page 206]  establishments were divided into 23 districts. Some measure of the 
blossoming of the congregation may be gauged from the clothing and profession 
ceremonies of September 1845 — 33 novices taking the vow of Obedience, and 19 
Brothers making Perpetual Profession. It is interesting to note that one of the nineteen is 
singled out in the booklet that records important events — “Chronologie de l’Institut”. He 
is Br Emmanuel, his claim to immortality being that he discovered the formula for the 
famous “Arquebuse”, the liqueur which warmed hearts and built chapels in Marist 
France! 
 

                                                 
260 Circulars of the Superiors General of the Marist Brothers, I, 559-560. 
261 Circulars of the Superiors General of the Marist Brothers, I, 43 44 
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In January 1843 came a request from the Mayors of St-Martin-en-Coailleux and Izieux, 
the two communes closest to the Hermitage, for some of the Brothers to be part of the 
municipal Council. Here was opportunity for political fledglings among the brethren (had 
there been any), but Colin, consulted by François on this matter, gave a response that 
clipped wings. Brothers could soar spiritually but not politically. 
 
In October of the same year came a request for Brothers for the diocese of Bordeaux. It 
came from the new parish priest at Verdelais. It will be remembered that the Verdelais 
affair brought that strong letter of rebuke to Champagnat from Superior General Colin, 
who imposed a penance on his colleague and confrere for being dilatory. It is rather 
ironic that on this occasion, too, the Verdelais priest received a “réponse dilatoire”. 
There was no conscious attempt to repeat Champagnat’s action, the request having 
been treated on its merits. This time Colin did not intervene. 
 
MARIST BROTHERS - MISSION MEN 
 
In these five years the administration of the Brothers continued to send out volunteers to 
assist the Marist Fathers in the Missions, and this despite the fact that from 1839 the co-
adjutor Brothers had become part of the priests’ congregation. In September 1841 
occurred the first [page 207]  profession ceremony of the co-adjutors. What, in effect, was 
happening with Champagnat’s Brothers in the Missions (they were by far in the majority 
at this period) was that, canonically, they were members of the Marist Brothers, who had 
only diocesan approval. In Oceania they worked for the pontifically established Society 
of Mary to which they did not belong, under the bishop of the Vicariate, usually a Marist. 
After decades of unremitting toil, if they returned to France, they could elect to go with 
the Marist Brothers (whom they did not know) or to the Society of Mary (which they had 
not joined). And this was their lot, when, later in the century, having borne the burden of 
the days and the heat, they left the missions. Often the situation was a painful 
experience for men who had given themselves so unstintingly and, in some cases, so 
superbly to the cause. A later Superior General of the Brothers reluctantly announced to 
the survivors that it would be best if they finished their consecrated life with the priests 
and co-adjutor Brothers — men whom they knew and had lived with — of the Society of 
Mary 
 
Correspondence with the Marist Brothers in Oceania was the mode of keeping in touch. 
And they wrote well —and at length — in return. Br Claude-Marie, writing to Br François 
in 1842, had this to say: «My occupation is not what I anticipated when leaving Europe, 
but may the holy will of God be done! My time is spent in the kitchen and in manual work 
... As you know, I was not accustomed to pick and shovel work, still less to the use of an 
oar, but I submit cheerfully to these crosses in expiation for my sins…»262 
 
Br Elie-Régis showed both buoyancy of spirit and adaptability in labour: «I am very busy. 
I am obliged to be catechist, carpenter, joiner, husbandman, tailor, laundryman, 
sometimes cook. Add to that the care of a poultry-yard, fowls, and other animals. 

                                                 
262 Letter of Br Claude-Marie to Br François 1842, quoted from P. Gallagher, The Marist Brothers in New Zealand, Fiji and 
Samoa, 1876 1976 
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Amongst all the functions with which I have been entrusted that which comes first is the 
role of catechist.»263 
 
A long letter from Br Marie-Nizier, Father Chanel’s companion on the isle of Futuna, 
gives an account of the [page 208]  martyr’s death and of his own subsequent escape. He also 
speaks of the conversion of the islanders after the death of the protomartyr: «Nearly all 
of the natives are baptised. Most of them have also made their first Communion and 
they approach the holy table frequently. Their superstitions have been abandoned and 
they themselves are ashamed of their former practices.»264

 The patent zeal and 
goodness of these men, as revealed through their letters, indicate their qualities of soul, 
the soundness of their formation, and their attachment to their Marist confreres at the 
Hermitage. 
 
PARTING OF THE WAYS 
 
When Colin went to Rome in May 1842, carrying with him the petition of the Brothers for 
the union of Fathers and Brothers under the one Superior General, he also carried with 
him the recommendation of several bishops to that effect. As we have seen, however, 
Colin withdrew his request before it was voted on by the Sacred Congregation of 
Bishops and Regulars. Although Cardinal Castracane had been pleasant and had 
offered alternatives, he was not prepared to recommend the Marist petition, as it stood, 
to the Sacred Congregation. Colin could see the writing on the wall. We have already 
seen how he proceeded no further with the attempt to integrate Brothers and Sisters into 
the Society. The Constitutions he had prepared were not officially presented. Once back 
in France, he continued his correspondence with Br François as before, but began to 
speak openly of abandoning the idea of a union. 
 
The severance came in 1845 at the General Chapter of the Fathers, in which Colin, who 
had been elected Superior General for life nine years before, tried to resign. It was not 
the first time he had attempted to withdraw from office. The delegates, however, refused 
the proffered resignation. Their ultimate argument, that their very honour as responsible 
delegates was at stake, was enough to convince Colin that he should continue on the 
painful path of leadership. [page 209]  One of the Chapter’s working papers was a question 
posed by Colin: «Is it appropriate that the Superior General of the Marist Fathers be also 
the General of the Marist Brothers?» The priests were conscious of the consistent 
opposition of Roman officials to the union. They were also aware of the difficulty of one 
man being called upon to cope with the problems of two burgeoning congregations. To 
Colin’s question they replied in the negative. Nevertheless, they agreed on a formula 
that would retain a tenuous link with the Marist Brothers. It was expressed as «a right of 
high supervision, at least of restraint, whereby he (the Fathers’ Superior General) could 
preside at the Brothers’ Chapters, and, if need be, recall them forcefully to the Society’s 
spirit in both the temporal and the spiritual fields».265 In effect, however, it spelt 
separation. At the Brothers’ Chapter of 1852, Colin, who presided at this assembly, took 

                                                 
263 Letter from Br Elie-Régis to Fr Colin 7/5/184 7, quoted from P. Gallagher. 
264 Letter from Br Marie-Nizier to Brothers of the Hermitage 14/6/1846, quoted from P. Gallagher. 
265 O.M. I, p. 13. See 1845, 9-19 September and Cours d’Histoire de la Société de Marie 1786-1854, J. Coste, p. 187. 
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the opportunity to let the Brothers know that union under the one Superior was 
henceforth out of the question. The Brothers, having gained that elusive government 
authorisation in 1851 (an approval of their works throughout the whole of France), now 
had to pursue pontifical approbation — as a separate body. 
 
A WATERSHED YEAR (1845) - A REVIEW OF THE SITUATION 
 
In many ways the year 1845 was a watershed. Five years after the death of their 
Founder the Marist Brothers were gathering momentum as a congregation. Ever faithful 
to Champagnat’s directions, Br François referred all important matters to Colin and 
learnt much from the latter’s skilful management of affairs. When, at the Marist Priests’ 
General Chapter of 1845, the clerical branch of the Society, on a question posed by 
Colin, saw fit to sever the ties of government with the Marist Brothers, François was 
sufficiently experienced to take the reins alone. 
 
This year was not a happy one for Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. Since 1842 the relationship 
between Founder and [page 210]  Foundress of the Sisters’ branch had become increasingly 
strained Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and Jean-Claude Colin had differences which may be 
classified under four headings the unity of the group under a Mother Superior General, 
the name for the Sisters’ branch, its manner of praying the Office, and the mode of 
apostolic life In 1845 the rift between the two friends was in process of becoming a 
chasm. 
 
When “l’Arche d’Alliance” set sail for the Pacific in 1845, the lone lady who stood on its 
deck facing an uncertain future little knew what would be her lot. She was ready to 
endure the «rolling deeps and fiery sands»266, but loneliness for the next twelve years, 
with ne’er a European woman for company, was to be part of the price she had to pay in 
daring for Christ. Later she was joined by similar souls who braved the adverse 
comments of a century which viewed the lot of women as being that of leading a 
severely restricted, domestic way of life. Françoise Perroton was the first of the 
pioneers, the pathfinder for congregations of women whose apostolates, in the course of 
time, became world-wide. 
 
It was in 1845, too, that Colin appointed Pierre Julien Eymard to take over the guidance 
on the near-rudderless Third Order. This extraordinarily talented and fervent Marist 
knew how to plot the course for the spiritual voyage on which he encouraged the 
Tertiaries to venture. His superb organisational skill led to a multiplication of spiritual 
havens in France. He had his definite notions about what a Third Order should be. 
Unfortunately for the equanimity and unity of the Third Order these ideas did not 
correspond with those of Superior General Colin. 
 
Colin wanted the delegates at the Fathers’ General Chapter of 1845 to accept his 
resignation as General, but at that particular time there was no one on the horizon to 
replace him. Besides, was he not the one who had won recognition for the Fathers in 
1834 and Pontifical approval, with its many advantages, in 1836? Colin was a mere 55 

                                                 
266 A. Tennyson, The Lotus Eaters. 
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years of age. There was still plenty of scope for his experience, his contacts, his wisdom 
to be employed while [page 211]  sufficient strength remained to him. Colin had no answer to 
these impassioned words: «“Father”, retorted Eymard, “you will never refute this reason: 
that the honour and glory of the Society places upon us a bounden duty to reject your 
resignation with all our might. Its acceptance would cover us with shame in the eyes of 
Rome and of the whole world»267 In 1845, then, Colin was persuaded to face more years 
at the helm. 
 
And what do we know of the instigator of it all, a new “Peter the Hermit” who started a 
nineteenth century crusade in the name of Mary? Jean-Claude Courveille emerged from 
his own eremitical life at the monastery of Solesmes to come to the aid of Dom 
Guéranger and his fellow monks, who were then beset with a financial crisis because of 
the failure of their Paris opening. Fund-raising and preaching were ways in which 
Courveille could play his part. It was probably in 1845 that the eloquent tongue was 
unloosed once more. The same conviction and the same capacity to move hearts that 
stirred young seminarians in 1816 were there yet. In earlier times he had inspired young 
men to march for Mary. From 1845 he was calling sinners to repentance and near-saints 
to come closer to the Lord. From this time forward Courveille, in sporadic bursts, showed 
flashes of the old fire in apostolic endeavour and, in regard to the probings of inquisitive 
Marists, he presented his apologia and his story. 
 
[page 212]   

 

PART THREE 
&&& 
CHAPTER NINE - 1845-1875 
 
“The Captains and the Kings Depart”268 
 
The Marist Congregations to the Death of Colin (1875) A Brief Outline 
 
THE MARIST SISTERS AND JEANNE MARIE CHAVOIN 
 

chilled sensibly after 1842. His failure to achieve recognition for a union of the branches 
of the Society of Mary during his visits to Rome in 1833 and 1842 brought Colin more 
and more to the conviction that he was attempting the impossible. Moreover, he was 
clearly worried about the wagging tongues that might impugn the reputation of a Society 
where men and women religious bore the same name. To his mind it was the Sisters 
who would have to suffer change of name, a name so precious to them. Cloister (or at 
least semi-cloister), Office in choir, diocesan status — all these were on his agenda for 
the Sisters. 
 

                                                 
267 A Founder Acts, Reminiscences of Jean-Claude Colin, by Fr Mayet, Doc. 317, p. 277, Rome 1983. 
268 R. Kipling, Recessional 

As we have seen, the warm friendship that existed between Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and 
Jean-Claude Colin 
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We also know that Jeanne-Marie Chavoin was radically opposed to these moves by 
Colin. When he charged her with having accepted the concept of semi-enclosure in 
earlier times, she replied simply that, when he spoke of it, she did not know its 
implications. She exasperated Colin with her proposals for new openings for the Sisters 
in villages where they could help the poor and underprivileged. Such was not [page 215]  his 
outlook. He viewed the Sisters mostly as a praying branch of the Society, not destined to 
expand very much. Jeanne-Marie’s repeated appeals for a written Rule were a 
disconcerting reminder that he had not completed a task which she considered that he, 
as Founder and inspirer of the first followers, should have performed. 
 
Colin resorted to avoiding meetings with the Foundress of the Sisters. When, after 1839, 
he came from Lyon to Belley, he ceased paying visits to the convent to which he had 
such frequent recourse in the past to request prayers for some pressing project. What 
was worse, in response to Chavoin’s letters, he wrote some wounding replies that did 
him no credit and her more hurt. Colin knew, however, that he could do nothing while 
Bishop Devie was alive, for, although Devie himself had sometimes treated Jeanne-
Marie harshly, he stood by her in the stance she took. In this, of course, he was acting 
as the Ordinary responsible for the welfare of the Marist Sisters, a diocesan 
congregation. When Devie died in 1852, Colin called a General Chapter of the Sisters, 
at which he, as Founder, presided. 
 
The new bishop of Belley was no supporter of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin’s ideas. It was all 
too obvious that the Founder wanted her replaced. It was plain to all delegates, too, that 
there existed serious disagreement between her and Jean-Claude Colin, and, in 
general, the delegates were ready to see her sacrificed if such a change would hasten 
the long-awaited organisation of the Marist Sisters. So, rather than split the 
congregation, Jeanne-Marie handed in her resignation as Superior at the second 
session of the Chapter (1853). The Sisters’ Chapter meekly accepted the Founder’s 
proposals concerning name-change, diocesan status (with diocesan Sisters-Superior), 
semi-enclosure, and all that it implied. Colin had won. 
 
It proved to be a hollow victory In point of fact, diocesan Sisters-Superior were never 
appointed. By 1857 the “Sisters of the Holy Name of Mary” reverted to their original title 
of “Marist Sisters”. And, finally, over the years, the concept of cloister was eliminated 
altogether from the Constitutions of the Marist Sisters, the General Chapter of [page 216]  1960 
proclaiming that the congregation was apostolic in the fullest sense of that word. 
 
After the Sisters’ Chapter of 1853 Colin could afford to be expansive and to allow his 
former friendliness to show. Jeanne-Marie received a fine letter of appreciation from 
Colin, but the letter also contained the suggestion (really, more than a suggestion) that 
she withdraw from Behley to become Superior at Meximieux. Not really at ease in the 
house at Meximieux, she readily accepted a thoughtful invitation arranged by her 
successor Mother Ambrose and by Father Favre, who became the Superior General of 
the Marist priests after Colin’s resignation at the General Chapter of 1854. The offer of a 
foundation in the small village of Jarnosse came from Jeanne-Marie’s old friend and 
counsellor Father Lefranc, who was then parish priest of Jarnosse. Mother Ambrose, 
knowing Jeanne-Marie’s difficulty in leading a life of inactivity at Meximieux, accepted 
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the new foundation solely to give pleasure to the Foundress, intending to withdraw the 
Sisters after the death of Jeanne-Marie.269 Such, however, was not to be its fate. On the 
contrary, Janosse was destined to become a prophetic foundation, for there the Sisters 
taught school, performed parish works, and helped adults in need. The apostolate at 
Jarnosse was a harbinger of the future apostolic thrust of the Marist Sisters. 
 
THIRD ORDER OF MARY AND FATHER PIERRE JULIEN 
 
EYMARD 
 
The Third Order of Mary, under the direction of Eymard, continued to spread like wildfire 
in France. And the groups increased in variety, even unborn children being enrolled 
under the protection of “Our Lady of Good Hope”. In essence, Eymard was working 
towards attracting members to a movement designed for those who aspired to spiritual 
heights. He adapted the Rule handed down from earlier times, added to them, thus 
giving the Order a betterdefined Rule, a code which set up a type of religious life in the 
midst of a secular society.  [page 217]  In 1850 Eymard, through a Roman contact, was able to 
have the Third Order established canonically, a very important step for its members. 
Colin, however, although appreciative of Eymard’s devotion in regard to the Third Order, 
felt that his appointee was going too far too fast. This canonical approbation won from 
Rome for the Third Order disturbed Colin, who did not want to incur the critical 
murmurings of diocesan clergy concerned that parishioners might be slipping away from 
them. 
 
Third Order members were justifiably puzzled when their Director was removed by Colin 
to become Superior of the College at La Seyne in the very south of France. The point 
was, of course, that Eymard’s Third Order concept was radically different from that of his 
Superior. Assuredly, Eymard’s transfer to La Seyne seemed to be a mark of Colin’s 
displeasure with the manner in which the Third Order was being developed. Before his 
resignation from office at the General Chapter of 1854, Colin, on the urging of the 
zealous Eymard, disposed of any rumours that he was opposed in principle to the 
existence of the Third Order of Mary At that time, however, he had no alternative to offer 
to Eymard’s system, so the Third Order continued as before without, however, its saintly 
leader. 
 
Although Colin presented an outline of his thoughts about the Third Order at the General 
Chapter of 1872, there was no acceptance of them by the gathered Marist delegates. He 
spoke thus: ~You will be astonished to hear that I have a great ambition: to seize hold of 
the whole universe under the wings of Mary by means of the Third Order. The Third 
Order is not an essential part of your congregation, but the Blessed Virgin entrusts it to 
you like a bridge to go to souls, to sinners. Never have the nations shown such an 
eagerness to turn to the Blessed Virgin. At the end of time there will be only one 
kingdom, the kingdom of the Blessed Virgin.”270 
 

                                                 
269 Recollections Mother St Joseph, Doc. 260, 4. 
270 Words of Fr J-C. Colin at General Chapter 1872, O.M. II, Doc. 846, 36. 
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One year before Colin’s death in 1875, Father Alphonse Cozon was given an insight into 
Colin’s ideas about the Third Order and was commissioned by the old patriarch to write 
a manual for it. Although doubtful of his ability to [page 218]  perform this task, Cozon was clear 
on Colin’s concept: “The hird Order is to be, in a sense, a work outside the Society, D 
which the Society communicates its own spirit, the pint of the Blessed Virgin. We are not 
to keep it in our wn hands, but only let it pass through them.”271 The Third )rder was for 
the evangelisation of the masses, not for the ictification of the few. Cozon was to present 
Colin’s ideas successive Chapters, but he could not convince his v Marists to change 
the structure. The Third Order 
 
t continued was Eymard’s creation. 
 
FRANÇOISE PERROTON 
 
Alone on the Pacific island of Walhs, Françoise Perroton continued her humble 
apostohate among the women and children there. For her the pain of isolation from 
European female society was aggravated by the initial coldness of Bishop Bataillon, the 
man who had countersigned the letter of invitation from the Ouvean women. At first her 
health was quite sound, but exposure to a new environment brought its inevitable 
consequences. Elephantiasis, a disease that brought cruel swelling to Françoise’s feet 
and legs, later became a handicap that impeded her movements She found the 
language of the island difficult to learn, but her pen was active in maintaining contact 
with mainland France, thereby helping to sustain interest in the Pacific Mission. She 
soon began to win golden opinions, even from the unwelcoming bishop. When the same 
Bishop Bataillon, accompanied by three Polynesians, arrived in France in 1846, more 
interest was aroused there. His words of praise for Françoise, backed by a strong 
request from a priest in Futuna, decided the authorities in Lyon to send out other 
volunteers, other female helpers.  
 
Pious women were not wanting in response to the call. Three were selected, and, rather 
tardily, inducted as novices of the Third Order of Mary, provided with its Manual of Piety, 
given a Fraternity name, and issued with a “Rule for the Voyage”, the latter coming from 
Father Favre [page 219]  himself. A distinctive dress was also chosen to denote their 
consecration as Mission Tertiaries. To make their commitment more binding, they took a 
vow of Obedience to the Vicar Apostolic of the Mission — in their case, Bishop Bataillon. 
In 1857 the “Ladies of Charity”, a name suggested by Bataillon, set sail in the company 
of other Marist missionaries. Even Superior General Favre was there to see them off. 
This was the first group of assistants to support the lone lady missionary in working for 
the Lord in the Marist section of the Pacific. 
 
Two additional groups of three set out in July and October of 1858; one more female 
missionary departed in 1860. It was then time to pause and take stock of the situation. 
Assessment was in order. For one thing, it was obvious to all that, before stepping on 
board ship, the future missionaries would have to be trained in religious community life.  
 

                                                 
271 Fr Alphonse Cozon re the Third Order of Maiy, quoted from F. McKay S. M., The Marist Laity, p. 50. 
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Françoise welcomed the three Tertiaries with a joyful heart. In a letter she gave thanks 
to all who contrived ~xto send me help, or rather successors, and, at the same time, to 
supply Sisters of the Third Order for several other parts of the Vicariate. May they 
multiply and produce all the fruit that your paternal zeal expects from them. I am happy 
and proud to have launched the movement. My thirteen years of trial will be accounted 
among the best years of my life”.272 
 
Françoise Perroton’s death preceded that of Jean-Claude Colin by two years. That 
same self-effacement and sense of humour, qualities that helped her to endure 
deprivation and solitude for so long, were present with her at the end. In April 1873 she 
wrote, d have been waiting for death with a certain impatience for a long time, but the 
good Lord likes to disappoint the hopes of some of us...”273 On the night of 9/10 August 
1873, the valiant pioneer of the religious women who came as missionaries to the 
Pacific Ocean passed to eternity on the island of Futuna, scene both of the red 
martyrdom of Chanel and of the white martyrdom of Françoise Perroton. [page 220]   
 
JEAN-CLAUDE COURVEILLE 
 
Until 1852 Dom Courveille continued his work for the monastery of Solesmes as 
itinerant fund-raiser and preacher. One letter of which we have record speaks of 
Courveille’s resounding success in allocated work. It comes from the hand of the parish 
priest of Etriché. Written on 29 March 1847, it speaks glowingly of the preacher: “Ah, if, 
after some time, Reverend Father Courveille could return to pass some days among us 
to confirm the good which he has done ... my parishioners would be truly and universally 
filled with joy to see him, to hear him, to profit from his presence ... [The parish] would 
finish up by being totally reformed.“274 
 
In a letter to Dom Guéranger from the parish of Huillé in 1848, Courveille speaks about 
being pursued (“tormented” is his word) by four or five priests to come to work in their 
parishes. There seems to be no doubt about his stunning success as a preacher. 
 
Discovered by the questing Mayet (thanks to information supplied by a missionary 
apostolic — probably Father Charles-Alphonse Ozanam a former Marist), Courveille 
replied to Mayet’s inquiries in four letters, one written in 1851, two in 1852, and a final 
communication in 1860. In his response to Mayet’s questions, Courveille gave the 
information requested, including an outline of his version of the origins of the Society of 
Mary. His letter of 1860, the last we have on the Marist theme, is, in many ways a 
beautiful document. In the course of making reply to the particular question posed by 
Mayet, Courveille wrote: 
 
“Being crippled and paralysed in the hands because of the gout which torments me, I 
am obliged to make use of the kind services of one of the Fathers to write to you ... I can 
further certify and I give you assurance, since I am now on the edge of the grave and 

                                                 
272 Letter of F. Perroton (Sister M. du Mont Cannel) to Fr Favre 8/3/1859, OPS No. 121. 
273 Letter of F. Perroton (Sister M. de Mont Carmel) to Fr Poupinel 07/4/1873, OPS No. 617. 
274 etter of Fr Homeau to Dom Guéranger, 29 March 1847, O.M. II, Doc. 787, Lines 55-60. 
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ready to enter it, that all I have said or written touching the Society of Mary whether it 
concerns its origin, or its formation, or the causes which led me to found it, is the pure 
truth. There, that is all I have to say to you, and that, I repeat, is the absolute truth.”275

 

Thus, [page 221]  in the last document that we have from Courveille concerning the foundation 
of the Society of Mary we have, in the words (“which led me to found it”, his clear claim 
to be the Society’s Founder. 
 
COURVEILLE’S LAST DAYS “Last scene of all, that ends this strange, eventful history, 
is second childishness and Mère oblivion.”276 
 
Death finally came to Courveille on 25 September 1866. By that time he had fallen into 
childish ways and was not much aware of events and people around him. We have this 
information from the archives of the Abbey of Solesmes. Dom Guéranger’s Journal 
(1866, September): 
 
“12. Our old octogenarian, Dom Courveille, who has been in a state of infancy for a 
rather long time, having notably deteriorated in health, I administered the sacrament of 
Extreme Unction, which he received with sufficient understanding.” 277 
 
We have a brief letter from the Abbot in answer to an inquiry from Father Favre. Dom 
Guéranger, in speaking about Courveille’s final years and his words about the Society of 
Mary, added: “The impression that remains with me is that of esteem and respect for the 
Society.”278 We have, too, the words of a priest (possibly the missionary apostolic) who 
wrote to Father Mayet about Courveille: “I have seen Fr Courveille weep warm tears 
when speaking of the Marists, and calling down on them, with the greatest fervour of 
soul, all the blessings of God.”279 
 
It would appear, then, that Courveille ended his days as a man who had risen above the 
recriminations and fulminations of the rejected leader, a man who attained the grace and 
serenity to invoke God’s benediction on those who replaced him. [page 222]  
 
THE MARIST FATHERS AND JEAN-CLAUDE COLIN 
 
Jean-Claude Colin was the “last of the first”. His death at the age of 85 years is an ironic 
commentary on the predictions of those who spoke of an early demise. Always 
considered to have but indifferent health, and in boyhood years coming quite close to 
death, Colin suffered intermittent bouts of illness throughout life. He died at the Marist 
property at La Neylière, 15 November 1875. 
 
His resignation having been rejected at the Fathers’ General Chapter of 1845, Colin 
threw himself wholeheartedly into Marist affairs once more. His lack of success in 

                                                 
275 Letter of Dom Courveille, 12 February 1860, O.M. III, Doc. 799, Lines 20-32. 
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obtaining approbation of the four-branched Society of Mary in 1842 led him to believe 
that the branches should go their separate ways. At the same Chapter which persuaded 
him to continue as Superior General, Colin realised some of his plans in this regard by 
seeing the Chapter effect a break with the Brothers and a distancing in government from 
the Sisters. There was no real problem for the Brothers. Although they had remained 
unswervingly loyal to their Founder’s dying request for the unity of the Society, they had, 
under Colin’s tuition, learnt the art of self-government. When Colin made the break, they 
were reluctant, but they were ready. 
 
It was quite another matter for the female branch of the Society. Champagnat alone was 
the Founder of the Brothers, whereas Colin was co-Founder of the Sisters. After the 
resignation of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin as Superior General, and after he had seen to it 
that the Sisters’ congregation had been established on the lines he wanted, Colin set 
about writing the Sisters’ Rule, commencing the work in 1855. It was eventually 
presented to the Sisters and accepted at their General Chapter in May 1858, just a 
month before Jeanne-Marie’s death. 
 
Colin’s administration after the Chapter of 1845 saw some change in the direction of the 
Society’s apostolic works. His belief in the pastoral ministries within France continued 
unabated, leading to the priests’ further involvement in Retreat work, in inland missions, 
in [page 223]  servicing shrines, and in similar works. A major change in pastoral policy came, 
however, with Colin’s strong move to the apostolate of education, to which he began to 
turn the main energies of the Marist priests. 
 
Colin’s support for the foreign missions dwindled to such an extent that, after 1849, he 
sent no more Marist missionaries to the Pacific. Behind this was Colin’s strong 
disagreement with Pompallier, the missionary bishop so insensitive to Marist priests and 
so virulent in attacking their Superior General. Then there was also the deep 
disappointment that came when, after 1845, Rome turned more and more to backing the 
rights of missionary bishops against those of religious superiors. It pained Colin to the 
soul to see his men deprived or their right to religious and community life. The departure 
to the Pacific of four of his men in 1849 was Colin’s last despatch of missionaries. It was 
left to his successor Favre to renew the sending of volunteers overseas. 
 
Despite his many external activities, Colin cherished from boyhood a love for a life 
hidden and unknown. In an age when French men and women were flocking to 
consecrated life, the Marists were never short of vocations. Towards the end of his long 
Generahate, Colin, urged by some of his followers, started to plan yet another shoot of 
the Society — the “Marist Fathers of the Blessed Sacrament”, a group that Colin 
envisaged as being the contemplative branch. It was duly set up in 1852 at the property 
“La Neylière”, in proximity to St Etienne and St Chamond, towns important in Marist 
history. This contemplative branch, however, was to have but a short existence.  
 
When Colin handed over to his successor in 1854, there were still 21 years of life 
remaining to him. These years were not always serene. For one thing, his successor 
was not in accord with the concept of a contemplative branch. It was rapidly dismantled. 
Fortunately, Colin had much to do, work which had been postponed from his busy years 
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as General. For example, there was the much delayed writing of the Rule for the Sisters, 
as mentioned above. [page 224]  tions written by Favre and approved, on a trial basis, by 
Rome in 1860, the General Chapter of 1866 asked Colin, as Founder, to write the Rule 
which he had never fully completed. Even that taken to Rome in 1842 was still 
incomplete. Given some priests as assistants, Colin finally finished his work, which won 
the approval of the Fathers at the General Chapter of 1870. Approbation for Colin’s text 
came from Rome early in 1873. 
 
Colin died, full of years, on 15 November 1875. He eschewed the tithe of Founder, 
claiming that the true Foundress of the Society of Mary was “Mary, the Queen of heaven 
and earth”.280 
 
THE MARIST BROTHERS 
 
It seems ironical that Br François Rivat, the personification of the retiring type, should 
have presided over an expansion of the Marist Brothers that was little short of 
extraordinary. Had he been one to welcome invitations to opening ceremonies, he would 
have been more than busy with such activities alone, for, in his twenty years as head of 
the Brothers, new establishments were opened at the rate of one every three weeks! 
During his years as header François saw the achievement of legal authorisation for the 
Brothers, not merely for a few Departements, but for the whole of France Fortunately for 
the Catholic Church, with the accession to political power of Louis-Napoleon (hater 
Emperor Napoleon III), there came an era of more that twenty years of co-operation 
between Church and State in matters educational. The Falhoux laws gave legal 
authorisation to the Marist Brothers throughout the length and breadth of France. 
Champagnat had been certain that State approval would eventually come. He was right. 
When the blessing arrived, it was “pressed down and overflowing”.  
 
Portraits of François depict him with a book of Rules in his hand. This is a reference to 
the codification of the Constitutions of the Brothers made in the Chapter of 1852. [page 225]  A 
tighter organisation was on the way for Champagnat’s congregation. 
 
On the resignation of François, Br Louis-Marie was elected at the Third General 
Chapter, 1860. He sought, and obtained pontifical approbation from Rome in 1863 when 
the Constitutions, with certain conditions attached, were approved for a trial period of 
five years. Although the Brothers had spread to the British Isles in 1852, it was Louis-
Marie who sent them to the world at large — in response to requests from South Africa, 
Australia, and New Caledonia. All this came before 1875. It is ironical that the “spring-
board” school from which the Brothers launched to the British Isles was one which 
Salvandy (the disconcerting delayer) induced Champagnat to open as an enticement to 
legal authorisation. Louis-Marie also managed to keep the Brothers in the pathway of 
poverty by the belt-tightening austerities that became necessary to pay for building the 
new Generalate, with its superb Gothic chapel, at St-Genis-Laval, a suburb of Lyon. For 
the Brothers the big trial was yet to come — the long struggle with the French 
government, beginning about the year 1880 and ending with the expulsion of all 
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religious congregations from France in 1903. 
 
[page 226]   

 

CHAPTER TEN - EPILOGUE 
 
The Spirit of Hope 
 
The Founders as Pentecost People 
 
In the emergence of the Society of Mary we can readily discern the working of the Holy 
Spirit, who gave inspiration and guidance to four very fallible human beings. For them it 
was something like a Cenacle experience. The famous four “C’s” — Chavoin (1786), 
Courveille (1787), Champagnat (1789), and Colin (1790), to place them in order of birth, 
were people whose environment and period of history did much to limit the shaping of 
their human capabilities for establishing a work of God. That they did achieve an 
enduring Church structure, despite their human limitations, is yet one more instance of 
the Spirit of God working through frail human instruments.  
 
All four Founders were born at the time of the outbreak of the French Revolution. All four 
suffered from the general effects of that eruption. For one thing, the education of 
children was, at the best, irregular; at the worst, non-existent. Champagnat was perhaps 
the one most adversely affected. When he set off to the seminary at the age of sixteen, 
he had precious little preparation for his encounter with books. Chavoin, too, suffered in 
this regard, and, being a woman, was handicapped by the general disregard for her sex 
in what was essentially a man’s world. 
 
Trauma came to some of the Founders because of the socio-political strife within their 
village or town of origin. Here, Colin suffered most, although Courveille, too, did not 
escape. For Colin, the early death of both parents when he was merely four years old, 
followed by life with an unmarried uncle whose housekeeper was both scrupulous and 
exacting, turned young Colin in on himself so much that he became a lover of solitude 
and of withdrawal from [page 228]  the world. In Courveille’s village, religious Sisters had felt 
the savage fury of Godless revolutionaries. Little wonder, then, that Courveille was also 
one who wanted to distance himself from the rude world. Hence his interest in 
hermitages. In addition to these disadvantages, there were individual defects in the 
leaders, some blemishes being rather pronounced. 
 
JEANNE-MARIE CHAVOIN 
 
According to Father Mayet, who, as a native of Lyon, had a certain snobbish disdain for 
country folk, Jeanne-Marie “was a woman of very great faith and spirit of prayer, but one 
who possessed no education, who had received no instruction. She spoke poor French 
with a deplorable accent”.281 Moreover, Chavoin annoyed and hurt some of the Sisters by 
a preoccupation with her own family members, by a certain lack of good manners, and 
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by a tendency to gruffness in her way of dealing with others. 
 
If we accept these limitations, then we have obvious reasons why Chavoin deferred to 
Colin for the writing of the Rule, the government of the congregation, and the direction of 
its apostolate. She had neither the depth of education, nor the social background, nor 
sufficient status in the man’s world of Church affairs to “go it alone” in regard to leading 
her congregation on the pathway she felt it should take. 
 
In humbly bowing to Colin’s pressure, in resigning her position in order to preserve the 
congregation’s unity, and in allowing her ideas to be swept away by the man she 
believed to be the one to give the spirit to her congregation and to write its Rule, 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin is in many ways the most admirable in the group of Founders. It 
is significant and beautiful that her last letter to Colin, a month before her death, is a 
plea to him to complete the Rule for, she told him, “you alone know what Our Lady 
wants for us”.282

 Significant and beautiful, too, is her last letter to Mother St Ambrose, 
Superior General. The [page 229]  disinterested dedication of the writer is very evident: “Our 
congregation was not founded to imitate this or that congregation, but to have its own 
spirit, which is a love of poverty, simplicity, and work ... The house of Nazareth must be 
our model.”283 Jeanne-Marie’s letter to Colin was followed by the presentation to the 
Sisters of the Father-Founder’s long-awaited Rule. Her letter to Mother St Ambrose, 
setting out the charism of the congregation, came from Jarnosse, where Jeanne-Marie 
was living out the form of apostolate she considered to be fitting for the Sisters. These 
facts thus lend a sense of completeness to the life of this great woman. 
 
The qualities of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin were quickly discerned by a perceptive young 
visitor to the Sisters at Jarnosse. Writing to her uncle about the superior of the 
community, Eugénie Gautier said: “After a few minutes with her, one can perceive 
beneath the rough bark a strong, generous soul and, above all, a heart filled with love.”284

 

At Jarnosse the huge house whose financing occasioned so much pain to Jeanne-Marie 
still stands. It is a vindication of her vision and a monument to her zeal, her prescience, 
her bigness of heart. 
 
JEAN-CLAUDE COURVEILLE 
 
We find many people who attest to the defects in Courveille; he had “warts” galore. 
Courveille’s lack of balance led to his going to extremes in his dealings with people. For 
example, when he was in charge during Champagnat’s absence, he was unreasonably 
severe on the young recruits at La Valla and the Hermitage. 
 
Having an exaggerated opinion of his position in the Society, Courveille was not averse 
to employing devious stratagems to attain his ends. For instance, when his ambition was 
frustrated by failure to win the vote for leadership of the Brothers, his wounded pride led 
him to contact the archdiocesan authorities to register a strong criticism of 
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Champagnat’s administration. [page 230]  We have some interesting comments about 
Courveille from his Marist contemporaries. Séon has been quoted earlier. After speaking 
about the eloquence and seemingly inspired address of Courveille, Séon continued: 
“When I was a young seminarian, I venerated him and I once went to confess myself to 
him, both out of veneration and curiosity. I was most happy and greatly edified.” On the 
other hand, Séon also revealed that Courveille brought ridicule on the young Society. 
One example: “He wore his blue coat in winter and summer.” After declaring Courveille’s 
incapacity for leadership, Séon continued: 
 
“Nevertheless, the Blessed Virgin would perhaps have still been able to make use of 
him, but he was unfaithful to his vocation.”285 
 
Late in his life, Jean-Claude Colin gave a judgement about Courveille. Like Séon, he 
comments on Courveille’s attire: “Garbed in a long, blue cloak, he assumed the airs of 
the Abbot of a monastery and portrayed himself as such wherever he went.” Then, at 
deeper level, we have the following assessment: “He was distinguished neither by his 
talents nor by a solid judgement. But he passed generally as a pious seminarian and, in 
his mysterious language, easily let it be believed that he received celestial 
communications. He was the first ... who manifested the project of a religious Society of 
Mary.”286 
 
It is Father Cholleton, Vicar General of the archdiocese, and, later, valued member of 
the Society of Mary, who gives us the following perceptive judgement of Courveille as a 
leader: “1 never considered Father Courveille as the one who ought to conduct the 
affair. He was enthusiastic, but he had not the required ability.”287 Cholleton was right. 
Courveille had the dream, the zest, the capacity to inspire others, but he had precious 
little ability as an organiser. Where his structure started to crumble, he turned, not to 
self-assessment, but to laying blame on others. 
 
Certainly, we can lament the lack of advice and regular guidance, measures which might 
have saved Courveille the pain of his wasted years and the failure of his endeavours, [page 

231]  but we have to accept that, in general, the society of his time was not equipped to 
help people like Courveille. We can rejoice, however, in the fact that, after entering 
Solesmes in 1836, Courveille made a painful return to the pathway of spiritual ascent. 
We have already noted his prayer for blessings on the Society of Mary. We know, too, 
that, after departing from the Marist scene, he proved to be generous and amiable in 
legal dealings with Champagnat, and we are certain that, in the last documents that bear 
on Courveille, we have the picture of a man absorbed in the Lord and in the works of the 
Lord: “I bless Divine Providence which led into my parish Dom Courveille of your 
monastery at Solesmes ... I do not know how to express to you the sentiments of most 
profound veneration and of highest esteem with which I have been inspired by his 
virtues as a religious, his admirable priestly zeal for the salvation of souls, his talents as 
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a preacher.”288 
 
Such are the words of the parish priest of Chavagne, painting a picture of a Courveille 
who had come close to God. And that is the final image that we should like to have of 
this old, penitential monk who played his part in the story of the Society of Mary. After 
all, in regard to the Society, could not Courveille say. 
 
“But soft you, a word before ye go. 
 
I have done the state some service, and they know it.”289 
 
Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, in slaying the albatross, lamented that he “had done a 
hellish thing”. In part, the Mariner’s punishment was to be loaded with the weight of the 
bird he had slain. 
 
“Instead of the cross, the albatross 
 
About my neck was hung290 
 
Retribution for his “hellish thing” came Courveille’s way, too. Part of the burden he had 
to bear was ostracism by his fellows, who, in fairness to them, acted only in accordance 
with the general practice of their age. Happily, both for us and for Courveille, there 
seems to be more than sufficient evidence to indicate that the ancient penitent of [page 232]  
Solesmes, cured of his spiritual malady, could rejoice with the Ancient Mariner that his 
albatross had fallen from his I neck. Courveille’s perseverance as a monk, his apostolic 
zeal as a Benedictine parish missionary, his ingenuous testimony about Marist origins, 
and his warm regard and prayers for the Marists point to a happy journey’s end for this 
traveller whose way was far from being smooth 
 
JEAN-CLAUDE COLIN 
 
The wretched background of Colin’s childhood days and the fact that, in his work for the 
Society of Mary, he had to rise above shyness, hesitancy, and a desire to withdraw from 
wordly affairs, explain to some extent the state of tension in which Colin lived. This 
tension often found expression in impulsive actions, in emotionahity, in fiery outbursts, in 
super-sensitivity, and in harshness towards his aides. 
 
Although short in stature, Colin possessed a natural authority and a consuming 
ambition. This desire for success was not for personal gratification, but for the welfare of 
the body for which he lived — the Society of Mary, for which he was ready to labour long 
hours and to 
 
pay little regard to his own health. On the other hand, Colin was prepared to use other 
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people and to act with cold calculation to achieve the success of Society projects. 
 
It is difficult to exculpate Colin from censure for the harsh treatment he meted out to 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and for the subsequent souring of their relationship. She was not 
the only one to suffer. He was demanding, nay, bordering on unjust towards other 
Marists. His brother Pierre and Father Terraillon suffered much from his rebukes. But, in 
this, and in his infrequent sharpness with Champagnat, Colin acted partly from what he 
thought had to be done for the best interests of the Society. 
 
Jean-Claude’s bouts of illness, the periods when he was incapable of applying himself to 
work, e.g., deferring the completion of the Constitutions of both Fathers and [page 233]  
Sisters, give an indication of the protest of the body of this retiring man against all the 
tensions associated with his work, with the demands of his position as leader, and with 
the expectations of people from all walks of life. Social occasions were agonising; 
walking the corridors of power (five visits to Rome) was distasteful; dealing with high 
authority in affairs of Church and State was stressful to a man longing for seclusion. Yet 
mac234 putting aside family contacts, human respect, and concern for his own health, 
followed his star to present the gift of the Society of Mary to her after whom it was 
named. 
 
Colin’s election as leader of the Marist priest aspirants in 1830, his being chosen as 
Superior General in 1836, and his continuance in this position after 1845 give some idea 
of the sound judgement he exercised as leader, and also of the confidence of his 
confreres in his government. To those who gave him their vote, that is, to all participants 
in the elections of 1830 and 1836, Colin was pre-eminent. 
 
Colin’s prestigious position gave him contact with people who could provide information 
which his quick brain could ‘readily absorb so that wise decisions could ensue. And 
Colin was capable of weighing all possible implications before coming to a decision. His 
vision, prudence, and capacity to await the opportune moment before moving quietly 
usually led to the happy outcome of an undertaking. The expression “hidden and 
unknown in the world)” was fundamentally an act of humility — a mode of doing good 
quietly keeping self out of view, but it had other implications, one of which was to 
achieve the desired objective by acting discreetly yet effectively. 
 
The Marist Superior seemed to thrive on crises. For such challenges he summoned up 
all his many powers of intellect and will. Father Mayet has an apposite remark: 
 
(“He did all things on a grand scale. He took big strides, not mincing steps, and though 
at times he splashed the man next to him, he covered quite a distance...”291 
 
Colin played the most prominent role in the Society of Mary. He was the centre of unity, 
the organiser. He was also the skilful persuader, the adroit and prudent negotiator. [page 234]  
From earliest days at Cerdon he gave thought to the nature of the Society and he 
planned for it. His visit to the Papal Nuncio in Paris for consultation on the primitive Rule 
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placed him in a leadership position which became more firmly established when he took 
charge of Marist affairs in the Belley diocese. Thenceforth his journey was ever upward. 
It was Colin who kept contact with Champagnat and other Marists in the archdiocese of 
Lyon, and it was he who conducted business with Rome. 
 
Management of affairs with the Society of the Propagation of the Faith and the handling 
of the Missions in Oceania showed Colin as being little short of brilliant. Finally, his 
formulation of Marist Constitutions, long delayed as the work was, marked him as the 
law-maker of both the Sisters and the Fathers. 
 
“But screw your courage to the sticking-place and we’ll not fail.”292 Colin had to do just 
that. He wanted to hide in the wings, but found himself on centre-stage. Will-power and 
Grace, triumphing over a natural reluctance to appear in public, led Colin to a first-rate 
exhibition of responsible leadership. Indeed, some critics may carp, but the ranks of 
Tuscany rise and cheer for a performance that displayed tenacity, single-mindedness, 
and devotion to his ideal, Mary, and to her Society. 
 
Near blind and almost at the end of his strength, Colin received the welcome news in 
1873 that Rome had approved that precious Rule, the Constitutions that, as long ago as 
1816, he had initiated in the small hours that others spent in sleep. The document had 
undergone much rewriting over the years, but it was finally achieved, a monument to 
mark the man who occupies a simple grave in the chapel of Oceania at La Neylière, the 
country estate, where, in his fading years, he could find the isolation and quietude of 
boyhood days. 
 
Set at floor level within the chapel, Colin’s grave well expresses his wish for the Marists 
— to be hidden and unknown. Directly behind the grave is a large, impressive wall 
fresco, whose theme concerns the spreading of the Gospel in Oceania. Mary occupies a 
central position in this [page 235]  fresco, and it is at her feet that Colin lies — a humble 
servant, prostrate before her whom he regarded as Foundress of the Society of Mary In 
the fresco Mary is situated in one of Colin’s favourite settings — the Cenacle. There she 
is in the midst of the Apostles, whose candle-shaped figures, garbed in island clothes, 
are meant to remind us of the Marist missionaries bearing the light of the Gospel to the 
people of the Pacific — to souls for whom Colin strove so nobly during a purple period of 
his Apostolate — the years devoted to advancing the missions in Oceania.  
 
MARCELLIN CHAMPAGNAT 
 
Marcellin Champagnat was ever conscious of his lack of early formation in matters 
educational. To some extent it explains his choice of school education as the means par 
excellence to instruct youth in the ways of God. It also plays a part in his deferring to 
men of educational standing, and in the foundation of the fine quality of humility that was 
his.  
 
We have some witnesses to this great gap in Champagnat’s life. We have, for example, 
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the words of Father Maîtrepierre, who first of all quotes Champagnat: “The marvellous 
thing about this Society is that God wished to make use of such instruments for this 
worb, and then continues: “Father Champagnat had indeed all that was humanly 
necessary to prevent the success of his undertaking. Someone said to Father 
Champagnat, “How is it that you want to have your Brothers approved. You are their 
leader. As a consequence, you are supposed to be more instructed than they are, and 
yet your letters are not even good French!“293 Even if we allow for a touch of 
exaggeration in the speaker’s words, these comments, while not pointing to character 
defects in Champagnat, certainly point to a sad gap in his educational formation. 
 
Champagnat rose above the limitation of a late education, for his trust in God was firm, 
his purpose in life [page 236]  was strong, and he possessed the assurance that the 
development of his many human talents brought. But always there was a deep quality of 
humility about the man. Father Mayet refers to it: “In a general Retreat of the Society 
made at the minor seminary at Belley, Father Champagnat was commissioned to give 
us a few words of advice. He did so with profound humility, and appeared to be 
extremely ill at ease. Finally, he sent us off before the end of the exercise, saying that he 
did not want to waste our time listening to Him.”294 And Colin, quoting Br Jean-Baptiste 
but evidently agreeing with him, has this to say: 
 
“Father Champagnat at first had a very high regard for Courveille and a very low opinion 
of himself.”295 
 
Champagnat’s respect for and deference to his episcopal superiors grew out of his 
humility Perhaps he relied too much on de Pins in the quest for authorisation, for it 
would have been fairly well known that de Pins, an arch-Bourbon monarchist, had little 
influence with those who mattered in government Education circles. On several 
occasions Champagnat obediently responded to the archbishop’s requests and 
directions, perhaps knowing that there was little chance of success. 
 
Champagnat was not one to give himself airs of gentility The fact that he made no 
pretention to courtly speech and graces probably set up barriers to his finding the pot of 
gold at rainbow’s end — government legal authorisation. Concerning Champagnat’s lack 
of affectation we have good evidence: “Father X. wanted to leave a small parcel at the 
ferry office so that he would not have to traverse the city carrying it. Later on he would 
send a Brother to fetch it. “Give it here, give it to me,” said Champagnat, who was 
already carrying a large parcel. “Look, I am a man of the mountains; it is a Mère 
nothing.” And he took it up and carried both parcels.”296 
 
Champagnat certainly had the good of the Society of Mary at heart, but perhaps he 
over-reacted to the situation at Valbenoîte, where Séon was the man in charge. 
Champagnat’s anguish at what he thought was a poor formation programme for the first 

                                                 
293 Fr Mayet’s account of Fr Maîtrepierre’s words 1842, O.M. II, Doc. 537, Lines 6-11. 
294 Fr Mayet 1845, O.M. II, Doc. 619, Lines 5-9. 
295 Fr Colin’s account of Origins to Fr Jeantin 1869-1870, O.M. III, Doc. 819, Lines 127-128. 
296 Fr Mayet 1845, O.M. II, Doc. 611, Lines 10-16. 
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Marist priests was both [page 237]  heartful and genuine. Nevertheless, Champagnat’s action 
on this occasion must have made the situation awkward for Séon. 
 
Some were of the opinion that Champagnat was overprotective of his Brothers, but we 
have seen how quickly he acted when he was asked to resign in 1837. His comments 
on that occasion indicate a religious who was well accustomed to following the pathway 
of Obedience. The passage given below, rather than being an indication of fault, is in 
reality an indication of the loving care Champagnat had for his men. 
 
“I have seen Fr Champagnat several times. I have spoken to him about your affair with 
keen interest. I see that our superior himself has recommended it to him, but it would 
appear that we get nowhere ... He becomes more and more touchy on all that concerns 
his Brothers. He seems to fear the influence of the priests of the Society on them. What 
is certain, my very dear friend, is that there are only negative responses for us for all that 
we ask of him —under the pretext that it is impossible for him.”297 
 
Father Mazelier had a complaint to make about Champagnat: “One day Father 
Champagnat said to me: 
 
“They reproach me for not always keeping my word. I promise, and then I am unable to 
fulfil.” I understand from these words that he did not intend any malice, but perhaps he 
did not put himself to sufficient trouble to carry out his promise.” 298 
 
We need to bear in mind that neither of the above speakers, Terraillon and Mazelier, 
was an impartial judge, but, if there be some substance in their complaints, we could, 
before final assessment, examine the other scale, in which we find Champagnat’s 
concern for his men, and also (in regard to Mazelier’s criticism) the weighty reality that 
unexpected events do cause delays in meeting promises. 
 
Colin was of the opinion that Champagnat was inclined to be impulsive. There could be 
some truth in this, but another interpretation could be that he was a man of decision. 
Certainly, on some occasions, he showed extreme patience, for example, the Douihlet 
affair. And, although in [page 238]  1830 Colin bridled at Champagnat’s idea of holding an 
election for a central leader without the knowledge of the two bishops, Colin eventually 
settled for just that. On the other hand, Colin’s knowledge of the tricky currents of 
Church affairs helped the Marists, including Champagnat, to trim sail and to steer course 
in such a way that the reefs and shoals of dangerous passages could be avoided. 
 
It was from Colin’s lips, too, that we have a fine tribute to Champagnat’s capacity to lead 
and to achieve. Having first outlined the lack of success in the early years in the 
archdiocese of Lyons, Colin told Father Jeantin: “One alone worked with ardour and 
success — Father Champagnat. He founded and developed the work of the Marist 
teaching Brothers.” 299 

                                                 
297 Letter of Fr Terraillon to Fr Chanut 3/2/183 9, Archives of Marist Fathers. 
298 Fr Mazelier, in Lettres de Marcellin Champagnat, Repertoire, p. 392. 
299 Fr Colin’s account of Origins to Fr Jeantin 1869-1870, O.M. III, Doc. 819, Lines 238-239. 
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Fidelity to the Fourvière Pledge was deeply ingrained in Champagnat. One instance 
illustrating this occurred in 1837 when he was asked to resign his post as superior of the 
Brothers. In his answer he speaks about the “branch of the Marist Brothers which had 
been confided to me in 1816”300 — a clear indication that he was committed to following 
the plan of action of the incipient Society of Mary. He also held strongly to the initial idea 
of the early members of the Society — all branches were to be under the one Superior 
General. 
 
Furthermore, Champagnat played an important role in the development of the priests’ 
branch of the Society. The words of Father Coste, given in an earlier Chapter, are worth 
recalling here: “At this early stage Father Champagnat succeeded by his tenacity in 
restoring life to the branch of the priests in the diocese of Lyon. Insisting on the very real 
needs of the work at the Hermitage, he obtained in succession Father Séon and Father 
Bourdin, thus reconstituting a Marist group of priests and preserving for the main body of 
the Society its supra-diocesan character. It was a master card which the Founder of the 
Brothers played then in the complex game of the Society. It alone would render possible 
subsequent success.”301 
 
Finally, on the theme of the Society as a whole, not the priests’ branch per se, we have 
the words of Pope Benedict XV in [page 239]  the Allocution sent to the Marist Brothers in 
1920. Like Father Coste, the Pope pays a fine tribute to Champagnat’s endeavours on 
behalf of the Society of Mary going so far as to name Champagnat as co-Founder.302 
 
In regard to personal qualities it can be claimed that, although Champagnat had not the 
elegant manners for moving in the circles where favours could be won, he certainly was 
endowed with the common touch. In addition to being a man of God, Champagnat was 
also a man among people. There was a direct, enthusiastic, and human simplicity in his 
drive towards the goals that he believed God called him to attain. Champagnat’s letters 
are for us a journey in the spiritual and human development of a man’s ascent in the 
love of God and of people. The letters are precious jewels in the crown of a Beatus, a 
confessor of Christ who practised “the greatest of these” — love — to a remarkable 
degree. That he was loved in return is evident from the words of a priest staying at the 
Hermitage at the time of Champagnat’s death: “Never was there a prince of this world 
surrounded with such tender care in his last moments.”303 
 
Champagnat’s final message to his followers, his Spiritual Testament, is a most precious 
document. It is a veritable treasure chest. Those who delve within are rewarded with the 
splendid riches of a heart and soul suffused with love of others and with love of God.  
 
REFLECTING THE LORD 
 

                                                 
300 Fr Champagnat Act of Resignation 18/9/183 7, O.M. I, Doc. 416, Lines 4-5. 
301 Origines Maristes, Introduction to Third Part, O.M. I, p. 425. 
302 See Appendix D. 
303 Fr Belhier, Missionary of Valence, quoted in Life of J. B. M. Champagnat, p. 248. 
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All four Marist Founders were, in their own ways and to different degrees, people who, 
throughout the course of their lives, were transformed into reflections of the Lord, this 
change being worked through the operation of the Holy Spirit. It was the kind of 
Pentecost experience mentioned at the beginning of this Chapter. They were people 
putting on the Lord Jesus Christ. And while we cannot be blind to their defects, we may 
in all justice view them in the dazzling sheen of their inner spirit. We may [page 240]  then be 
reminded of what St Paul was writing about when he said, “And we, with our unveiled 
faces reflecting like mirrors the brightness of the Lord, all grow brighter and brighter as 
we are turned into the image that we reflect. This is the work of the Lord who is Spirit.”304 
 
TRAVELLERS IN HOPE 
 
The Marist Founders did not arrive at all the goals towards which they travelled, nor did 
they succeed in all they laboured for, but they were truly travellers in Hope, like the 
woman after whom their Society is named, that woman who travelled with confidence in 
the Lord to the hill country of Judea, to Bethlehem, to Egypt, to Nazareth, to Calvary and 
to the Cenacle.  
 
And it is to a venerated sanctuary of the woman Mary, the old chapel at Fourvière, that 
hallowed spot so central to the family unity which binds the branches of the Society of 
Mary, that Françoise Perroton calls our attention in her letter to Father Poupinel. “Tell 
this good Mother that my name was written by Father Eymard and placed in her golden 
heart, with the names of the missionaries who left in 1845. This good Mother will 
remember me well…”305 For the Marists, then, Mary is their special guide; Fourvière, their 
special “Cenacle”. 
 
That the “good Mother” remembered the Marists well and guided them on their way 
becomes clear to the reader of this book as its pages unfold, giving evidence of the 
assistance of Mary for, and the transforming effect of the Holy Spirit on these pioneer 
Marists. Thus, with such support, and “reflecting the brightness of the Lord”’, the early 
Marists laboured with inner joy and travelled with buoyant Hope. [page 241]  
 
APPENDIX A 
 
(Reference Chapter 1, Note 32) 
 
FOURVIERE PLEDGE 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
 
Spirit. All for the greater glory of God and for the honour of Mary Mother of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 
 
“We the undersigned, wishing to work for the greater glory of God and of Mary Mother of 

                                                 
304 St Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians, 3, 18. 
305 Letter of Sr M. du Mont Carmel (Françoise Perroton) at Futuna to Fr Poupinel at Lyon, September 1862, OPS 294. 
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Our Lord Jesus Christ, declare and write down that we have the sincere intention and 
firm will to consecrate ourselves, as soon as will be opportune, to the institution of the 
most pious congregation of Marists. To this end, and by our present act and our 
signatures, we devote ourselves irrevocably, ourselves and all that we have, as far as 
we can, to the Society of the Blessed Virgin Mary. And we undertake this engagement 
not lightly and childishly, not from any human motive nor for the hope of any temporal 
interest, but seriously, after having maturely reflected upon it, taken counsel, and 
weighed all things before God, for the Glory of God alone and the honour of Mary, 
Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ. We dedicate ourselves to this work with all its troubles, 
work, and suffering, and, if needs be, all torments, being able to do all in Him who 
strengthens us, Our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom by this same act, we promise fidelity in 
the bosom of the most holy Mother, the Catholic and Roman Church, attaching 
ourselves with all our strength to the supreme Head of this same Church, the Roman 
Pontiff, and also to our most Reverend local Bishop, so that we may be good ministers 
of Jesus Christ, nourished by the word of faith and true doctrine which we have received 
through his favour; being confident that under the peaceful and religious rule of our most 
Christian King, this excellent institution will soon come into being. We solemnly promise 
that we will give ourselves and all we [page 243]  have in order to save in whatever way 
possible the souls of men, under the name of the most august Virgin Mary and under 
her auspices, accepting in everything, however, the judgement of our superiors. Praised 
be the Holy and Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary! Amen)).  
 
(Origines Maristes, Vol. I, Doc. 50) 
 
[page 244]   

 

APPENDIX B 
 

APPENDIX B 

 
(References Chapter 5, Note 7; Chapter 6, Note 16) 

 
Letter from Father Champagnat to Mother Saint Joseph at Belley 1832 
 
To Mother St Joseph of the Sisters of Bon Repos at Belley 
 

J.M.J. 

 

Madam Superior, 

 
I am sending you the three girls from St Laurentd’Agny of whom I have spoken to you. 

While they cannot bring in all they would desire in the matter of riches, they bring at least 
a goodwill to do all you would require of them. I have told them that, if they do not bring 
you a perfect renouncement of themselves, a submission proof against all trial, a great 
openness of heart, a steadfast vocation and a true desire to love God in imitation of Mary, 
then they are not to continue their efforts any further. In reply, they have told me that such 
were their sentiments and the desires of their souls. I have told them that you would keep 
this letter in order to recall to them their promises in due time and place. They told me that 
they quite agree and that they are ready to sign all that with their blood, if it were 
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necessary. 
 
They each bring 4 sheets, 12 towels, 6 cleaning-cloths, 24 chemises, 18 handkerchiefs, and all 

their own personal clothing. 
 
The father of the girl Chol would give now 1,400 or 1,500 francs and nothing further, or 400 

francs now and his rights of inheritance after his death. 
 
Marie Buis, 500 francs; 200 on entering and the rest within a year. After her father’s death 

she will receive 2,000 francs. 
 

The girl Pacachard brings 100 francs on entering. The remainder for her board and 
lodging will come in gradually. After the death of her parents she will receive 4,000 
francs. 
 
I can certify that all three of them belong to very worthy parents, all good Christians. 
 
Receive the assurance of my devotedness. 
 
Champagnat P. M. (Marist Priest) 
 
Sup. d. F. (Superior of the Brothers) 
 
(Letters of Father Champagnat, Textes, Doc. 25, end of August, 1832) 
 
APPENDIX C 
 
(Reference Chapter 7, Note 19) 
 
Extracts from 
 
Father Champagnat’s letter to his Sister-in-law 
 
Paris, 16th March, 1838. 
 
Foreign Missions, 
 
Rue de Bac 120. 
 
To Madame Widow Champagnat, Rosey Parish, Marlhes, Canton of St Genis-Malifaux, 
via St Etienne, Loire. 
 
My dear Sister-in-law, 
 
I very much regret having been unable to visit my poor brother during his illness; I did 
not think it was so serious. I was told he was doing better, and it was only a few days 
ago that this news was given to me in Paris. I have offered the Holy Sacrifice for him 
and asked others to do so. I do not doubt for one moment that God has shown him 
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mercy, that He has received his soul into his true peace. How short is this life, how little 
there is to it, and how many miseries are inseparable from it. It seems to me only a 
couple of days since we all gathered together in the same house where you live arid will 
continue to live for some time yet, God willing.... 
 
My dear Sister-in-law, the one whom you mourn, and I also mourn for him, although he 
has not left you great wealth, has left you and his children the example of a truly 
Christian life, and it is on this score that I love to recall that he was my brother. I never 
go to the altar without thinking of him.... 
 
As soon as I get back from Paris I will come and see you. Meanwhile tell all the family 
how attached I am to you. Tell Margot that I am looking forward to making his 
acquaintance, and that I am very pleased that he will be your support in old age. Tell my 
two nephews that I will receive them at the Hermitage any time they want to come. I 
wish for you all not riches, but a good conscience and ardent love for God. May Jesus 
and Mary be your sole joy. Pray for me and for the success of my endeavours. I have 
been in Paris for more than two months and I expected to stay here only one month. 
 
My business is still not finished; it is quite possible I may still be here at Easter. With 
God’s help, I really expect to succeed in this venture. I am keeping very well; time does 
not weigh heavily on me. If God so willed, I would stay here the rest of my days. 
 
The cold is making itself felt in Paris, although it hasn’t snowed. A bucket of water costs 
as much as 15 sous. Several people have been found dead from cold. 
 
Goodbye, my dear relatives. 
 
I have the honour to be entirely yours, devotedly and affectionately, 
 
Champagnat. 
 
Sup. of the M. B. 
 
(Letters of Father Champagnat, Vol. I, Textes, Doc. 180, 16/3/1838) 
 
APPENDIX D 
 
(Reference Chapter 10, Note 22) 
 
Extract from 
 
Allocution of Pope Benedict XV in reply to the Address petitioning the Decree on the 
Heroism in the Practice of the virtues by the Venerable Marcellin Joseph Benedict 
Champagnat (Rome, July 11, 1920). 
 
“From the earliest years of his training for the priesthood, he hastened by his desires the 
foundation of a society whose sole object would be to spread the Gospel and to give the 
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children a Christian education. This is why, not only was he eager to join the Society of 
Mary at its foundation, but was such a zealous and prominent member of it, that he may 
rightly be regarded as its cofounder. Futhermore, he felt that masters not bound by 
priestly duties would be better fitted to giving religious instruction to children. 
Consequently, he anticipated the work of the Marist Fathers, and with the object of 
preserving the faith of the children, more especially those living in country districts, he 
founded the Institute of the Little Brothers of Mary”. 
 
(Quoted in “Life of Father Champagnat”, Desclee and Co., Tournai, Belgium, 1947, page 
624) 
 
[page 249]   
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