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Forward

Father Hoffer has written a precious synthesis of Chaminadean spirituality.
 Since John Chevaux is considered, throughout the Marianist tradition, to be a “true” son of Father Chaminade, I could have traced his spiritual physiognomy by following the plan of that book. But that is not the purpose of the present work; it seeks rather to underline the manner in which Father Chaminade accompanied in the spiritual life a religious who entrusted himself to his guidance.

It is clear that it was not possible to separate such an activity from a whole series of concomitant events. For Father Chevaux, Chaminade is also the founder of the Society of Mary and is his  superior. On the other hand, Chaminade sees in Chevaux not only a humble religious, docile, malleable, but also the Master of Novices, Director of the community, and counselor of other religious. This spiritual direction is, therefore, a complex relationship and moves within a considerable number of associated problems.

In my research and in the use of documents I have, to the extent possible, limited myself to those which related directly to the object to be demonstrated; that is, to the correspondence between the protagonists of our story during the long period of their spiritual closeness
 and to some other writings very presumably known and used by both of them. As a strictly chronological development would have been fragmented and somewhat boring, I have most often distributed the material according to themes. I believe this is most useful for understanding a thought and a method of direction that, in fact, never received definitive formulation and which, therefore, could not be subjected to precise analysis.

Besides, the founder of the Marianists is known more as a man of action: action, moreover, inspired by a great docility to the Spirit and an exceptional awareness of the signs of the times, and always joined to a decisive will to retain the essential. What is, for him, fundamental in the spiritual life is this: allowing oneself to be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ in the womb of the maternal tenderness of the Virgin Mary and to work here on earth with the unique vision of eternal salvation. And to do that with a “life totally in God: laborious, common, obscure, interior, of faith,”
 “faith of the heart,” as he preferred to name it.

Whether Father Chaminade’s spiritual direction was prudent and efficacious may be discerned from the following testimony: “… Father Chevaux encountered that simple and benevolent language with which he knew how to say everything, to make all acceptable, without ever wounding, without ever discouraging. Who knows how many persons he was able, depending on the need, to lift up, to strengthen, to re-direct, to save from the depths of the abyss, or to launch into the magnificent ways of perfection!”

The chief benefit of a good direction is that it produces peace and tranquility;
 and these, completely interiorized, will inevitably overflow onto others.

INTRODUCTORY  CHAPTER:

 Before they met

I. William Joseph Chaminade

1. Early years and adolescence

William Chaminade was born April 8, 1761, in Périgueux, capital of the former Périgord and today of the department of Bordogna. His parents, Blaise and Catherine Béthon, were cloth merchants and members of the middle-classes of the province. Even in Périgueux, a small city of 15,000 inhabitants, the religious situation displayed a vague and tolerant faith, lacking both high and low points, yet not lacking some examples of authentic Christian practice.

Blaise Chaminade in particular was known, among other things, for having keep his business closed in a city in which all the merchants keep open shop even on festive days.
 Certainly, the entire family was deeply Christian, and the development of priestly vocations within it is the most convincing proof.

We know little of William’s childhood. In his letters there are some memoirs, provided as edification or encouragement for his correspondents. They reveal a child like so many others, but educated with great care by his mother and his older sister, with all the attentions and signs of predilection which are often reserved in a family for the last-born.

From his mother above all he had inherited “ his gentleness, his affability, his moderation, his great prudence, and, above all, his religious education. He was at his mother’s side while she prayed; he went to church with her… It was at her knee that he learned to recite the Creed, his favorite prayer … Finally, it was to his mother that he owed his devotion to Mary, a devotion at once sensitive and strong -- it would be the soul of his holiness, the purpose of his apostolate, and his great means of captivating souls.”

At the age of ten, in 1771, he received the sacrament of Confirmation and it was at that time, in keeping with the customs of that period, that he chose the name of Joseph, in honor of the spouse of the Virgin. He preferred that name even to the baptismal one. In the same year, he entered as a student in the collège of the Congregation of St. Charles at Mussidan. There, together with his brother Louis who had preceded him two years before, he came under the guidance of John Baptist, the eldest of the Chaminade children.
 “The holy men of Mussidan,” as the people called the Chaminade brothers at the beginning of the Revolution, also became members of the Congregation of St. Charles. They brought it to its greatest development
 and made of their collège “one of the better schools of piety and knowledge.”

The long stay at Mussidan of almost un-interrupted twenty years was a fruitful one for young Chaminade. Under the guidance of his oldest brother, who was always for him a master listened to and venerated, William pursued a good scientific and philosophical preparation. He also learned from him mental prayer, and attentiveness and availability to the voice of the Lord. Into his hands, he professed the private vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience when he was barely fourteen years of age.

While at Mussidan, William Joseph experienced a visible sign of the protection of the most blessed Virgin: quite seriously injured in one foot and unresponsive to medical treatment, he turned with confidence to Mary and obtained from her an immediate cure.

For his theological studies in preparation for priestly ordination he passed a year in Bordeaux (1781-1782), at the end of which he received the minor Orders. He returned to Mussidan to take up again his usual work. He was, in fact, too young to receive the sub-diaconate or the doctorate; he had to wait until his twenty-fourth year as was required by the canonical legislation of the times. In the autumn of 1784, shortly after the ordination to the sub-diaconate, he was in Paris. He lived with the Sulpitian community of Laon, at that time under the direction of the saintly priest, Peter Nicholas Psalmon, who was martyred for the faith in 1792.

In 1785, having returned to Mussidan with the title of Doctor of Theology received from the Paris Collège de Navarra, William Joseph was ordained priest. He took up again the office of steward, a task which required great shrewdness because of the all-too-modest revenue to be administered. To this he naturally added the various activities of the sacred ministry and, probably, also of teaching.

The Congregation of Saint Charles was still living the fervor of its foundation. To some extent, its limited development contributed to this, as did the contemporaneous presence of positive elements such as the Chaminade brothers. It was an example of a religious life certainly not easily found in the ecclesiastical institutions of the times, but an indication, among others, of decline and rebirth already visible in the years immediately preceding the great Revolution, as recent works seem to demonstrate.


In that same period was being formed a generation of people which would assure the survival of Catholicism during the revolutionary crises, and which would make possible the rebirth of the 19th century. Yet it is clear that the Revolution occurred before the renewal was able to bear its fruits. It changed profoundly the problems which were facing the Church.

***************************

I. William Joseph Chaminade

2. Revolution and exile

The Revolution had begun only a few months before, when W. Joseph Chaminade was deprived of the experienced and sure guide who had supported him to that time. The death of his brother, John Baptist, on January 24, 1790, marked the beginning of ten years of uncertainty, of dangers, and of persecution which the young priest of Périgueux was to pass through with the courage of confessors of the faith.

In February, 1791, having refused to pledge submission to the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, he lost the benefit of subsistence from his family which had been destined for him at the time of his ordination as deacon, in keeping with canonical provisions; even his benefits from the collège of Mussidan were confiscated. Remaining at Mussidan became extremely perilous because he was too well known. He therefore moved to Bordeaux, in the suburbs of the city, judging that the capital of the South West would still be favorable to the exercise of the priestly ministry.

Chaminade was of a peaceful nature. He had been raised to respect all legitimate authority and had never given the caretakers of public order any occasion to be concerned about him. But his priestly zeal and his professional distrust of the police ended up in provoking some “confrontations,” more or less desirable, depending on one’s point of view.

Chaminade’s biographers have stressed, with numerous incidents, his courage as an intrepid priest, always one step from the guillotine, escaping every time thanks to his presence of mind, the cleverness of some friend, and, undoubtedly, through a particular protection of Province and a miraculous intervention of the Virgin.
 Dressed in various disguises, he went wherever there was need of him.

There were only about twenty priests still in Bordeaux, but they were well directed in their extraordinary fragmentation by the vicar-general of Bordeaux, the Reverend Joseph Boyer, successor of the martyred Langoiran. In his “Rules for the exercise of the sacred ministry,”
 which Boyer had promulgated, he stressed, among other things, the importance of the apostolic role of the laity. There are statements like the following: “Lay people, in every age but especially in times of persecution, have served the Church with the greatest success: the ministers, therefore, shall seek out carefully among the faithful of their flock those who, strong in their faith, instructed and full of zeal, wish to share their solicitude for the salvation of souls.”
 For Chaminade, too, seeking out and encouraging such collaboration between clergy and laity was a constant characteristic of all his apostolic initiatives.

Did the fall of Robespierre mark the end of the Terror? Had more favorable days finally arrived? Chaminade seemed to believe so; he decided to come out into the open and take up anew the liturgical functions in an oratory within the city. But peace was short-lived, and many priests had to return to the underground. The most impelling preoccupation then for the ecclesiastical authorities was that of encouraging the return to the Church of “constitutional” priests. That seemed the only way to realistically oppose the accommodating policy of the Directory which claimed that the “non-juring” priests should share the church openly with the unfaithful and schismatic priests.
 The solicitude of the Church for the lapsed priests drew toward her the sympathy of many Christians, clearly overwhelmed by the merciful expression of a mother whose suffering has made her more understanding and blessed with serene kindness. The numerous Manuals composed for the instruction of the “missionaries” charged with restoring the faith in France indicated the model to be followed: Cyprian, the holy bishop of Carthage. They recommended a prudent pastoral behavior and conveyed a deeply human attitude, signs of a profound psychological insight.

Chaminade’s natural temperament inclined rather to rigidity; his judgment was always determined by the law, by norms. But it had, with the trials of life, acquired a more spontaneous kindness and a wisdom to be at once both understanding and firm without violating his conscience. In this way, having been delegated the powers of Penitentiary, between 1795 and 1797 he fostered the conversion and rehabilitation of a considerable number of constitutional priests.

During those same months (the young priest was among the most visible and most esteemed of the city), he acquired the fervent disciples who later would be the most dependable supports of his works. One of them wrote: “I have met the priest I have so long been seeking. He is a saint. He will be my guide and he will be my model.”
 This evaluation is of interest for it places us face to face with a director of souls who is revealed at peace and in command of himself. He encourages by his very sureness, “he knows how to take immediately the measure of the soul he is guiding. He marks the work done; he points out the weaknesses; he directs one anew toward the object: the highest perfection sought in the ordinary roads, through a complete renunciation in order to entrust oneself completely to God and to the guide chosen by God.”

He is not a clairvoyant. He intervenes only when he has a clear vision; once sure of himself, he does not turn back. Is this a matter of divine revelation? Certainly he gave prudent consideration to all his decisions in prayer. He says so himself in a letter written thirty years later which refers to his constant practice: “Before taking up my pen, I wanted to seek some further information. There was some difficulty because of the approach of the mail carrier. I got down on my knees. I felt all that I said … After having written, and without rereading what I have written, I am in still greater peace and more satisfied.”

At springtime in 1797, after a victory by the moderates, the return to religious peace seemed definitive. The decree of expulsion against the emigrated priests was withdrawn and they wasted no time in re-entering into France. Worship was resumed in public oratories and Chaminade re-opened his in Rue Sainte-Eulalie 14. Without warning, on September 4 of the same year, the Jacobins returned to power: all the laws against the emigrated priests were re-enacted and many of them returned into exile, Chaminade among them. But why, since he had never left French territory? The police of the Revolution never succeeded in putting hand on him during the time of the Terror. So they had put him on the list of emigrants.
 His efforts to have his name removed had proved fruitless.

So it was that he left for Spain, heading for Saragossa where he arrived October 11, vigil of the feast of Our Lady of the Pillar, the great patroness of Aragon and of Spain. Many other French priests had found temporary refuge there. Chaminade remained there three years, supported by the local clergy and by the work of his hands. He modeled plaster statues representing the Madonna and the saints, and sold them to pilgrims.

But the greater part of his time he spent in study and prayer, and in meetings with his fellow exiles discussing on the nature of the ministry they would take up again once they returned to France. From time to time, he visited the religious communities of Saragossa and its surroundings, as he had done before in other circumstances, in order to learn their rules and their style of life. Above all, he prayed, passing long hours at the feet of the miraculous pillar. It was during one of those visits that he is thought to have seen “in an instant” what was to be his future work.

***************************

I. William Joseph Chaminade

3. New people for new times

On his return from exile, toward the end of 1800, he began to put into action that “something really worth while” which he had thought to do for the glory of Jesus.
 Rich experience and an acutely insightful mind enabled him to judge clearly the new situation, indeed the new epoch, inaugurated by the Revolution. At the same time, he studied the institutions of the past in order to take up again whatever might still be alive and enlivening. But he would leave behind whatever had become archaic, so that it would not be a burden slowing down the process of renewal of society in a Christian direction. Prudence advised against explicit reference to the theology and the organization of the “constitutional Church,”
 but he took account of it, just as he adopted the changes of the Revolution which he considered as progress even for the thought and the practice of the Church.

As a youth, Father Chaminade had been a member of the Marian sodality inspired and directed by the Jesuits. He was convinced that those institutions, with suitable innovation, would respond fully to the needs of his times. He therefore decided to take his inspiration largely from them and to become their legitimate heir. With time, though, the Marian Sodality of Bordeaux showed, on comparison with the traditional ones, such substantial differences that it would be seen as an original creation.
 It must be pointed out that the sodality began before the Concordat between Napoleon and the Holy See, and was already located in a sufficiently clear context: that in which we see the exercise of the “apostolic missionaries.”
 The missionary movement, or at least a goodly part of its members, carried the conviction that in order to Christianize France it was not necessary to simply restore, and at once, the structure of the past. What was needed was a basic change in the structure of pastoral ministry.

Chaminade had returned into France with the title of Missionary Apostolic and it seemed to him that “there was no better way of exercising these functions than by establishing a sodality like the one now existing.”

He therefore approached the young men, priests and laity, and, among the latter, the most diverse categories: students, artisans, the independently employed. He wanted to reach the masses, but the first sodalists were undoubtedly chosen for their qualities since the edifice had to be based on a solid foundation and because events did not point to a greatly reassuring future. He, therefore, undertook a prudence program of recruitment; yet, in little more than a year, in 1802, the sodalists of Bordeaux had already reached a hundred. Their association seemed complete in both life and organization. In Chaminade’s mind, though, these were to be only the first stones in a complex building. The feminine section began March 25, 1801. It witnessed a notable expansion and, though less visible in its style, it undertook works of incalculable fruitfulness.

The external doings were common to both masculine and feminine branches: the same success, the same life-style, the same direction. In developing the structures, the sodality of young men was by far the more creative, but the apostolic and societal undertakings ranked very high in both.

To these two groups others were added. Very soon some adults, deciding to give public testimony to their Christian belief, were admitted into the sodality. Yet, it was obvious that their age and their professional and family commitments would not allow them to participate in the life of the association without serious inconvenience. Would the movement have continued without them?

Father Chaminade had never concealed his preferences: charm and energy belong to the younger generation! But he was also convinced that the young, once they have reached a mature age, would more easily retain the ideals loved in youth by remaining within the ambiance of the sodality. So it was that, in May of 1803, he organized a special section named “Association of the Fathers of Families.” It had as its primary purpose “edification in piety and the support of the young men in civil society.”

Similarly, the women, the mothers of families, received from Father Chaminade the creation of a section of their own, known as the “Ladies of the Retreat” by reason of the practice of a spiritual retreat which brought them together once a month.

There was also a fifth section of only priests, probably inaugurated in 1804, after they had become numerous within the sodality. Originally they had been part of the two masculine sections. Their presence within the association was one of edification and encouragement for the lay members, and a confirmation of the clergy’s appreciation of Chaminade’s work. The Archbishop had at first insisted with the missionary apostolic to take on the direction of a parish; some two hundred parishes of the extensive diocese were without priests. However, he came to appreciate the decisive role the Marian sodality could play in the religious renewal of the city and wanted its director to remain at his post to prevent the impetus of the movement from faltering. Moreover, he did not hesitate to solicit the interest of the Napoleonic government. He wrote: “this valuable sodality needs to be encouraged both by the political and police elements of society, as well as those of religion.”
 Matters might have gone differently.

As we follow the development of the sodality, we must not overlook the fact that behind the five sections, that is, in their heart, there is always the vigilant and orderly mind of the ardent missionary apostolic. The sodality of Bordeaux aspired to be a supra-parochial association, open to all the young people of the city. Chaminade was in fact convinced that first there must be created fervent communities, and, only after that, the reorganization of the parishes. The young people united in the sodality would effectively have experienced the missionary “moment,” as formerly the Apostles had in the communities of the primitive church. Was not the Church, coming out of the revolution, in a “missionary mode”? Why have any illusion? He was following one of his intuitions.

However, the bishops, after the Concordat, gave their priority to the re-organization of the parishes. In Bordeaux, Archbishop d’Aviau proceeded with a difficult and delicate work of restructuring. The method foreseen by the Concordat of 1802, and the governmental arrangements created a completely new and problematic situation.
 No less difficult was the task of providing for the recruitment and formation of future priests. In this area, too, the role of Chaminade’s young movement proved decisive: when the seminary opened, all its personnel, teachers and students, was drawn from the sodality.

Directly or indirectly, the Marian sodality was at the origin of all the pastoral initiatives, of the revival of religious institutes, of the works of social assistance in the city and sometimes even beyond the limits of the city or the diocese.
 In addition, Chaminade and his young people began educational works in favor of the lower classes. He himself solicited the return to Bordeaux of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, helping them both materially and spiritually.

It is to two of his followers that we owe the institution of a new teaching group.
 Another work that was to have a great development, and is still in existence, was that of the Misericorde for the reform of women who had lived a dissolute life. It was begun and directed with great success by Mlle Thérèse de Lamourous, spiritual daughter of Father Chaminade since the years of the Terror.

The sodality of Bordeaux had provided to these (and other institutions too numerous to mention) the greater number, and abundantly so, of their members, precisely at the time that it itself had greater need for their collaboration. A constant growth, until 1805, had resulted in a membership above five hundred, and we can easily imagine the difficulty of confiding such a multitude to leaders who were inexperienced or not zealous enough. The crisis seemed insurmountable. Chaminade, in order not “to lose the fruit of my past efforts,”
 thought of forming a nucleus of twelve members capable of keep alive the spirit of the sodality. The “Reunion of the Twelve” fortunately remained only a plan. Renewal was not long in coming, thanks, above all, to new elements arising in the “nursery” of the movement.

The class of “postulants” brought together young boys of twelve to sixteen years of age. It was producing the best fruit for the sodality properly so-called and was guaranteeing its natural growth. The leaders of 1806-07 had no reason to envy the workers of the first hours.

To enlarge as much as possible the basis of the good was then Chaminade’s prioritized course. The disciples themselves, after their departure from the sodality to go to the diocesan seminary or the convents, were present just about everywhere, operated as “persons sent on permanent mission.” Rather than weakening the association, they strengthened it, thus becoming a fount of benediction: “we play the game of ‘losers winners,’”
 the missionary apostolic could say not without some pride.

Just as it was moving forward on the road to a solid and durable stability, the sodality underwent a unforeseen halt. The relations of Napoleon and the Church had never been easy. But, from the moment of the imperial coronation, a movement of resistance, guided by the thinking of the Pope, made clear the desire of the French Catholics to put a limit to the absolutist claims of the Emperor.

In 1809 the tension reached its height. The extraordinary resistance of Spain to the Napoleonic invasion and the economic difficulties encouraged opposition to the regime. Napoleon were concerned about the resurgence of the ultramontane sentiment in favor of the Holy See. The humiliation inflicted on Pius VII in the whole affair of the imperial coronation provoked, in fact, the arrival of a slow but irresistible movement of revenge. To the hostility now in the open Napoleon answered immediately by ordering the annexation, pure and simple, of Rome.
 That was followed by the deposition and incarceration of the Pontiff. Pius VII thereupon wrote a Bull of excommunication of the Emperor. Some persons, more or less associated with the Marian sodalities of Paris and Bordeaux, assumed the task of smuggling the papal Bull into France, and succeeded despite the careful vigilance of Fouché (Napoleon’s chief of police). Other sodalists assumed the task of copying it and distributing it.

At that point, the police intercepted some items and claimed to have discovered a very serious intrigue, to have broken up a vast conspiracy. In fact the police, in order to acquire credibility with public opinion, exaggerated a case that, in itself, was relatively small. The Emperor, annoyed by the fervor of “this cabal of altar boys” (as he termed the sodalities), finally had the needed pretext for taking action against it. He decided on a complete suppression of all such groups.

Father Chaminade protested of the innocence of his association. Its usefulness had been attested to on many occasions by the civil and religious authorities; its meetings had always been open to the public and anyone could testify that political discussions had always been avoided in them.
 His protests were in vain. All meetings were forbidden. Officially, the sodality of Bordeaux remained suppressed until the fall of the Empire; in fact, it continued without interruption, but also without any public display. Chaminade had sown well, and he could say of the sodality:

Since its suppression the virtue of its former members is less doubtful. They conduct themselves very well, as a rule. There must not be many among them who have forgotten their consecration to the Blessed Virgin.

Though sincerely concerned with the interests of the Church, Chaminade, burdened with his apostolic work, followed with prudent reserve the political changes. He continued being the ecclesiastical superior of the Misericorde and, until 1811, also of the Brothers of Christian Schools. He did not limit himself to supervising, but exercised a very active authority, preaching retreats and giving religious instruction and spiritual direction. For his part, the Archbishop had confided to him various charges, associating him with his own concern for the needs of the Church. In return, he received understanding and encouragement to be always an intrepid defender of the interests of religion.

Still, his most absorbing occupation continued to be in favor of the sodalists: “he is at their disposition for the direction of conscience and many go to him.”

***************************

I. William Joseph Chaminade

4. Originality of a master of the spiritual life

The suppression of the Marian sodality leads us to interrupt the narrative. This allows us to use the occasion to make more precise Chaminade’s role within the youth movement he had promoted.

Beyond a man of action, the missionary apostolic knew well that apostolic action, in order to be truly effective, must strike deep roots and be nourished by faith. For this faith to be enlightened and purified and strengthened there is need of instruction and contemplation. This is how he himself understood his role:

The director, in directing the ensemble, really runs everything. I had the sodalists understand that, in principle, they formed a body, but one which should be full of life; and so there is not one who, since then, does not look upon the director as the soul of that body in regard to the functions he has to accomplish, but all look upon him as a tender father in the midst of a numerous family

Not to be forgotten are the nefarious effects of the Revolution, especially the widespread religious indifference. Having to deal with young people sorely lacking in religious instruction, Chaminade’s challenge was to provide some remedy to such lack. He promoted a close and orderly union of religious formation and apostolic activity which was, in fact, one of the most characteristic notes of the sodality of Bordeaux. The instruments most commonly used for this purpose were the Dialogs and Discussions on religion and on morality.
 These are written by the sodalists themselves, but “they have been seen and approved by the director who is responsible for the teaching of the Church, of which he is the representative and the minister.”
 In addition there were the Instructions given on the occasion of a feast, and the Retreats, in Chaminade’s own writing. Of them he wrote: “they are very rough notes, some extracts or portions of extracts.”

These writings, all from the imperial days, moreover “do not seek to investigate doctrinal questions in depth nor to sift out truths from the currents of his time..”
 He limits himself to giving “spiritual direction to men and women who took seriously their need to live as Christians.”

We have seen how, as a youth, he had tried the Ignatian method of mental prayer, and that he later came to know the Sulpician method. It is possible that his personal experience, or perhaps the reading of an author such as Guillaume François Berthier,
 added to his system an important element: the spirit of faith. This can grow until it becomes a structure of the personality of the believer, as the revealed truth takes deeper root in his soul.

In any case, it is one thing to live which has been learned during a period of formation and through study, or even with meditation according to accepted Church tradition; and quite another thing, to be a good director of souls, a good master of prayer. How, for example, does one form to meditation young sodalists desirous of growing in the spiritual life? Certainly not by simply applying methods that are taught, but, rather, by adapting them to their spiritual needs. Chaminade tried out various directions. That is why the diverse elements which he drew from a multi-century tradition, while not being merely an amalgam of doctrines, had not yet, at that time, been fashioned into a harmonious systematization.

Such was the first step. Soon after, just at the end of the Napoleonic era, he could say that “the sodalists can be directed to the highest perfection with the practice of the evangelical counsels.”
 A certain number of young persons were asking to emit the vows of religion and to commit themselves to a precise program of spiritual life. The following text makes clear the religious task of a young man of fourteen years:


Great honesty. Kindness and firmness of character. Frequenting of the sacraments. Zeal for the glory of God. Sincere trust in the protection of the Most Holy Virgin, etc. St. Joseph, pray for us … Holy Angels, pray for us! Read some lines of the Gospel, keeping to the order of the four gospels. Brief examination of conscience, in the evening. At midday, ejaculatory prayer: “The most just and most high and most holy will of God be done, praised, and eternally exalted in all things.”

The same sodalist, in 1812, underlining the importance of mental prayer, noted:

if at some time I am not able to make vocal prayer without omitting meditation, I would omit the former by preference.

An activity suggested even to simple sodalists: “they were encouraged to make a quarter hour of meditative reading (mixed meditation) each morning.”
 In addition, Father Chaminade preached, every year, a retreat for all the sodalists, and meditation was an obligatory topic. He made specific its method, insisting on preparation and the exercising of the faculties: memory, intellect, and will; and on an examen at the end of the prayer.

***************************

I. William Joseph Chaminade

5. The religious foundations

The fall of Napoleon led to the immediate renewal of the meetings of the sodality at the Madeleine.
 The young men undertook a feverish activity, especially as to purpose and organization, revising their statutes and rules. They established new criteria governing election procedures, the distribution of responsibilities, the holding of councils, and keeping of registers. There was a truly young impatience for making up for lost time, and a desire for expressing all that, for long years, had matured in the workshops of souls.

Meanwhile, the sodality extended itself beyond the confines of the diocese of Bordeaux. But we must go back a bit in years. In 1808, Father Chaminade was put in touch with Mlle Adele de Trenquelléon
 who was directing, in the diocese of Agen, an association of friends. He became her esteemed advisor. Chaminade affectionately called this reunion of young women “the cherished third group.”
 Since this group had not come to the notice of the police it continued to exist even during the dark years of the suppression of sodalities.

The young women were of quality and Father Chaminade wished to make them “missionaries.” He briefed them on all the customs of the sodality of Bordeaux. He sent them, on various occasions, copies of the Manual of the Servant of Mary, a precious book which contained the prayers, indulgences, and norms of the sodality. The affiliation of this group with the sodality probably took place in 1815. From Bordeaux the missionary apostolic directed and encouraged:


Be faithful, my dear child, to your calling. Work at increasing the family of Mary, but take care, while swelling its number, not to neglect nourishing the piety of the older members and helping them to grow in virtue and in fervor.

After 1814 Chaminade could have been able to restore the religious state as it had been before the Revolution. He did not do so at once because he had not yet found a formula which would not de-nature the sodality. His first thought about the “state of religious living in the world” 
 was that it would continue to exist within the sodality itself, not to impede it but to rejuvenate it. The young religious would remain true sodalists. In fact, he wrote: “The religious state, formed within the sodality, is only a more perfect way of fulfilling from within their own consecration to the Most Holy Virgin.”
 The State existed among the young men, the young women, the Ladies of the Retreat, and the Fathers of Families, and drew recruits as long as the sodality was in exist.
 Gradually, the choice was made for community life. From the “state” of the young women was born, in 1816 at Agen, the Institute of the Daughters of Mary; and the following year, in Bordeaux, that of the young men, the Society of Mary. Born from the sodality, the religious institutes were to remain within it, at its service, with the same purpose: re-Christianization of society.

For Father Chaminade, solicitude for and constant preoccupation with the numerous family of sodalists had to progressively diminish in favor of the religious families. This was another paternity which was to absorb his energy for more than thirty years. In the midst of all kinds of troubles, both economic and political, he resisted the temptation toward a frenetic activity which the needs of the times and the fervor of the initial foundations unavoidably would have required. Greatly inspired by their “Good Father,”
 the sons and daughters persistently turned to him for guidance, in keeping with the spirit of the foundation, to the highest perfection. This was the fundamental demand of every consecrated life which Chaminade recalled frequently, and with striking expressions. In 1838, he wrote:


Let us not be half-religious, for such religious end by not being religious at all, even if they were three-fourths religious. Such can hardly hope for heaven, because only the just enter there, and “just” is synonymous with “saint.”

Among the many religious of the Society of Mary who placed themselves under his direction and tried to live by his spirit in order to attain holiness, John Chevaux was distinguished for his great humility and docility.

***************************

II. John Chevaux

John Chevaux
 was born at Jouhe, a village of the French Jura, September 4, 1796. He was raised in a modest family where an austere patriarchy dominated. His education was seen to especially by his mother who inspired in him a tender devotion to the Madonna, very much venerated in her parish.
 When he was ten and a half years old, on March 22, 1807, he received his first Communion. “This date, as was true also for that of his Baptism and, later, those of his religious profession and his priestly ordination, appears in his personal spiritual diary. These days were celebrated every year with a great piety and gratitude, as moments on which he had received the greatest gifts from God.”

Gifted with good intellectual qualities he was sent for classical studies under the guidance of a priest who had taken the oath of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and who, after his rehabilitation, make great efforts to do good. He had gathered together some forty young men whom he guided individually or in groups, some of whom later became priests. The style of life of these students was extremely simple. Young Chevaux learns how to impose on himself penances and privations. He continued the practice during his entire life, even when sick or advanced in age.

At the end of his study of the humanities, he went to Besançon to follow, as a day student, classes of theology at the major seminary.
 The extern theology students lived in small groups with families recommended or authorized to give them hospitality. For the most part it was up to them to provide their own sustenance and to organize their common study in some room best suited for the purpose. “In our bedrooms we studied, prepared our lessons, commented on the lectures of the previous day, discussed, carried on veritable theological conferences.”

Chevaux profited greatly from this arrangement. He made progress in his studies and in his esteem for those he met. One of his companions noted: “Chevaux always distinguished himself by his uprightness of judgment, by his great piety, by the seriousness of his bearing and his behavior always motivated by charity and ecclesiastical spirit. This is how he was seen by his superiors and was considered a good student of the seminary.”
 However, considering himself unworthy of the priesthood, he was unwilling to proceed to Orders and returned to his family.

He placed himself at the service of a venerated priest, a certain Moutrille, elderly and devoured by cancer. The two developed close ties of affection and mutual appreciation. So much so that, when Chevaux, attracted to the religious life, wanted to realize his desire by entering the Society of Mary, the old priest rebelled at the thought of being separated from the wise and foresighted young man whom he considered his only faithful support. Chevaux, not knowing which way to turn, sought and found advice from a priest in Besançon who sent him the following letter. Here we can find the dispositions of the young Chevaux, his fears, and a soul inclined to scruples. The reverend Curnot wrote:


It seems to me to be a great work of charity that you are performing by offering your service to a debilitated priest who asks it with such insistence. It also seems to me that, if after some months after you have entered at Saint Remy
 you would learn that the reverend Moutrille is poorly taken care of, that he wants you back, and that your absence risks shortening his days, you would ask and obtain permission to go to his aid. But is it a wise thing to anticipate this return?

Another reason, even more important, recommends patience: the people must not be given a pretext for discrediting religion or the religious life. Chevaux feared to compromise his eternal salvation by remaining in the world. Curnot continues:


That the world presents you with certain risks; that the sight of certain persons, that your present situation if you stay, expose you to certain temptations … alas! where would you not have them in this miserable world? I do not think you find yourself in what is properly called a “proximate occasion” of sin. With the help of God, which you can and must hope for, remaining in your present situation with the advice you find here, you can very well not succumb and you will find enough support so that you will have nothing with which to reproach yourself for not having carried out a decision which the circumstances have changed, or have at least postponed the execution.

Now it was necessary “to be patient another year, or until the old Moutrille is no longer of this world.”
 Chevaux followed this advice. In fact, he had to wait only a few months. In the autumn of 1825 he appeared at Saint Remy and asked to be admitted among the novices of the Society of Mary. To the one who welcomed him, he said he did not know in what way he might be useful, but he would do all he could by working the fields.
 But the truth was quickly found out. “This young man, slim and modest, had come on foot from his native lands carrying a small sum of money to pay for his novitiate, and on one shoulder the small package of clothing which concealed a completed seminary education.

CHAPTER  ONE: Spiritual Direction

1. Need for spiritual direction

Together with many other spiritual authors, Chaminade is convinced of the need for direction of conscience. The matter seems to him to be self-evident and there is no need to have recourse to many proofs of a psychological nature to justify his reasoning. On this subject, too, he finds the roots and solutions in Scripture. A verse from the prophet Hosea
 and the episode of the Acts of the Apostles
 about the disciple Anania, whom the Lord chooses and sends to Paul to show him his will, offer Chaminade reliable and sufficient elements to convince the hearer of the necessity of spiritual direction.

Because life is full of difficulties, and humans are often beset by indecision, “a judge is needed. Now, no one should be judge is his own case. We must therefore have recourse to a director who indicates the will of God for us. We seek one out, and we find peace because we can be sure that that is the will of God, and whoever does the will of God is in peace.”

***************************

Chapter One, Spiritual Direction

2. Choosing a spiritual guide

We select these few sentences from a conference of 1826 which Chevaux had copied for himself. The humble religious, undergoing a continual struggle against a feeling of distrust of himself, desired nothing more than to entrust himself to the guidance of an experienced man, calm and patient. He had just recently completed his novitiate under the direction of the excellent Charles Rothéa, a priest to whom the early Marianist generations owed much. Why did not Chevaux chose him as spiritual father? A short description of Rothéa’s spiritual, moral, and religious character may suggest a plausible answer.

He had been pastor at Sainte-Marie-aux-Mines. Feeling oppressed by the pastoral responsibility, he wanted to take refuge in the religious life. So, in 1821, he entered into the Society of Mary. Two years of formation in Bordeaux under the direction of the founder himself rooted deeply in him the spirit of the Society. In 1823, Rothéa was sent to Saint Remy in charge of the religious life of the new community. He was also charged with welcoming and directing the postulants and novices who soon applied for admission.

Following the teaching and example of Chaminade and with the help of a “Method” elaborated in the first years of the Society and successively improved,
 he was able to transmit to the young men an enthusiasm for the religious life. He met often with the novices in personal interviews, arousing their fervor, their simplicity, their trust. He was himself all cordiality and kindness, and considered that approach as the best foundation for a good direction.

But, though he was at ease in guiding the novices and in animating the religious of the community, he was extremely hesitant in resolving administrative and disciplinary challenges. He was aware of this and suffered because of it. Besides, was it not this very feeling of incompetence that led him to quit the parish in favor of retiring into the religious life?

Because of circumstances and the lack of suitable personnel Chaminade, though he knew Rothéa well,
 often had to turn to him for responsible positions; this inevitably caused him great suffering. This consequence was more than apparent, and Chevaux greatly appreciated the humility and mortification of his confrere. He was concerned for his extremely fragile psyche, and must have hesitated much about entrusting himself to him, for both of them needed understanding and strength. On the other hand, Chaminade, passing through Saint Remy in the early autumn of 1826, was able to appreciate at first hand the qualities of young Chevaux. He surely had something in mind for him, for he had resolved not to lose sight of him.

If, originally, Chevaux’s choice was based on the impression which Chaminade had made on him of human and religious strength, following circumstances imposed it quite naturally. Master of Novices, superior of the community, ordinary visitor of the works in Alsace, mediator, moreover, when needed among the members of his community, and between the founder himself and some of his sons, Chevaux found no better means for his own behavior than to appeal to the prudent and illuminated counsel of the one he considered to be the living Rule of every religious of Mary. He wrote: “The Good Father wanted nothing more than to inculcate in us the spirit of our holy state, and to explain to us our holy regulations and lead us to love them whether in the ordinances or in practice … We must, therefore, interpret (this spirit) by means of him (Good Father) or by means of our Constitutions which are his other self.”

So it was, quite simply, that, having met each other casually, as often happens, without having sought each other out, Chevaux and Chaminade together wrote the most beautiful pages of the young Society of Mary.

***************************
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3. Moral and intellectual features of Chaminade

Here and there, we have touched on the human and supernatural qualities of Father Chaminade. At sixty-five years of age, they were only accentuated. Nature had not favored him especially. He certainly was not a gifted speaker: “his speech was slow, his style rather involved, his delivery somewhat monotonous, his accent noticeably Périgordian.”
 Father Lalanne, first member of the Society of Mary and close friend of the  founder, recounted his reserve in this way: “Completely withdrawn from the world and almost too enclosed in his modest office, he has as his only occupation the works of zeal and his conversation deals only with God.”

His only attraction on others was a goodness that knew how to express a welcome that was simple and full of solicitude and directed immediately to the spiritual and supernatural concerns of others. But he was also concerned about their temporal affairs and their physical health, as will shortly be seen.
 He was attentive and kind toward all who approached him. His benevolence and great patience with the sons who caused him the greatest concern and of whom he could legitimately lament, may be something disconcerting: his correspondence offers abundant and convincing proofs.


caption on portrait of Chaminade (1761-1850), after p. 36


height 1.68 cm; hair white; forehead broad; eyebrows gray; eyes gray; nose medium; beard white; chin rounded, indented; face oval; complexion white


-- from passport issued at Colmar, Oct. 4, 1835.

Another characteristic element of his personality was serenity, almost a synthesize of all his moral virtues. It was a serenity that seems unalterable: “Praise and blame, prosperity and contradiction, all left him unmoved.”
 In fact, though, he was not unalterable: the secret of his peace was absolute confidence in God, humility, and modesty, which completely inspired his wisdom and great moderation:


In his spiritual life there was no trace of the fanciful. He had an unshakable faith … in his devotion … his affection for Mary and his boundless confidence in Saint Joseph precluded neither urgent prayer nor recourse to every human means available. He counted entirely upon God for the success of his undertakings. But at the same time he bent every effort to become a holier man lest he should be an obstacle to the accomplishment of God’s work, feeling that his effort should correspond to the magnitude of what he wished to accomplish.”

To be complete, we must not neglect his hardiness and firmness, certainly disconcerting in someone so reserved and prudent. But they can be explained thanks to his great trust in Providence and the intimate and profound conviction that he received a divine mission “in order to revive and rekindle everywhere the divine fire of the faith.”

“All aspects of this physiognomy -- goodness, wisdom, moderation, prudence, energy -- are fused and summed up in one absolutely characteristic trait: serenity of soul and of countenance.”
 The portrait of a saint. This term, “saint,” should not surprise us, for his disciples, those who knew him, did not hesitate to use it to express in a single word his moral portrait.

Father Lalanne further writes: “Chaminade was not only a saint, but also a learned man.”
 Notwithstanding the enormous activity and the vicissitudes which he experienced, Chaminade never abandoned completely the study begun at Mussidan and perfected in Paris. His preferences are clearly for spiritual authors of the great French School, commentaries on scripture, history of the Church, and works of philosophy and moral theology.
 A meditative spirit, Chaminade loved study and expanded his knowledge through letters, observation, and personal reflection. An independent spirit, he knew how to free himself from servitude to old ideas when the new times suggested new ways for the greater success of his apostolate.

Finally, he was endowed with an excellent practical mind, an indispensable quality for a man of action as he essentially was: “He possessed a fund of common sense and a sound judgment, constituting in themselves a precious endowment. In addition, he had the faculty of noticing details, of perceiving even the finest shades of difference, and of applying principles to suit needs and circumstances.”
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4. Chaminade’s consciousness of his spiritual paternity.

In order to understand sufficiently the sentiment which Chaminade had of his spiritual paternity, we must record at least the loud protestations which he had to raise in the last years of his life to affirm his rights as founder.
 As such, he always retained his principal and irrevocable responsibility to support and encourage his sons on the way to religious perfection through the practice of virtues and according to the spirit of the institute which he had founded in keeping with the divine inspiration
 and which the Holy See had approved.

In a circular letter addressed to all his “dear sons” immediately after having signed his resignation from the Generalate, he said: “You will write to me and I shall write to you myself. Frankly, I am withdrawing from affairs only to procure for myself the means of speaking oftener to you and especially to be able to occupy myself with you more usefully.”

All obstacles would be overcome precisely thanks to an elevated sense of paternity. In a circular to the directors he could say: “I have resisted because I am your father, and by the grace given to me I hope to be incapable forever of betraying my children.”

Faced with growing hostility on the part of his Assistants, Chaminade proclaimed once again his inalienable duties:


Your aged Father … at this time when he is about to speak, tells you that he would have many things to say to you. His paternal heart, full of tenderness for you … Your Father, afflicted and at the same time consoled by your love and your submission, is quite ready to take up again his burdens of General and Founder, duties which are entirely paternal … I am speaking to you, my dear Children, as an aged Father of a numerous family who sees death close at hand and who does not wish to die without seeing all of you well united and marching with long strides toward the goals which the Incarnate Word had in mind at the foundation of the Society of Mary. … When I am less busy I shall be able to speak to you more at length about your spiritual and eternal interests without, however, forgetting your temporal needs. I have them greatly at heart.

To Chevaux, whom he had called to Bordeaux to help him in the administration of the Society, he explained the meaning to be given to his resignations of 1841. He excluded, as not pertaining to the specific issue, the appeal of his adversaries to an article of the Constitutions:

If I had made my resignation according to article 482,
 I would be a great criminal, especially as founder of the Society; I would be a traitor to the Society, a parricide in the moral and supernatural order, a monster of iniquity…

To all heads in the Society he defined his role as founder and father.
 To Chevaux, two years later, he recalled the serious danger into which he would have placed so many of his children if, at his resignation from the Generalate, he had abdicated purely and simply his rights and duties as Father.

Two months before his death, he could write to Father Caillet, his successor in the government of the Society of Mary: “I have never renounced my obligations as spiritual Father of the Society … you will not authorize yourself to limit my solicitude as Father and Founder.”

Chevaux, choosing Father Chaminade as his spiritual guide, had not been mistaken. It would have been difficult for him to find another father so solicitous and tender, so determinedly faithful. Undoubtedly, from the vast and diversified harvest from Chaminade’s writings, correspondence emerges as the privileged instrument of the founder of the Marianists for knowing, advising, and uniting all his children in charity and concord.

Unable to occupy himself with each one, he sought many times, though he was not pre-disposed to this kind of work, to draw together in an organic “method” the principles of his direction, but never with complete success. However, his attempts were concretized in the following writings:


Manual of Direction (1829)

Advice to a Master of Novices (1834)

Notes on the Novitiate (1834)

Letters to a Master of Novices (1835-36)

General regulation for the Novitiate of Saint-Laurent (1841)

Writings on the Society of Mary (1828-38)

Constitutions of 1839

For our purpose, we may point out here, all these writings have a double importance: for their absolute value, and because their natural recipient was precisely Father Chevaux.
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Chapter One, Spiritual Direction

5. Knowing the person in order to foster the action of the Spirit

The meeting of Chevaux with Chaminade -- the one seeking spiritual direction; the other, who could offer it to him -- does not seem like that of two persons who previously had no knowledge of each other.
 The Holy Spirit had been guiding them both for some time: a common faith, begun and grown thanks to the continual flow of spiritual direction which the Church imparts through its sacraments, the transmission of the Word of God, and the authority of its teaching. The common faith and the Holy Spirit, in this as in other cases, had created a mutual tie before and independently of feelings of familiarity which were, though, not slow in manifesting themselves.

This seems the obvious explanation, on the level of faith, of the immediate confidence of Chevaux with regard to Chaminade. The ever deepening knowledge which the latter would have of the former would enable Chaminade to make his spiritual counsel more incisive. It would become increasingly more suited in helping him become more sensitive to the direction of the Holy Spirit who must remain, in any case, the principal actor along every step of spiritual progress.

The first five years, at least, of this spiritual relationship were years of “study” on the part of Chaminade, and of simple and trusting openness on the part of the young religious at Saint Remy. Immediately after his perpetual profession, October 17, 1827, Chevaux was directed decisively toward the priesthood. In December he received the tonsure and minor orders. The rapidity of the movements surprised Chaminade, who was not aware of the preceding career of the young professed. Nevertheless, he encourages:

I see that Father Rothéa is doing a good job with you
 and, without doubt, he has good reasons for acting thus … Always try to find a little time, in spite of your numerous occupations, to study theology.

This is the first letter addressed to Chevaux in the collection of Chaminade’s letters, but the direct relations between the two had already begun before that time. We know of Chaminade’s presence at Saint Remy for the yearly retreat of autumn 1827, for he himself directed and preached it. It was at the end of the retreat that Chevaux professed his final vows. We can not only image with what eagerness the young man must have listened to the meditations and conferences of the founder, but from his detailed notes we can also reconstruct the tenor and content of those events.

Father Chaminade placed great importance on the annual retreats of the religious. He himself prepared them with greatest care, or advised others. He saw to it that all be found in the most favorable conditions for drawing certain advantage from them. After having spent an entire year on a given activity, often very physical, the religious needed to dip again into the spirit of their state. Above all, they felt the need to advance in Christian perfection; that was the reason they had pronounced their vows.

This motive obviously determined Chaminade’s preaching. The most treated themes were the great truths of faith: death, heaven, hell, conformity with Christ to be achieved through the perfect practice of the vows of religion; Mary’s maternal role in the life of the Church and of every Christian; but, above all, faith and meditation. The instructions and conferences which have come down to us
 are not directly from Chaminade. From him, we have only outlines of retreats, quite incomplete, full of erasures; nor do they always correspond with the retreats in fact preached and preserved by the participants in their personal notes.

Chevaux, immediately after having received the sub-diaconate on March 16, 1828, was beset by doubts that his ordination might not have been regular. What had happened? We do not know. Probably a sentiment of unworthiness prompted his imagination to seek some obstacles to advancement on the path to the priesthood; or, perhaps, a scruple that some norm of the canonical regulations had not been observed. Chaminade, having considered the case, found nothing irregular and encouraged him to go ahead.
 He noticed with regret that the young man was too busy: “In time you will know what I am going through. Have patience, keep calm, be faithful to your prayers.”
 On October 28 of the same year Chevaux was ordained deacon, and two days later, priest.

Meanwhile, Father Chaminade, always concerned about religious formation and the spiritual life of new members of the Society, was seeking to discern some priests for the delicate task of Master of Novices, and for the spiritual direction of the more numerous communities.
 He was also planning to visit all the works of the Society “to regulate all that refers to both things and persons.”
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5. Knowing the person in order to foster the action of the Spirit

a) trust in the grace of state

In fact, in 1829, he undertook a long trip that took him twice to Saint Remy: the first time toward the end of July and early August; the second, around the middle of September. During the first stop, he decided to open at Saint Remy a real novitiate; but finding a Master of Novices as he had imaged him was not easy. Finally, all things considered, he chose Father Chevaux. As long as he could, he had lengthy meetings to form him; then, when his visit was coming to an end, he decided to leave him some written materials.

Of course, a “method,” even were it perfect, does not render a young priest able to direct others; but it would, meanwhile, provide the subject matter for a number of instructions. So it was that he composed, or, rather, began, his “Manual of Direction for religious life and virtues in the Society of Mary,”
 a work which remained unfinished.

Their meeting, after that of 1827, would solidify the spiritual education of Father Chevaux and provide for Father Chaminade a more profound knowledge of his directee. From now on he could count on him. To one who raised the question: “Chevaux has none of the means that he would need to run a real novitiate,”
 he did not hesitate to respond:

Hasn’t he a sound judgment? Has he not piety and zeal? Is he not very docile? Is he not hard-working? Is he sufficient unto himself?
 If he lacks experience, if there is a certain simplicity in his way of doing things which may retard the work somewhat, if he does not win the confidence of certain subjects by reason of his simplicity, is there no reason for hoping, for considering the good qualities with which he is gifted, that by the counsels that will be given him, he will be formed and eventually become a very good Master of Novices?

In this matter Chaminade was not deluded; it would only take some patience and encouragement. He wrote:


You tell me you always have the good will to do well, but that you always feel your weakness in doing what is good. Weakness, properly so-called, is very little in accord with good will. Your timidity and certain embarrassment in your ideas prevent you from following with firmness what your reason, enlightened by faith, makes you perceive. From there come troubles of conscience, which put new confusion into you interior. This is doubtless what you call your weakness. It is because I believed you had good will, and that I believed you surmount this interior embarrassment, that I named you Master of Novices in Saint Remy. What is annoying is that you have been put to too great a test from the beginning. By my counsels and exhortations, with your good will, we would have come to a happy end of all the trouble. Nevertheless, take courage.

On this point also, Chevaux showed himself humble and teachable. Having to lead others along paths he did not think he himself had yet covered, he humbled himself, prayed, sought the lights of the Holy Spirit, and consults with his superior.
 This was especially so in that he had accepted the new function without having well grasped the plan within which he had to insert the realization of the novitiate of Saint Remy. In fact, Chaminade had put forth his plan only orally, and Chevaux was “merely being kind when he agreed to the plan.”


Father Chevaux is still not able to distinguish between problems that are inherent in a plan from those that arise from not being able to do everything at once, or, in a word, to distinguish between essential defects and the accidental ones due to circumstances of location or shortages of all types, etc. These are defects which are present in any kind of institution, but which are gradually eradicated.

As we can see, Chaminade, defending the correctness of his choice, did not delude himself on the real difficulties and on the limitations of his man. He therefore praised Chevaux’s obedience to his immediate superior.
 He invited the latter to consider that “the Master of Novices still has very little experience, and knows very little how to extricate himself from difficulties,”
 and that, finally, there was no need to expect immediate perfection. That was, indeed, the classical mode for ruining whatever little good might realistically be expected.
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5. Knowing the person in order to foster the action of the Spirit

b) timidity and distrust

The timid character and distrust re-emerge again and again:


You tell me that my timidity and some confusion in my ideas keep me from following with determination what reason, enlightened by faith, lets me see. But does not this confusion in my ideas come, in fact, from my inability and my ignorance?

To convince his correspondent to withdraw the trust which he had given, Chevaux entered into details, tracing a portrait heavy with shadows,. This is important for us, insofar as it allows us to understand his interior. It is important, above all, for presenting those elements which Father Chaminade seized upon for an always more satisfactory, and more effective, direction of his spiritual son.

The letter of June 4, 1830, therefore, demands our attention. After having presented, in a rather wandering account (which reveals an acute spirit of observation) each of the novices and of the temporary professed he was following, the Novice Master ends with an evaluation of himself and his role:

Finally, Good Father, I turn to the saddest subject of Saint Remy, to the one with whom I have the greatest difficulty and of whom I have not yet had the courage to begin a complete conversion; to the one who intrudes into the guidance of others, but who does not know how to guide himself; to the one who tells others what to do, but does not do it himself; to the one who sees others making progress in virtue, but does not himself advance at all; to the one who doubts whether he is even on the road of virtue and believes he has reason to doubt it, but who, nevertheless, continues onward because he is told to do so.

Do not believe, my Good Father, that these are exaggerations. I only wish here to depict faithfully the state of my soul. I, therefore, begin by telling you I doubt having made, during my whole life, a single meditation methodically and without long distractions. Usually little decided on a subject for my meditation, I make a good part of it, but I spend the rest either in wasting time (I don’t even know doing what!) or in allowing my mind to wander into more-or-less weird ideas. In the “considerations,” at the moment for the reflections I want to make, I continually represent to myself episodes which distance me from my principal purpose. It follows, thus, that I have done almost nothing of prayer. The evil is that I have not the courage to conquer and discipline my imagination….

Sometimes I am tempted to regret that I have been made to advance in sacred Orders. And, often, I have even thought of making a careful examination of the possibility, notwithstanding that I am a priest, of a more lowly occupation in the Society, even the most vile in the eyes of others. I would also add that I feel called to it and that I wish it might be feasible. However, you must be afraid that this might lead me to neglect my duty and to give way to discouragement; no, my Good Father!

I take pleasure in the thought that what I desire might be realized; still, I will carry, with the grace of God and with courage, the weight of the office in which Providence has placed me. Even if I were commanded something that, humanly speaking, seems impossible, I would likewise undertake it.

I have also taken note of this: unable to imagine anything alone, I am, though, led to imitate which I have seen done, to repeat what I have understood or learned. Consequently, to be employed in any occupation it would be necessary for me to have seen, heard, or learned whatever I would have to do.
 What I need is a master to direct all my actions, who would tell me all that I should say and do, and that, until I would have been well trained in my work.

As a result of what I am saying, you must feel how confused I am with the direction of a novitiate which I have never seen in full operation, of which I have heard speak only in passing, and where what is needed is a man able to establish it on a solid foundation. You may judge from all this how impatiently I await a good manual of direction which would indicate all that I should be doing. In addition, I would have need, for some time, of someone who could help me in putting it into practice.

I lose much time in imagining what I must say to our good religious and to the novices, what order to follow and how, and often I do not success. Then I am satisfied to moan and to recommend everything to the good God, in keeping with the advice you have given me.

You can see, my Good Father, the ills of your child. Deign to provide some remedy through your prayers and your advice.

The collection of Chaminade’s letters does not contain a response to this one from Chevaux. We may presume that Chaminade did not let himself be influenced by this confession of inability by the Novice Master. “It is a great treasure,” he wrote, “for any Order to have one or two good Masters of Novices. An Order degenerates very quickly and falls into laxity when it can no longer find subjects fitted for this office.”

Chaminade was evidently convinced that he had found in Chevaux this treasure; for the moment, that was enough. This impression is confirmed by the repeated requests of the founder to the superiors of the establishment at Saint Remy to “spare” Chevaux and to give him all the helps needed so that he might, in all tranquility, carry out his precious mission in the midst of his confreres.

***************************

Chapter One: Spiritual Direction

5. Knowing the person in order to foster the action of the Spirit

c) “pay attention to your health”

Chaminade’s attentiveness and delicacy often reached the point of an exquisite concern:


I have learned that your health is making progress. I cannot refrain from expressing the pleasure which I experienced in receiving this good news. Moderate your zeal and your work. Never use all the strength you might think you have. I can understand, to some extent, the difficulty there is in moderating oneself when we are called by impelling duties; but we can succeed by setting aside all personal considerations and seeking to carry out only the will of the Lord.


Knowing how weak is your health, I have not required of you an account of the novitiate. I did not even ask how far you were advancing in the beautiful paths of faith and of conformity with Jesus, so as not to oblige you to write. I think that you are constantly doing better, as illness is not necessarily an obstacle to our spiritual advancement; it is an obstacle only when we are called upon to give an account of it.

And, on another occasion:


I have sometimes desired to receive news from you a little more often, but I do not accuse you of laziness. Your functions as Master of Novices are so delicate and the difficulties that present themselves in direction so numerous that I am sometimes amazed that you do not seem to have any. Take care of your health and make use of the little relaxations required to remain normal in every way. … Courage! may the novices find in you the model that they have to imitate, to penetrate thoroughly, the true religious spirit; which is, no other than the Spirit of Jesus Christ.

Chaminade left no means untouched, he allowed no occasion to be lost, for helping his spiritual son. “I am leaving with Father Chevaux a very precious little pamphlet by Father Olier. : Introduction to Christian Life and Virtues. He must have learned it well and, so to say, made himself a master of it, both for himself and for others.”

The weak health and the surcharge of work to which Chevaux was subjected caused some anxiety for Chaminade:


I pity you, my dear son, for having so many difficult classes to teach. They deal with such abstract matters as to call for really serious preparatory studies [referring to mathematics], and you are obliged at the same time to exercise the functions of the holy ministry. Nevertheless, take care not to overdo your studies or use too much lung power in your explanations. Your health is weak, and your strength must be spared. Try to advance in faith and in the imitation of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is too bad that we can give so little time to these important matters. Let us at least act in such a way that nothing will prevent us from practicing virtue: In that way, “only one thing is necessary.”

***************************
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d) simplicity and seeking collaboration

Chevaux found means to intensify his epistolary relation with his Father and founder,
 because a conflict of authority at Saint Remy forced him into a delicate role of mediator:

You must suffer, my dear son, from all these mistakes which are causing such flimsy argumentation and misunderstandings in a matter which, after all, is so serious. I assure you that I have often taken my share of the worries which you must have as a result. You have not wanted any part in the situation, but you have always held to what is primitive and well-ordered, and you have acted wisely.

Another precious means of knowing the soul of Chevaux, though indirect, is, for Chaminade, the periodic reports which Chevaux sends him on the members of the community of Saint Remy, in particular his novices. These minutes  on the educative action of the Novice Master (at times quite detailed, like the one reported just above) often reveal aspects of his own character and the sentiments which provoke inevitable difficulties: the simple and modest guide who is aware of needing more than the others to be advised and who is amazed that anyone could still have any confidence in him. 

The fear of being unable to work out his salvation in the world which, a few years before, the ex-seminarian of Besançon had anguished over, the sentiment which had led him to take refuge in the religious life, had certainly been salutary for it had determined his will to turn decisively toward God and to seek evangelical renunciation in a mortified life.

But, as Chaminade reminded him, that is not sufficient ; it is only the entranceway into the road. Only faith and charity enable us to walk on it.
 The conflict of authority among those responsible for Saint Remy troubled Chevaux not a little. He had imagined the convent to be an oasis of peace; instead … Here was the “why” on the necessity of faith. Even the wisest of plans and the best determined and most detailed of Constitutions would not provide the solution to many problems, the founder was saying, especially when the individuals are not truly religious. However, if some profit is drawn from the difficulties, faith is purified and strengthened.

It should not be thought that Chaminade required submission without any reply or an unconditioned abandonment. No, he was certainly not an autocrat or an authoritarian! Instruct, enlighten, counsel, “invest” the heart so as to get from the religious a responsible and spontaneous agreement. The case is not rare in which he renounced his own point of view.
 He accepted and sought advice from his subjects with no fear of seeing his authority diminished. Rather, he was convinced, as he says in his last letter, that “it is a defect which is all too common in our day, this tendency among men to deny owing anything to their subordinates.”

To the accusation of absolutism made against him by the Archbishop of Bordeaux, he defended himself in these terms:


Was not he [speaking of himself], all his life, yielding wherever he could, yielding without going contrary to the law of God although going contrary to his own interest? In the present case … .Absolutism! Is it not in the line of duty and perfectly normal to refuse to accept the consequences of a trap that was laid? [p. 197]… Quite a few people are suggesting an act of humility; others who have the necessary authority to give advice, want me to continue to struggle. I believe I should, too, and have always believed it without any doubt or vacillation [p. 198].

He was unyielding, there is no doubt, against any form of compromise. For a right conscience, “absolutism” is an obligation. Would not a humility which admits culpability to something of which it is innocent often be out of place?

From 1832, in addition to being Master of Novices (a position he would hold almost uninterruptedly until 1860), Chevaux would be director of the large community of Saint Remy; and from 1841 to 1845, he would add to those two the charge of Provincial of Alsace. At each appointment, without exception, Chevaux protested his inability to direction his confreres. Chaminade was well aware that he was loading heavy burdens on the shoulders of the humble priest; sometimes he would even say he was ready to revoke the assignment. Yet the grave circumstances which determined his choices are not to be underestimated. He therefore adviced him to seek the support of the brothers more experienced in the various sectors of the work and to bear all with patience.

He himself had done all possible to help and to support. He promised him a “Practice of Mental Prayer” which was to serve for the renewal of the community and for the direction of the novices.
 Peace “in the midst of the storms and anxieties of life”
 would be possible only if we let ourselves be guided by the Spirit of Jesus Christ under the auspices of Mary. Then we will be strong and “all hell will be capable of nothing against us. I will put enmity between you and the woman, etc., and she shall crush, etc.”

***************************
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e) the “weaknesses” of Chevaux

Despite all these attentions and encouragements, Chevaux’s character was still weak and at times devoid of elasticity. Chaminade marveled at this: he had deluded himself a bit on this point. However, because nothing is beyond reform, he hoped that he would manage with practice.
 Meanwhile it was necessary to orient the mind and to minimize the drama. Chaminade spoke to Chevaux of the latter’s worries:


As long as we are upon earth, we shall have them. … Act with great simplicity! Fulfill your duties, try to please God. … One must not be easily alarmed. Be mild and honest with every one, but not feeble, timid, and uncertain. You will see that, with the grace of the Lord, all will turn out well.

We seem to hear an echo of the wise advice of Father Cutnot.

In April of 1836, in a letter never sent but read directly to Chaminade who was then at Saint Remy, Chevaux presented the condition of his soul in this way:


Your departure disquiets me greatly. I have reason to fear that if some measures (to straighten out the mess at Saint Remy) are not taken, things will continue badly as in the past, if not worse. Saint Remy should have a man able of captivating the minds and gaining the hearts of all through charity and virtue; and you know that I am not at all like such a man … I have not changed at all; I seem to be more lost each day. I am becoming always more imperfect, less pious, less recollected, less exact, less zealous … In a word, it seems to me that God is withdrawing from me … because he wants another in my place; or because I have tired him by my dereliction… That second hypothesis is the more realistic. In the position I occupy, I can do harm, unless God in his infinite mercy converts me.

He is, of course, willing to accept everything: “Make me doorkeeper, cook … whatever you wish … take no notice of the honorary titles which I have carried much too unworthily.”
 But he immediately adds:


For the rest, my Good Father, there is no need to consider the observations this text has imposed on you. I will in any case be submissive to you. I will always regard your will as coming from heaven. If the good God continues to leave me in my desolating tepidity as head of this work, I shall continue to support patiently, with resignation, and in a spirit of penance the bitterness of this situation.”

And at the foot of the page he noted: “I have read this to the Good Father who told me he would have to think it over, and that I should remain tranquil.”

In another letter, of 1839, Chevaux laments that he is still the same; that not even the thought of death succeeds in arousing him from spiritual laziness. Only the hand of God would be able to do it, if only he had a more lively faith.
 At the same time, his submission, gratitude, and affection toward Chaminade continue to grow. “I can sense more than ever how necessary it is, for the good of the Society, that the good God continue to give you sufficient health to complete the work undertaken … that he bestow on you all heavenly blessings so that, in that way, he may enrich your crown.”

Yet, the feeling of guilt re-appears. He feels himself guilty for all the defections and all the errors of his brothers:


It is enough for me to be in charge of something for it to go wrong ... for that reason, I have often had the temptation to beg of you for myself the duties that you know are less grave with consequences on the good of the Society … This has always been my desire, and experience nourishes it more every day.”

To this he adds a magnificent profession of faith: “I always submit myself to the holy will of God, for I myself do not know what would be better. I adore that will, and I tremble.”

In his answers, Chaminade no longer stops to analyze these dispositions and their causes. By now he knows that his spiritual son’s protestation of insufficiency, though undoubtedly sincere, will be vanquished and subjugated by humble submission to the advice and orders which he may choose to adopt; in obedience Chevaux will always find peace.

These considerations have, I trust, shown Chaminade’s extensive study and attentiveness to know his directee well; he thus reached a relatively high degree of certitude, and quite early on. We have moved beyond analysis; it was for our own utility. For his part, Chaminade, as early as 1833, was able to make a sure diagnosis of Chevaux’s illness and also suggest the therapy.


Today I see better than ever what is lacking in you and so I am going to take all the possible precautions so that you do not succumb. I am not sorry that you happen to have a feeling of your weakness and even of your incapacity, for nothing is more suitable. In fact, no other feeling is closer to the truth. If all men are to have it, even the strongest and the most enlightened, then, with all the more reason, you, who certainly are not the foremost in the world. Do you not see that we are really in a supernatural order, although it seems natural, and that precisely for that very reason, in this supernatural order, we all require that Jesus Christ be our strength and our light?

By all your humiliations and the avowal of your weaknesses, you seem to believe that natural talents would be absolutely necessary to fulfill high functions. This would be true in the civil and administrative order; but in the religious order, where we receive a mission which is divine, all our reasonings lose their fitness and can not honor the great Master whom we serve. The foolish things of the world God has chosen, that he may confound the wise (see 1Cor 1:27).

With faith we can overcome lack of confidence. By means of faith we can achieve confidence in God which is daring. At that point, Chaminade’s certainties show themselves as unfaltering and contagious:


Oh! how we have degenerated! Where is then our faith, our faith in Jesus Christ? I have no intention here, my dear son, of humiliating either you or your collaborators, but to awaken you all from the kind of stupor into which you seem to have fallen, and to recall to you what you all are … You are real missionaries … (called) to introduce everywhere, so to say, the spirit of faith and of religion and to multiply Christians.

The role of the spiritual father, as we have seen, may be important, but to be authentic it must remain modest so as not to cheapen the true Director who is the Spirit of the Lord. Chaminade knows that and says so clearly: “You ask me: What is to be done? Well, my dear son, how is it that you have not placed this same question before the Lord himself in prayer?”

CHAPTER  TWO: The essential is the interior

I. Faith and the spirit of faith
1. Education in faith

“In great affairs more than ever, time must be taken for reflection and for prayer. It is very rare that these great affairs arise which do not allow for at least a little leisure time.”

For a religious Society immersed in the world without all the external structures which might preserve it from contagion from the world, the only truly effective means to maintain fervor is the interior spirit: a profoundly inner life, continually feed and renewed. That is the reason for the extreme importance, among other means, of the retreats
 and of the daily hour of meditation.
 If a religious is seriously occupied with his interior life, it is a certitude for Chaminade that all the rest becomes secondary.

To the foundress of the Daughters of Mary, after having spoken of the need to undertake certain apostolic works, he said:

I am always coming back to the first principle: May the community grow, may the subjects be well trained, may they mature, may they be sanctified. With saints, we shall do great things; with ordinary or imperfect religious, we shall be doing next to nothing.

To Chevaux, who was extremely preoccupied and almost paralyzed by the responsibility of having to organize such a complex institution as that of Saint Remy, which was a large community, he manifested his satisfaction knowing that he was “trying to lead a really interior life.”

He himself regrets that he does not have a little more time to speak with his religious “of the interior life, of that which we are to have closest at heart,”
 fundamentally the only plausible preoccupation for anyone who takes seriously the warning of the gospel: “What does it profit a man to gain the whole world if later he losses his soul?”
 Chaminade seems to be saying: For you, who seem to be one of these men, “I shall add here no special advice regarding your spiritual conduct. In finishing this letter, I shall repeat to you always to work at becoming an interior man, a man of faith and of mental prayer.”

For Chaminade, “being a religious” and “being a man of faith” are two synonymous expressions. For that reason, even during the novitiate, “the first practice to be introduced is that of faith in the omnipresence of God.”
 Faith, the spirit of faith, practical faith, faith of the heart: these are words which recur frequently in the writings of the Marianist founder. They are various aspects of the same reality, but, little by little, we will discern their differences and identify, along the paths of faith, some very precise stages with very significant names.

Progress in faith is equivalent to spiritual growth. Chaminade, following this conviction, would adopt, as spiritual father of his religious, a constant reference to the need of a continual work of purification and development of faith:


What seems to me constitutive in the thought and religious personality of Father Chaminade is that he is a man of faith.
 For him faith is in his very essence, a light for the intellect of the believer; it is a communion of the mind of the creature with the plan of God, revealed by him to purify our natural sight in order to see with him. Since faith is global, it involves the entire person. Therefore our heart, also, is called to love God, to be modeled on the heart of God, so that our life and our behavior might be inspired by the life and behavior and grace of Christ. 

For this chapter, too, we must point out the importance of the retreat of 1827 which, in Chevaux’s eyes, must very probably have seemed like the synthesis of the Marianist ideal. From the very first day of the exercises, faith is at the center of the founder’s considerations. The reason is evident. Only in faith can we obtain the two kinds of knowledge most necessary for humans: the most perfect knowledge of God, above all; and therefore knowledge of oneself, in the light of the knowledge of God.

Because here on earth we have no other purpose than to “work out” our salvation, and that is achieved through faith: the beginning, the foundation, and the root of all justification,
 the conclusion imposes itself: in order to be saved we must believe “well.”

Another obligatory source for discovering all the depth and intensity of Chaminade’s teaching on faith is the Method of Mental Prayer on the Creed. Written in 1840, it is completely centered on faith and on living it out: faith is the wellspring of the spiritual life.

These two writings reach their high point, we might say, in the Constitutions of 1839 which contain many articles on faith. It is emphasized here only to show the doctrinal foundation which supports the prudent spiritual direction given by Chaminade. In fact, if it is relative easy to compile a collection of all Chaminade’s writings or passages in which he speaks of faith,
 it is more problematic to draw from them their appropriateness in the various moments of the spiritual progress of a person considered individually. It is not a matter of simply repeating at every step: “one must live by faith, walk the paths of faith, etc.” What is necessary is that the suggestions of the spiritual father be perceived and received by the spiritual son as a word of life.

We shall, therefore, limit ourselves to those passages of the letters which seem to us answering to this requirement, even if we are not able to detail the background of the Marianist religious life against which the figure of Chevaux presents itself.

Chaminade was asking himself how to override the indecision and inadequacies in doing the good which the will would wish and “what your reason, enlightened by faith, makes you perceive.”
 In such a case, the will is moved by fear of God’s judgments while faith is an intellectual faith that has not yet reached the heart. The interior is, as it were, divided; from there “come troubles of conscience which put new confusion into your interior.”

Two years later, consulted by Chevaux for the direction of a novice who was living in a situation similar to the one described, Chaminade had an opportunity to clarify his thought further:


In the spiritual education you have to give your novices, you must always reach the heart and form the will as well as enlightening the mind in the principles of the interior life. I do not see how the will may be gained for God otherwise than by faith and charity.

Formation in faith, therefore, is a process of unification within the person of the believer, and, with more reason, of the religious, of intellectual faith and faith of the heart. If someone “has understood the necessity of evangelical renunciation and of the mortified life, that is something. But it is not much if his heart does not incline itself to the renunciation of self and to the mortification of Jesus Christ.”

Formation in faith requires continual exercise. For Chaminade there was no event that could avoid a look of faith: a recovery from illness, for example, shows forth the mercy of the Lord who “gives you more time to unite yourself more and more with him by the bonds of faith and love,”
 and he adds: “may…all your occupations be related to God by him, with him, and in him.”

In 1839, writing to Chevaux who was upset because he remained cold and indifferent in the spiritual life from which not even the thought of death could shake him,
 Chaminade returned to the exigency of faith:

Act in such a way, my dear son, that all your actions, little by little and without worry, become works of faith and, although you are cold and almost without feeling, it is of no matter; for it is your labors that are to accompany you before the dread tribunal [of God] and not your feelings.

All the actions of life are to be made in the spirit of faith since, in keeping with the expression of scripture, “the just one lives by faith.”(Heb 10:38).
 This same spirit of faith will lead to shortening the distance between prayer and profane occupations; satisfaction of bodily necessities, all sufferings and humiliations, considered in the light of faith, acquire divine values.
 Intercalated in this way into daily life, faith does not express only a degree of excellence in the spiritual life. It is an essential condition of the spiritual life because faith expresses in a direct manner the opposition “to the spirit of the world” which remains always (though its vocabulary may change) the first fundamental decision to be taken by anyone who proposes to embrace the religious state.

Even to the novices the religious choice must be presented in it radicalism. A patient and gradual education is, of course, necessary, but at the end, before the religious profession, the Novice Master must be certain that the obstacles opposed to a clear separation from the world have been removed.

One of the first obstacles which the young novices usually encounter on the path of faith is love for their parents.


This obstacle is all the greater from the fact that it doesn’t seem to be any. It seems favored by the fourth commandment of God and often authorized by persons who appear prudent. It is good to go into clear enough explanations, so that the novices may make this sacrifice with the same generosity as they make all the others.

It is not only a disciplinary exigency. Christians “ receive from him [God] a divine and interior life. They see in him, by faith, his quality of Father, from whom alone they expect their inheritance.”

Even before Chevaux had been charged with the novices and had received the letter of advice of which we have cited only a passage, the community of Saint Remy and its chief superior, Bro. Clouzet, were the object of the attentive supervision of the founder; faith was the “capital point” constantly called to mind.

He proclaimed insistently that his only “policy” was faith: “I do not recall having started any kind of institution without having first examined if it was in the order of Providence, and when I thought it my duty to start it, I tried to put into it all the prudence of which I was capable.”
 This statement is even more significant for us, because it is found in the letter in which Chevaux is mentioned for the first time.

For the young professed at Saint Remy and for the entire establishment, Chaminade shows the greatest concern. It is not surprising, then, to see his preoccupation and his great suffering in seeing that the spirit of faith had become weak in that community.
 He therefore insisted: “Renew your faith. May you, with the help of our good Father Rothéa, reanimate it in all your Brothers.”

In the same letter, a bit further up, he had said: “I have not forgotten that you need a good Novice Master.”
 A few months later, Chevaux became the “good Master” charged with reviving the faith of all his brothers. In the meantime he was able to penetrate himself, little by little, with the spirit of faith which Chaminade, as we must underline, was recommending as the necessary “regulator” of everything. He wrote to Clouzet: “If you constantly follow the dictates of faith, it will, as it were, infallibly lead you to heaven; during your entire stay or pilgrimage here on earth, it will lead you to enjoy a profound peace.”
 On this point Chaminade never changed: in all his sons, especially the directors, he did not desire any other disposition.

To Chevaux, who wanted to lead a confrere to practice humility through arguments from authority, Chaminade pointed out the only practical way: lead him to believe in God and in Jesus Christ, and in a second step, appeal to this faith; “you can correct him of all his vices and bring about his advancement in all the virtues.”

***************************
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2. Faith and progress in virtue

Faith, therefore, is indispensable even in personal asceticism. The very life of piety becomes an illusion if it does not manifest itself in practical faith. Faith, moreover, is the motive for fidelity: for overcoming temptations, faith is more useful that the very sensitive consolations which the Lord might send which bring the risk of feeding pride. “All you happiness is in your union with our Lord Jesus Christ by faith and love.”

On the same day, both to Mouchet (recipient of the previous letter) and to Chevaux, who was his director, Chaminade advised a technique ever so fruitful in the spiritual life: union with Mary. To refer everything to God in faith “is a universal practice to render to God the glory we owe him, to obtain all the graces we need, and to acquire the sanctity to which we are called.” But, he adds, this practice becomes very easy if we habitually remain close to the Blessed Virgin,” 
 “in her love and trust.” 

We will return in a subsequent chapter to Mary’s role in the spiritual life of Chevaux. 

Faith raises us above our spiritual miseries, above the repugnancies of nature, and above our self-love. Faith contains within itself God’s omnipresence, for our salvation, while not excluding our cooperation with grace, is essentially the work of God.
 In one of his letters he writes: “Grace achieves the work of our salvation only little by little. It is up to us to work with grace and nothing more.”
 Therefore we should not expect sudden changes in the behavior and judgment of the religious. Rather, conquering them with a smile, helping them in a climate of dialogue and trust, and recognizing the will of God for them: such knowledge, if there is even a minimum strength of will, can produce some important transformations,
 functioning like a strong spring which drives one to correct defects and to overcome fatigue.

Whoever is animated by faith cannot be incorrigible, but can in fact arrive at the highest self-abnegation, in keeping with the example of the annihilation of Christ.

Chaminade expressed this conviction with the force that came from his personal experience. In a letter to Claude Mouchet,
 there is an important and suggestive passage:


The more you have faith in Jesus Christ, God and Man, …the more you will penetrate yourself with his annihilations, especially in the Most Holy Sacrament where he is God and Man in complete reality … Maintain yourself with respect before the august Sacrament, and consider these divine annihilations in the light of faith; this light of faith will produce in you a profound sentiment of annihilation. Your faith will increase little by little and will make you fulfill, as it were habitually, at least in your heart, the first duty of Christians towards God, that of adoration and annihilation.

Reciprocally, self-denial, united to faith, is a legible sign of spiritual progress.

If faith should become the arms which can habitually be used in the struggle against the old man, it is no less important for the life and growth of virtue. Faith is, before all else, the means at our disposal for attaining to the source of all virtues, which is Jesus Christ himself. Chaminade writes to Clouzet:


Why do you not come to an understanding with Chevaux
 to enter into the paths of faith? These rapidly lead us to conformity with our Lord Jesus Christ, the source of all virtues and our unfailing source of help. If you or Chevaux think you need more complete teaching, it would be a real satisfaction for me to work concurrently with the two of you towards your advancement in virtue and, in consequence, towards your happiness in this world and in the next.

By means of faith we succeed in seeing a certain harmony among the various truths and mysteries and in establishing ties among them for a greater spiritual advantage.
 In order to express more clearly Chaminade’s thought on this point it is helpful to return to a letter written toward the middle of November of 1842. It is addressed to Chevaux, but is clearly a development of prior passages.


We unite ourselves to Jesus Christ by the faith which we have in him. We draw from his treasures with this faith, since these treasures are ours. Have we need of humility, or patience, etc.? … let us see in our treasury the humiliations, the love of humiliations, the sufferings and the love of sufferings which Jesus Christ has always had. … Let us make for ourselves a healing balm from his humiliations and from his sufferings. Let us apply this balm to our pride, to our impatience, and we shall be healed … There you have, my dear son, the use we must make of our faith … throughout the course of our life. I am limiting myself, my dear son, to this general application which you yourself are able to particularize for the destruction of all the vices and the acquisition of all the Christian and religious virtues.

***************************
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3. Faith of the heart and the spirit of faith

To act in a spirit of faith, Chaminade is convinced, means being docile to the Holy Spirit who advises us to prudence, charity, trust in one’s own intellectual powers. This whole road should move toward involving the heart: only “faith of the heart,” or, as we might say today, the trusting commitment of the whole person, can assure real progress in the life of the spirit.
 The faith of the heart “has nothing in common with the sensed fervor whose effects can sometimes be felt by the soul.”
 It is, rather, that profound love of the truth which leads one to taste what is believed, which obtains “the happiness there is in remaining with Jesus Christ in one’s interior … The heart believes unto justification (Rm 10:10).”

This path is certainly the most secure even if it does require a greater dosage of patience and prudence.
 “The peculiar quality of faith of the heart is to give stability to the faculties of our soul, to our mind and to our will. I call this the will of the ‘new man.’”

Even if the field of the “faith of the heart” and that of the “spirit of faith” seem to overlap, we can make a distinction and see in the second a progression relative to the first. Hoffer says that the spirit of faith is what Saint Thomas termed “wisdom,” the virtue which makes us able to contemplate divine things, and, therefore, to act according to divine reason.

If faith then becomes a “mentality” (a modern term which comprises thought and all the meaning of “practical faith”), then Chaminade saw in this the principal factor of progress in the life of holiness. Recalling Genesis 17:2: “Walk in my presence and you will be perfected,” Chaminade affirmed, with Boudon,
 an authentic faith in the presence of God leads to both interior and exterior respect,
 and to the modesty of which Saint Paul speaks in his letter to the Philippians.

The exercise of the presence of God presumes a prior asceticism: that of the silences and recollection. The positive and negative work after that should lead, as its essential (and even only) purpose, to enabling the soul to have uninterrupted prayer such as is possible even in the midst of occupations and the most demanding preoccupations. “The Lord is with you and all you have to do is to work for him. In spite of the surcharge of labors or occupations, you must not cease to remain united to God with a great faith in his divine presence.”

***************************
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According to Chaminade, the interior man is, therefore, a man of faith and of mental prayer: faith and mental prayer are considered as the principle and nourishment of the interior life. Article 34 of the Constitutions of 1839 summarizes well his doctrine on this point:


It has been laid down as a principle that it is impossible for man to rise to religious perfection without mental prayer and that the more a religious devotes himself to this exercise, the nearer he approaches his end which is conformity with Jesus Christ. The spirit of mental prayer, along with devotion to the Blessed Virgin, should be the characteristic virtue of the religious of Mary and the one, without exception, in which each endeavors most to excel. Mental prayer is the common and unique source of all virtues.

Teacher of mental prayer to a great number of sodalists,
 Chaminade would have been this, with even greater reason, for his religious. The collection of his writings on mental prayer forms a considerable volume. We can affirm, without fear of contradiction, that these were almost all notes by Chevaux. He reflected more deeply on them and used them for his own advantage and for collective and individual direction of the religious and novices entrusted to his care.

Benjamin Roquefort, a novice of Chevaux in 1858, remembered what was certainly a habit of the Master: “Every morning he made the meditation aloud, and, from time to time, after the exercises, he accompanied the novices to the study hall and had them repeat the meditation.”

Another of Chevaux’s novices, Louis de Lagarde,


understood, from that time on and from personal experience, that the divine splendors of faith shine forth especially in the silence of meditation or mental prayer, and that meditation receives from faith the power to show us the truth with greater aliveness. It was thus that he took the resolution, following the example of his Master of Novices and of the venerated founder, to become at all costs a man of faith and of mental prayer.

***************************
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1. A method of prayer

With the collaboration of his first disciples, Chaminade had prepared some “Methods of meditation,”
 especially for beginners. On the origins of these methods we willingly refer to the excellent work of Raymond Halter.
 In his rich seminary experience, Chevaux had, no doubt, learned the art of meditation. Upon entering into the Society of Mary, he perhaps had to assimilate some new and different elements, but he was not obliged to renounce “his” manner of meditating, more adapted to his physical and moral faculties.
 

Certainly he could draw some profit from some notes
 which Chaminade had written for those who had made some progress in mental prayer. This work also gives us some rather interesting information on Chaminade’s own manner of spiritual direction: a constant attention to finding means more suitable for seconding the action of the Holy Spirit.

Obedience to the Spirit of the Lord in mental prayer means keeping to faith alone, but using all our faculties: memory, mind, imagination, and will. It means exercising faith in such a way that


the great good that we receive in meditation does not come from the facility we may have in thinking, considering, feeling, in a word, in being occupied; it is from being before God, with God. We must believe that God works in us, though insensibly, and yet we must have recourse to every kind of means to support our spirit, to awaken our heart to faith in the presence of God. Such devices are to be used both during mental prayer and outside of it.

The importance of the method of meditation is, however, relative. We must not confound mental prayer with the method. What we must never lose sight of is the purpose of mental prayer: union with God in the light of faith. Note no. 5 is explicit in this regard: “the means which the Method provides can be used profitably for understanding better the truth which faith is unfolding for us, or for directing the affections of our heart, and also for determining our resolution.”

We can also arrive at a habitual presence of God, not only by a special grace, but even by the practice of silence and the multiplication of acts of faith.
 “In the conferences, we spoke only of mental prayer and examination.”
 This remembrance of Father Rothéa takes us to the first years of the Society of Mary. In all probability this was the system adopted at Saint Remy and later because characteristic in all the novitiates of the Society. “Mental prayer made in the light of faith … is truly a spiritual digestion. The reading and instruction are the nourishment given to the soul; in mental prayer, we ruminate what we have eaten.”
 It is Rothéa who gives us this image.

From his thirty-year experience, Rothéa could make yet another statement: if religious, in their fraternal conversation, do not like to speak of what refers to the interior life, it is because they are not often enough in conversation with God.
 This was not true of Chevaux: analyzing his life of prayer is precisely the purpose of this section. We shall see his difficulties, his distractions, his progress in mental prayer, and the need to express himself on this in a life all animated with love and service of his brothers: fraternal devotion with love (2Pt 1:7).

When Chevaux was placed in charge of the formation of the novices in 1829, the superior of the establishment at Saint Remy was the versatile and restless Lalanne. The founder had associated him in the onerous task of producing Methods and Regulations for the various elements of the religious and apostolic lives. This was because, as Chaminade admitted with simplicity, “although teacher, founder, and superior of a religious Society, I always look upon myself as a very little novice in the act of making Regulations and Constitutions … especially when it is necessary to keep in mind and to reach so many types of individuals and to maintain them throughout their lives.”
 According to Lalanne, Chevaux “had none of the means that he would need to run a real novitiate … nothing definite to follow in regard to the meditations, the examens.”

To some extent this was true and Chaminade did not hesitate to admit it. “The Manual for the life and for the religious virtues in the Society of Mary” had only been started,
 “that is true, but these beginnings have been followed by some verbal explanations which showed clearly to Father Chevaux the end toward which we are to tend.”
 Nonetheless, he set to work and, gathering some advice in a “Directory on the Method of Mental Prayer” was able, already by the first half of 1830, to fill the gaps.

Yet, to be sure that the letter did not kill the spirit, he immediately pointed out that the “Direction” was to remain a simple instrument in the hand of a director or of a Master of Novices to give them a model or a judgment on the meditation of his confreres, a means, therefore, to be able to intervene in their favor.

There is question here of several principles which can be summarized in these four:

· 1. Continual prayer is an evangelical demand.

· 2. Mental prayer is the most efficacious means for the transformation of a soul.

· 3. In meditation a person should be active and make use of all mental faculties.

· 4. The necessity for the soul to open itself to the action of the Holy Spirit, to elevate itself with grace and its gifts to attain union with God.

Since Chaminade does not attribute excessive importance to the Methods of Mental Prayer,
 neither shall we.

We are seeking only to know that of Chevaux, from the description he himself has described for us in his letter of June 4, 1830:

I doubt having made, during my whole life, a single meditation methodically and without long distractions. Usually little decided on a subject for my meditation, I make a good part of it, but I spend the rest either in wasting time (I don’t even know doing what!) or in allowing my mind to wander into more-or-less weird ideas. In the “considerations,” at the moment for the reflections I want to make, I continually represent to myself episodes which distance me from my principal purpose. It follows, thus, that I have done almost nothing of prayer. The evil is that I have not the courage to conquer and discipline my imagination. My examens, for the same reason, do not go much better.

***************************

CHAPTER  TWO: The essential is the interior

II. A life of mental prayer

2. Difficulties

If, in that letter, there was no exaggeration, then it was the realism of Chaminade and his prudence not to attribute too much importance to the lamentations of his spiritual son. The Novice Master’s health, always a bit shaky, the excessive burden of work, the heavy responsibility with which he had been burdened, were not to be underestimated; above all, it was important that all this not have a negative influence damaging to his physical and psychic balance:

Your health is weak and your strength must be spared. Try to advance in faith and in the imitation of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is too bad that we can give so little time to these important matters. Let us at least act in such a way that nothing will prevent us from practicing virtue.

Above all: no scruples. “Make all your prayers, and at a good pace, but with simplicity, carefully but without repeating any part, not even those strictly obligatory … On the other hand, humiliate ourselves for the innumerable defects which accompany prayer, and work ceaselessly to always enter more fully into the spirit of mental prayer.”

It is certain that difficulties and distractions will always be, to some extent, present in mental prayer. Therefore, what is required is not a direct and sustained effort against them to reduce their intensity, or to anticipate them by removing the causes; but, rather, to base mental prayer on faith and have it make progress through the exercise of faith. The task of the one who wishes to become a person of prayer is, then, to live a life of faith. Within it, the time of meditation would be only a privileged moment into which and from which flow the orientations and attentions which the interior man never excludes from his thoughts and his activities.

Mental prayer is, then, not only a prolonged act of adoration and familial colloquy with God. Its purpose is much more complex: “it is to put us face to face with a revealed truth, in the presence of God, to understand it as best as we can, to direct our life and its events by its light, and to conform our own conduct to it.”

In what directly refers to Chevaux and his meditations, here is a summary of Chaminade’s advice:


In your last letter, you were talking to me of your interior troubles and of your difficulties in mental prayer. You are easily distracted, a mere nothing preoccupies you through the day, and you do not give all the attention desirable to repairing the wanderings of your mind during the holy time of prayer.


In the first place, my dear son, you are to force yourself to be faithful as much as lies in your power, and in consequence you are to treat yourself severely when you have been lacking. One who easily forgives himself his failings, however slight they may be, does not make any progress in virtue.
 Then you are to exercise yourself in the holy presence of God. Walk before me and be perfect (Gn 17:1). This much you say to your brothers; well, do it yourself!


Finally, you are to apply yourself with all your heart not to follow your own good pleasure, but always and only that of God, that of Jesus Christ. Christ did not please himself, and the disciple is to be like his Master, as our divine Savior has said.

Renunciation of one’s own will and abnegation with its consequence of conformity with the will of God are together the conditions and the fruit of a good meditation. “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8). Purification of the soul by means of silence
 so as to listen to the Lord who speaks within us, so as to act always with right intentions, so as to achieve faith of the heart: this is nothing other that the purifying activity of the Word of God which renders the soul transparent, like God who is infinitely simple.
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3. Meditation and the practice of virtue

Mental prayer is closely tied to the practice of virtue. For a priest who was beginning his novitiate at Saint Remy, Chaminade traced out for Chevaux the following program: “his novitiate will have been worthwhile if he comes from it loving and practicing poverty, chastity, and obedience, and if he adopts the happy habit of uniting himself with Jesus and Mary, especially at the time of mental prayer.”

The same insistence should find place in the direction of the professed, especially of the directors: Clouzet “seems to be entering into the dispositions of a true religious … If he could make good meditations, feel the beauty of humility, obedience, poverty, charity, etc.”
 With Chevaux, too, he shares a conviction based on experience: “If you are mortified, with a mainly interior mortification, if you are a man of prayer, and you will never be the one without the other, you will supply a remedy for all that you lack. Be, then, firm in your resolutions.”

Given its close relationship with faith, mental prayer, like faith, is the fount of all the virtues of the religious of Mary. Difficulties themselves, and disturbances, not only should not upset the interior spirit, but they seem most suited to sustaining it in faith and in the seeking for God alone.

In the long instructions on chastity, Chaminade points to mental prayer as one of the most efficacious means for the spiritual combat. Note the certitude and the power of persuasion in this man of faith:


No prayer, no virtue. Without prayer, in fact, we cannot have any strength to resist the enemy … Underline these words, I urge you, you who dislike the holiest of exercises, you who conduct yourselves as animals without intelligence … you whom prayer disturbs, you, finally, who begin to pray no more … Underline these words, you who happily resist the concupiscence of vice; continue to pray and you will be even happier, otherwise you shall fall …


Prayer is necessary, both during the struggle and afterward; never should we desist … religious of Mary! Understand your duty, once for all; having become men of prayer, let your life be a continual mental prayer … In a word, you must pray always, without ceasing (Lk 18:l).

Another aspect of mental prayer, as an exercise of faith, is that it established a tie among the various religious practices of the day.
 Moreover, a true life of prayer tends to transform all works and all occupations into a continual mental prayer. For Chevaux in particular, in his position relative to the brothers, meditation is a bearer of benefits able to lead him to accept the burden of responsibility and to gain the trust and collaboration of others. Chaminade wrote: “Without prayer, what other means of success is there for you, as well as for the others?”
 “It is there that you will derive the courage, the strength, and all that is necessary for you.”

To a director who complained of having lost the confidence of his community, the founder answered: “I hardly know any natural remedy to this evil, but there are many of a supernatural order and, for you, I am reducing them to two: to good meditations, and to an entire confidence in your grace of state.”

Finally, since all spiritual direction is fruit of the active presence of the Holy Spirit, the consequence is a true and unalterable peace.

***************************
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4. Characteristics of Chaminadean prayer

As we proceed toward the end of this chapter on Chaminadean mental prayer, we wish to recall succinctly three characteristics of meditation. In truth, they do not always receive much emphasis in the correspondence between Chaminade and Chevaux; but, in many other texts surely known by Chevaux, are much more developed. To avoid being too analytical, we will limit ourselves to an examination of only the Method of Mental Prayer on the Creed
 which, among the writings on mental prayer, is the last in the order of time and the most complete, and is rightly considered as the crystallization of all Chaminade’s thought on mental prayer.

The founder declares that since mental prayer is of the order of faith, the response we are to give to the divine Plan revealed to us in and by the Son of God, will be determined by the most complete submission to faith which alone can lead us to the vision of God.

“Jesus is truly the Son of Mary: of whom Jesus was born (Mt 1:16). No one will be saved unless he has arrived at a great conformity with Jesus Christ. God, in effect, predestines no one except if he is conformed with Jesus Christ (see Rm 8:29).”

Chaminade is convinced that both the text from Matthew and that from the Letter to the Romans announce the same mystery: that Jesus who was destined to be the First-born of a number of brothers wished to be born of the Virgin Mary. It is a principle of doctrine, he continues, that is at the origin of another, and it must be placed as the foundation of spiritual direction: faithfulness to the Spirit of Jesus received in Baptism.

The first principle with which a director should be penetrated (the sanctification of a soul being both the work of God and the work of the person) is that he must be extremely attentive that his directee correspond completely to the divine action and to the operation of grace … Every Christian received, in Baptism, the Spirit of Jesus Christ and is conceived, so to say, by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. It is this divine Spirit which will lead him to grow to the stature of the perfect man, to total conformity with Jesus Christ. The director has only to regulate the cooperation of his directee with this ongoing work of Jesus Christ.”

To the measure in which the Christian, the religious, discovers the importance of the role confided by God to Mary, the Mother of Jesus, he discovers by the very fact a fundamental, and extremely fruitful, secret of the spiritual life. This is a second characteristic of Chaminadean meditation. The Method underlines several times Mary’s role beginning with the exercise on the presence of God, then at the beginning of the meditation: always Mary, Mother and Mediatrix, is present next to the Son.

“Union with Mary is, therefore, an indispensable disposition for making mental prayer. She, the Mother, has to offer us to her divine Son, just as the Son has to offer us to the Father, if we wish to receive the intimate communications of faith.”
 The same recommendations are also found in a certain number of letters to Chevaux. In one of them we read: “Continue, my dear son, your way of making mental prayer … but always in union with our Lord Jesus Chrst and with Mary: Through him and with him and in him, etc. Show yourself our Mother.”
 Elsewhere he explains that such union should come more from the heart than from the mind.

Let us, with Father Koehler, resume in a few lines what we have written more extensively in the preceding pages:


Mary gives us Christ, unites us to him. Christ is our life, and therefore also our prayer. He is our Mediator and it is through his Spirit, received in Baptism, that we move toward God: abba! Father!”

And this is the third characteristic: the Method insists on the necessity of the mediation of Jesus. All the pages of the New Testament, all the prayers of the Church do nothing other than recall this truth: through our Lord … “If this union is to be realized in every action, Father Chaminade concludes, how much more should it not be in meditation in which, precisely, he communicates to us special heavenly illuminations.”
 We have already said something about the importance of a meditation entirely of faith, and of another disposition needed to make a good meditation: a life, that is, guided entirely by faith.

The best ending is perhaps that of Halter. Since the end of the mental prayer of faith is conformity with Jesus Christ,


its means and its method have but one objective: to place ourselves in the presence of God, to abandon ourselves to the sanctifying action of the Holy Spirit, to unite ourselves to the maternal prayer of the Virgin, to aim, by the exercise of the theological virtue of faith, at an every-growing resemblance to Jesus Christ, Son of God, become Son of Mary for the salvation of all mankind.

Meditation on the mysteries of Our Lord render us more fit for our daily occupations,
 for common and social living. This is not a manner of speaking; it is the certain result of a good meditation and of our faithfulness to it. Chevaux has given an example, despite the distractions, difficulties of every kind, aridity, maybe even discouragement.
 Such faithfulness obtained for him “a universal and continuous action: in the confessional, in direction, in the fields, in the workshops, in recreation. He found himself in the midst of his dear brothers in community … in this way each day he had occasion to speak to each one, to console the afflicted, to support the weak, to encourage all by his example and some word of friendship or compassion.”

CHAPTER  THREE: Progressive method for becoming conformed with Christ

I. Perfection in the religious life

The obligation to tend to perfection is a basic demand of the religious life. We cannot conceive of a consecrated life without a constant preoccupation with tending to perfection, “to the highest perfection,” as Father Chaminade desired for each of his religious:


I wish to live, my dear children, only for you. I wish to bring you to Jesus Christ and to his august Mother. … I am consecrating to you … all my labors and every moment of my life. … What might we not be able to do under the auspices of our august Mother and Patroness! To what a degree of virtue might we not arrive!

Whoever does not decide to tend to perfection runs the risk of falling into tepidity. Such a tepid religious would be in a very sad situation, Chaminade says. In such a state “we live tranquilly, we fall asleep on our own disgrace, we do not even want to escape from it.”
 Whoever has chosen Christ cannot be content with mediocrity. “There is no question, my dear son, of being religious by half, not even by three quarters. We must be such as God wants us to be and in the manner in which we have promised him.”

With incisive expressions and emphasis, Chaminade often returned to this obligation of perfection: it involves temporal and eternal happiness. “It is the thought of salvation,” he affirms, “that decides the religious to make the sacrifices they make … and it is the thought of salvation that supports them in these sacrifices.”

CHAPTER  THREE: Progressive method for becoming conformed with Christ

I. Perfection in the religious life

1. Call to holiness

The principal task of the religious, therefore, is to work at his own sanctification: no other work of zeal, even the most genuine, must lead to neglecting this care for the one thing necessary.
 To the religious of Saint Remy and to their director, he wished it for them especially at the beginning of a new year:

By your vocation to the religious state, you have entered on the way that leads directly to eternal life. You understand well that you are to walk upon it, not to say run, with fervor.

I desire so much that you prepare yourselves for heaven. You will succeed in it, if you live as true religious.

Oh! If you are able to arrive at the degree of virtue and perfection to which you are all called, all the years of your life will be happy, and the eternity following them will also be happy!

A perfection, the fruit of personal effort, but also of emulation and of contagious example of a fervent community: “Pray for one another, so that all, having but one heart and one soul like the faithful in the primitive Church, you may rival one another in zeal and effort along the beautiful paths of religious perfection.”

***************************
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2. Novitiate, first school of holiness

The first effective means at Chaminade’s disposal for the formation of his religious was undoubtedly the novitiate. This presented itself to him not only as a structure for validating the authenticity of the call of candidates to the religious life, but also, and above all, a period of initiation to the demands of the life of the evangelical counsels.

The religious life, as a radicalization of the Baptismal consecration, is already fully present at the novitiate, and not only looked forward to. Therefore, Chaminade wanted the novitiate to be a regular and methodical training apprenticeship for the religious life. It is not surprising that his chief preoccupation in this area was to furnish to the Master of Novices the needed instruments for an effective direction.

We have already reviewed the personal contribution of the founder, especially through his writings.
 These, intended to help the Novice Master in the formation of novices, could be useful even for subsequent degrees, and, with appropriate modifications and emphases, for the entire extent of the religious life.

Chevaux, who had made a good novitiate under the precious guidance of Father Charles Rothéa, could not forget that in the spiritual life there is always something more to be learned. The motivating force is the awareness of perfectibility, a consciousness of being always on the road and never fully arrived. In his humility, Chevaux, before using Chaminade’s advice and directives to the advantage of the novices and brothers, sought them and received them for himself, “the most pitiful subject at Saint Remy, the one who seeks to guide others but cannot guide himself.”
 In the same way, we, too, will apply to Chevaux all Chaminade’s writings which, even only indirectly, certainly were of interest to him.

***************************
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3. Chaminade’s method of direction

It seems useful, at this point, to present in an outline the Method of Direction, or the progressive and gradual manner with which the soul is led to conformity with Jesus Christ by means of the practice of the characteristic virtues of the Society of Mary.

The Method wishes to bring the religious to die always more to the old man, and to form and bring to life the new man until he has achieved the stature of Jesus, Son of God, become son of Mary for the salvation of all. The Method foresees a progression to virtue “established according to an order that is more practical than speculative,”
 so as to prepare calm and free souls capable of living the life of Jesus Christ.


One proceeds from the exterior to the interior, from the manifestations of evil to their root cause. The virtues of preparation discipline the faculties to external reactions, the virtues of purification rectify the interior dispositions, and the virtues of consummation purity the very substance of the soul. In other words, the virtues of preparation permit us to know ourselves, to possess ourselves, and to render ourselves docile under the hand of the one who guides us; the work of purification has as its purpose to purify us from our greatest vices, to discover the roots of evil in order to remove them; finally, the virtues of consummation have as their aim to consummate or to bring to completion the reform of our corrupt nature and to remodel us according to Jesus Christ.

Here is a schematic view of Chaminade’s “system of virtues:”

A. Virtues of Preparation


1. Silence (of word, signs, mind, passions, imagination)


2. Recollection


3. Obedience


4. Mortification

B. Virtues of Purification


1. Watchfulness over self


2. Confidence in God


3. Annihilation of self


4. Spiritual direction


5. Patience


6. Renewal of good intentions


7. Resistance to temptations

C. Virtues of consummation


1. Humility


2. Modesty


3. Abnegation


4. Renunciation of the world

D. Onto these virtues of consummation are grafted the Theological Virtues, the only ones which can bring the pure offering, that is the new man, to the very throne of God.

Despite appearances and verbal expressions, the profound idea is that the negative work is to be performed in a positive prospective. Chaminade said so explicitly: “All should understand fully these two parts of the Christian life: death and life. The first serves as foundation of the second.”
 The inspiration and the finality of asceticism is the love of God. Fear, in fact, does not suffice for winning the will to God. For that, there must be faith and charity, which alone are capable of making us walk along the way which leads to God.

The Method might even have a scriptural foundation. Chaminade insists that all the virtues of preparation, purification, and consummation are found in the second Letter of Saint Peter (1:5-7): “Make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, virtue with knowledge, knowledge with self-control, self-control with endurance, endurance with devotion, devotion with mutual affection, mutual affection with love.”

***************************
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4. Applied to Chevaux

Chevaux, as might be expected, did not integrate into his personal asceticism the entire system of virtues to an equal extend; he gave first place to faith, mental prayer which helped him to grow in faith, humility, and abnegation. We have already spoken of faith and mental prayer in the preceding chapter; here we will center attention on abnegation and humility.

In a certain sense, we need not peruse the whole system of virtues of Chaminade. The virtues of consummation are nothing more than the virtues of preparation and purification, but with a new element: they are particularly effective in completing the annihilation of the old man and, at the same time, their practice fosters the progress of all the other virtues.

Shortly after Chaminade’s death, Chevaux reminded one of his confreres, who also had had Chaminade as spiritual director, of the salutary advice of the founder. Chevaux lists the most valued and practiced virtues recommended to them both: “You know how he wanted us to practice abnegation, humility, patience, mortification, penance, submission, obedience, silence, recollection, and mental prayer.”

***************************


caption on portrait of Chevaux (after p. 99)


He was a man of lofty stature, his head leaning quite forward.. His austere face was softened by a benevolent smile toward all who approached him…. always occupied with God, affable with everyone, of even temper, of a character that never varied, simple, upright, humble, he fled with visible care whatever looked like honors, riches, comforts (Simler, Vie de l’abbé de Lagarde, pp. 117-118.)
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II. Abnegation

At the head of the list is abnegation, and, in fact, Chaminade gave it a certain priority in asceticism. He wrote: “The basis of the plan [of spiritual direction] is always the same: to form men who can be called men of faith, and by faith, come to the total abnegation of self;”
 “salvation may be compromised in the religious state, if one does not constantly advance in the perfect love of God by an entire abnegation of self.”

Taught and practiced during the year of novitiate, abnegation must be well understood by the time of religious profession. In his notes taken during the retreat in which he was preparing himself for his perpetual vows, Chevaux records the teachings of Chaminade in all their clarity:


With the emission of vows we do what Jesus Christ has already done on the cross for us and for all members of the human race; or, rather, we apply to ourselves the merits of Jesus Christ, we crucify our old man.

According to Saint John, all our old man consists in concupiscence of the eyes and of the flesh and of the pride of life (see 1Jn 2:16). Now, by means of the vows, we nail to the cross all this old man: 1. by means of the vow of poverty, we nail there the concupiscence of the eyes, or the love of riches; 2. with the vow of chastity, we affix the concupiscence of the flesh or the love of pleasures; 3. with the vow of obedience, we nail there the pride of life or the love of our freedom. We sacrifice it. By means of these vows we have therefore died … We have to understand well these words: death, crucifixion, destruction of the body of sin, renunciation, etc. May the Holy Spirit help us to understand them so that we may have an exact idea of the Christian and religious life.

Abnegation, it is worth repeating, is not the end in itself: it is closely tied to the love of God. There is nothing more favorable to the growth of a person that to be completely emptied of self and to be reduced to complete helplessness. Chaminade wrote:


Divine union, transformation in God, the pure love of God -- all are the more perfect the more progress has been made in abnegation of one’s self, in interior separation from all creatures, in the crucifixion, death, and burial of the old man.

An authentic life of fervor does not consist of something sensate, nor even in mortification at all costs; this would only lead to disequilibrium if not accompanied by progress in faith and mental prayer. To Chevaux, only recently recovered from an illness, Chaminade wrote: “Your fervor will grow in proportion as you despoil yourself of yourself, to love and to seek only God. I do not place fervor in a palpable ardor, but in the practice of the unique love of God.”

In addition to the practice of the vows, another form of abnegation which had a great part in Chevaux’s life was the practice of penance considered both in the strict sense and also in the full extent of the word.

***************************

CHAPTER  THREE: Progressive method for becoming conformed with Christ

II. Abnegation

1. Abnegation and penance

Chaminade’s thought on this point is codified in the Constitutions of 1839:


Penances, which occupy an important place among the means of religious institutes which have as a special end the expiation of sins, both personal and public, do not have so great an importance in a Society that proposes other ends. This means of sanctification is, however, not to be neglected. The religious life is essentially a penitential life since it is a copy of the life of Jesus Christ.

This article should be complemented with another which speaks of the care of the body in health and in sickness:


Religious who are dealing with their fellow-man cannot neglect their bodies to the same extent as did the hermits; as true Christians, however, they should have toward it the same dislike and the same hatred. All the care that they give to their body is limited to the exigencies of cleanliness and of health, and this in view of serving God and edifying their neighbor.

According to Chaminade, every penance, as also every preoccupation with the body, can easily be related to, and directed toward, the imitation of Jesus Christ, the service of God, and the edification of our neighbor. Otherwise we fall into imprudence or into a misplaced zeal or, still worse, into a pernicious illusion such as that of seeking elsewhere, for example, with the Trappists, a climate more favorable to penance,
 not taking into account the will of God which is often more demanding than corporal penances.

That is why Chaminade insisted that acts of penance be inspired by an authentic spirit of penance which arises from a calm and peaceful soul. Writing to Lalanne with regard to Chevaux: “Spare Father Chevaux as much as possible. Act especially in such a way that his soul is not repressed. Often remember that it is ordinarily the sword that spoils the scabbard and not the other way around.”

Some years later, the same concern arose: “I believe that the affections of your soul are contributing much to the weakening of your bodily health, and I shall make the same recommendation to your that our Lord made to his apostles: ‘Possess your soul in your patience’” ([Vulgate] Lk 21:19)

Moreover, there are no limits to abnegation: it must be extended to the body, the spirit, and the heart, understood as the center of all human relationships. There it is that we must seek the will of God, beyond and sometimes against human vision: “Tell him [Chevaux] to keep his soul in peace,” Chaminade insisted with Clouzet, “and to adore the designs of Providence. Let us turn everything to our advantage; there is no fortuitous occurrence which cannot be made into a great spiritual advantage.”

The heart may even be bleeding but its reactions should be guided by thoughts of faith. “Courage, my dear son! Love to recall to yourself this passage from the Psalms: Going forth they went and wept … but returning they returned …etc.”
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2. Abnegation and the theological life

The accent is on the positive aspect of abnegation: love of God, of his works, the seeking after his will to the point of becoming docile instruments of the Holy Spirit. In practice, it is a matter of emptying self of self to make room for Christ and others. That is the way, most secure and most authentic, for arriving to true liberty of the sons of God, to the theological life.

It is not enough to love the good, Chaminade wrote; it must be done “only for God and as God wants it to be done.”
 This is a disposition not only of individuals, but also of the collectivity: “Art. 12. May all the members of the council always remain in the dispositions of abnegation of their own private judgment … and may they seek only the interests of God and religion by the wise direction of the labors of the Society of Mary.”

To a religious called to a position of importance, he suggested that he present himself as an ambassador of Jesus Christ:


Always look upon yourself as inferior to all your brothers and as being, so to say, only their business representative. From that will result mildness, goodness, all the kind attentions of a humble charity, etc. All this will seem possible to you, my dear son, if faith is there to make you see in all this a mandate from our Lord, Jesus Christ. You will infallibly have all the graces necessary for this position … the graces of solitude and interior recollection, of zeal, of abnegation of yourself, of entire devotedness to the work of the Lord.

In addition, he wanted Chevaux to see only the seeking of God’s will alone, and, consequently, the despoiling of every personal view, as the only remedy against a imprudent zeal.
 As we can see, abnegation is closely tied to faith. In a long letter entitled “Advise to a Master of Novices,” Chaminade embraces the doctrine of Olier
 which, among other things, declares:


Faith is the torment of all nature … What do we not owe to God for thus keeping us in a continual separation from ourselves? Because his design, in attaching us to himself by faith, is to transform us into himself. Having arrived at this transformation, … the human mind, made divine, no longer judges, tastes, hears things in its own way, but in God’s.

If such are the marvels of faith, no less precious are the effects of fraternal charity. It surely “brings each of you to an entire abnegation,”
 which, in turn, appreciating the collaboration and help of others, becomes a motive for restoring all “to the fraternal union of charity … and then to a truly religious life.”
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It has been written of Chevaux that humility was

the dominant passion of his entire life; for this, he was loved and venerated … Our appreciation can say of the son the words of the Mother: he has regarded the humility of his servant; for this, all generations will call me blessed (Lk 1:48) … In his last illness, a few days before his death, he said and repeated often, especially with intimates: I am nothing, I have nothing, I can do nothing, I am worth nothing. This feeling of my inability, of my misery, and of my nothingness is what has dominated me the most and from which I have habitually drawn nourishment.

I have never been able to understand how there could have been confided to me the responsible positions I have held, and, above all, that anyone should have thought of me for the position I now hold.
 This is, for me, a mystery. It is the Blessed Virgin, it is the good God, who did all. My presence serves no purpose. I have not been able to do other than place obstacles before the designs of mercy, and weaken the supernatural action of God. I am nothing; I am only a miserable person, a great sinner.

On his deathbed, to one who suggested he pardon his confreres from the heart, he answered with a disarming word: “I? I have nothing to pardon; I have never been offended. Can a man so deserving of being despised be offended?”

We have spoken at length of this feeling of humility or inferiority which Chevaux vividly assigned to himself, and noted how Chaminade adjusted his response in order to prevent this becoming lack of trust in God; this would have paralyzed all exterior and interior activity.
 Here we shall add some thoughts on the nature and importance of humility for a religious in the Society of Mary, and complete the portrait of the founder in his relations with Chevaux in helping him develop true humility.
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1. The importance of humility in the Society of Mary

The humility of the young postulate at Saint Remy was quickly appreciated by his superiors and his confreres, and, after his death, was displayed for the admiration and imitation of all. “How fortunate the Society of Mary would be if all its sons, enlightened and inflamed by such an example, would seek justice and truth in the depths of humility.”
 Indeed, humility is one of the characteristic virtues of the “little society,”
 and Chevaux must have taught it to scores of novices and religious.

From a conference of the retreat of 1827, he retained, above all, that “faith is the foundation of our justification … For it to be a true faith, humility is necessary: so, faith with humility is the foundation of all justification, of all activity, of all meritorious works.”
 More especially, as Chaminade reminded him, in the religious state “the fundamental virtues of faith and humility”
 are the support of the entire edifice of perfection.

A more profound knowledge of humility may well be the object of prolonged meditation.
 But, while it is interesting to know the degrees of humility and its exemplification of each one in the life of Jesus Christ, at the beginning it is much more useful for the directors to represent with vividness to their confreres the motives truly capable of disposing the soul to enter onto the road of humility.

Chaminade himself gave the example. During the retreat of 1827, humility, always intimately tied to faith, is presented by him as the practical consequence of meditation on the omnipotence of God, the first article of the Creed:


Everything comes from God; therefore, God is everything. And if God is everything, I am nothing … Let us ask ourselves: what is man? … 1. Nothing in the order of nature … All comes from God … 2. Nothing in the order of the supernatural … We have none of the graces of ourselves, they come to us from God.

Chaminade continues: There are other motives to keep us humble: the birth of sinfulness; our past, present, and future sins; fear of and possibility of hell; good works that come from God as does all the rest. Only when we have perceived the truth of our being, and of our nothingness, will the example of Jesus and Mary help us to make quick progress in humility. For a religious of the Society of Mary the imitation of the humility of Mary is sufficient reason: “Who should follow her footsteps if not her adopted children?”
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2. The practice of humility

In common life spiritual dialogue and emulation are a not indifferent help toward the practice of humility, for the religious life is essentially a state of poverty and humility; the religious who would not be “humble of heart” would surely be lost.
 It is therefore important that the practice of a true and solid humility be taught with more than usual solicitude by directors and Masters of Novices. Chaminade wrote:


The director shall often speak of the humility of our Lord and of the Blessed Virgin … There has to be a practice faithfully followed, before it can reach its consummation.
 The director shall become familiar with both the practice and the signs of true humility, for the purpose of distinguishing immediately the latter and of indicating the former.

With a pedagogical note, elementary and temporary, Chaminade recommended to the director to present first the aspect that tended to encourage. In fact, at first, perfection may present itself as stimulating for some; for others, it can arouse discouragement and anxiety.
 For a specific case, Chaminade involves the Master of Novices of Saint Remy. He writes to Clouzet:


You have taken an excellent means, my dear son, to advance in the virtue and spirit of your state, that of having frequent interviews with Father Chevaux. From these you will certainly come to know well and to appreciate the virtues of our Lord Jesus Christ, the real model of Christians and religious.
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3. Distinctive feature of the virtue of humility

Knowledge of oneself generates a sentiment of inability which is not yet or always true humility, either because it can be a delay in spiritual progress, or because, sometimes,
 it is caused by Satan transformed into an angel of light.

If, though, this sentiment comes from God, then it is for the spiritual good of the soul;
 it is far from “diminishing our confidence in him, far from disconcerting and depressing us.”
 True humility, therefore, does not lead to abandonment of one’s duties or one’s post of responsibility because of unworthiness to accept it. Chaminade writes:


The good God properly judges to leave you a certain physical insufficiency in the fulfillment of the important duties of the position you hold. If, for your sanctification, he wishes to use such a means, remain in peace. You will thus easily understand that the little good you are able to do comes neither from you nor from your efforts. Speak and act, then, according to the needs of your condition, always with purer intentions, asking of the Lord to be himself in everything and everywhere your sufficiency, and remain tranquil.

The more humility grows the more the sentiment of one’s nothingness risks augmenting the negative tension between the real and the ideal, with damaging consequences. That is the case with Chevaux. Faced with such a situation there is great need for clarity: placed on a supernatural plane, we must have recourse to judgments of faith; otherwise it is not possible to appreciate the wisdom of God who chooses what in the world is judged weak to confound the strong (1Cor 1:27).

Therefore, Chaminade explains, “that you have a feeling of your weakness and even of your incapacity, there is nothing more suitable. In fact, no other feeling is closer to the truth,”
 but two pitfalls are to be avoided by all means: discouragement, or a certain injustice in holding oneself the only one responsible for whatever happens.

The first pitfall, it is evident, causes confidence in God to be shipwrecked when it should rather be unlimited:
 “When some serious and disquieting affair arises, you become troubled and discouraged. That is not good.”
 Three weeks later, Chaminade wrote:


What seems to break down your strength and to lessen the energy of your soul should, on the contrary, inflame your charity and zeal. I do not disapprove of the sentiment you have of your incapacity and of all your defects … but I do disapprove of the discouragement that this sentiment seems to be producing in you. … Our Lord Jesus Christ wants to have all the glory of the good you will do and of the victories you will gain. Our Lord wants to have as participant in his glory, not you and your co-workers, but his august Mother, the most holy Virgin, under whose protection and guidance you have surmounted all obstacles: The weak of this world God has chosen to confound the strong [1Cor 1:27]. Why, my dear son, do you not place all your confidence in Jesus and Mary?

Confidence must be the necessary companion of Christian humility, for strength and light come from Jesus Christ. He it is who purifies the action of a human soul, giving it an extraordinary supernatural effectiveness.

The second pitfall is equally insidious. To avoid it, Chevaux must use prudence and measure. In fact, in a communitarian effort it is not a matter either of laying on others our own failures,nor of holding ourselves totally responsible. “You risk nothing in considering quietly before God the disorders that arise under your direction. Neither do you risk anything in asking his pardon.”
 This thought is found again in a letter of 1837:


It has been said that there has been much evil, or at least very little regularity, among the novices and even among the professed religious. It is doubtlessly correct, my dear son, to take your share of it … However, if you stop there you would not see the part the others have taken in it and then, what zeal could you have in trying to banish it from their midst?

The letter of June 7, 1839, summarizes all the advice Chaminade had sent to Chevaux with regard to humility: humble himself, of course! but immediately after, bend to the task of correcting himself.


As far as you are concerned, my dear son, humiliate yourself before God for not being the first in fervor, and, after having said to yourself what you say to the others, set to work in good earnest and cut out the evil from the root; with the help of God, you will succeed in all you attempt to do. I willingly consent, my dear son, to take you at your word when you claim yourself to be one of the least fervent in the establishment, on condition that, far from allowing yourself to sink into discouragement, you only humble yourself the more before God, recognizing, like the publican in the gospel, your profound unworthiness, asking with fervor for what is lacking to you and hoping for it from heaven, while doing all you can to correspond with grace to the best of your ability.
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4. The spirit of humility and the spirit of faith

The image of the perfection of humility begins to get clearer when love and faith intervene. In this sense, humility, together with docility, is one of the most necessary conditions in spiritual direction. In fact, neither good inspirations nor firm purposes would suffice for the acquisition of perfect humility. Since, however, the patience of God has been revealed in part, and only in faith, the human response will be faithfulness nourished by the courage and strength of grace.


The spirit of obedience makes us conquer in ourselves, so to say, the spirit of humility. It is the spirit of Jesus Christ as the spirit of faith that surmounts in us the same spirit of Jesus Christ as the spirit of humility, and God is thus glorified. It is easy to see how this combat and this victory occur in the truly Christian heart. On the one hand, the spirit of humility, which is truth and justice, causes its original and personal unworthiness, and on the other hand, the spirit of faith, which is entire confidence in the grace of Jesus Christ, restores courage, causes the obstacles invincible to nature to be despised, and causes the soul to march on and claim victories by the grace attached to obedience.

CHAPTER  FOUR: Conformity with Christ under the guidance of Mary

I. The action of the Holy Spirit and of Mary

When speaking of spiritual direction, we have emphasized the necessity of the Spirit of the Lord as the only guarantee of progress in the life of holiness.
 As we begin this chapter we would like to shed some light on another topic: knowledge on the part of the disciple of the advice of the spiritual father. In particular, did Chevaux sufficiently understand the Marian thought of the founder as to be able to take nourishment from it and develop his own spiritual life in a Marian sense?

We realize that this is not the place to develop such a thought. However, since the question has been raised,
 an attempt to provide an answer may be of some value.

Chevaux never impressed anyone with his intelligence and perspicuity, that is true!
 His writings give more emphasize to the ascetical aspect of the spiritual life, leaving in the shadow the doctrinal foundations of mysticism.
 Nevertheless, the restraint with which he speaks of Our Lady before the general public should not fool us. It is not at all unlikely that, in the formation of the novices, the Marian thought of Chaminade was faithfully transmitted by him.

One of his novices had heard the call to perfection as a special manner of working for the glory of God, with Jesus as model and Mary as support and guide.
 How could we not see the influence of the Master of Novices there?

But there is something more explicit and direct: one of his own writings, entitled “A ten-day retreat,”
 has a meditation on the religious spirit of the Society of Mary. There we read:

Being a son of Mary means to adhere by vocation to the Incarnate Word in all the states of his mortal life. It means to be called to perpetuate on earth the hidden and the public life of the human Word, in his quality of victim, of adorer, and of mediator. It means having the mission of continuing here below, in a marvelous way, the divine maternity of Mary, forming in oneself and in others the Son of Mary. This is why the Society of Mary has chosen as patroness and mother the august Mary, Mother of the Savior of mankind. The religious of Mary has as purpose to tend to the highest perfection possible through the exact observance of his rules, of the evangelical counsels, and through perfect imitation of Jesus and Mary.

Moving on to speak of perfection in the Society of Mary, Chevaux says that it consists in “perfect conformity … with Jesus and Mary. He (the Marianist religious) must seek to grow every day in the love of Jesus and Mary, and to reproduce in himself the thoughts, the sentiments, the preferences, the inclinations, the actions of Jesus and Mary.

Our vocation is sublime and the end which we propose to ourselves is high. Which are the means at the disposal of sons of Mary? Chevaux would say:


It is our rules which point out our road. We posit as principle, we affirm in essence, that it is impossible for man to attain religious perfection without mental prayer. The more he devotes himself to it, the closer he comes to his end which is conformity with Jesus Christ. The spirit of mental prayer must be, like devotion to the most Holy Virgin, the characteristic virtue of the religious of Mary, and the one in which each one, without exception, strives to excel the most.

There can be no doubt that Chevaux drew from “the very font the pure spirit of the Society,”
 but the polemics over the characteristic spirit of the Society of Mary
 must have advised a prudent restraint.
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1. Conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit

The entire ascetical work should lead to conformity with Jesus Christ. Could it be otherwise? The Holy Spirit, who is the great master of the interior life “unites the faithful of Jesus Christ that they might make with him a single body and a single human being, and that they might all have together a single heart and a single soul.”
 Chaminade, like many other spiritual authors, insistently recommended docility to the Spirit of the Lord. But what may, in his case, be considered as characteristic, is the outstanding role attributed to Mary in the formation of the new man. He wrote to Chevaux: “If we remain firmly united by the direction of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, under the auspices of Mary, we shall be very strong.”
 Moreover, “who has every ventured to strive after evangelical perfection while excluding from his consecration to Jesus the special worship of Mary?”

The action of the Holy Spirit and of Mary come together and contemporaneously to a single and same end: the formation of the historical Christ and of the mystical one. Therefore, Chaminade explains, “it is in the womb of the august Mary that Jesus Christ was conceived of the Holy Spirit and formed to our resemblance; in the same way, it is in the virginal womb of Mary that the elect are to be conceived by the working of the Holy Spirit and formed with maternal care into the resemblance of Jesus Christ.”
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2. Born of the Virgin Mary

Chaminade wanted all his religious, even the least educated, to lay solid foundations to their Marian devotion. He, himself, never lost an occasion for studying assiduously the Fathers and greatest writers devoted to Mary. Today we can easily recognize the vastness of his knowledge, the diversity of the sources he researched. The instructions, sermons, meditations on Marian feasts, her privileges, her maternal role, and the apostolic mission of Mary are most plentiful.

To be convinced of the importance which the founder of the Marianists attributed to knowledge of Mary, it is enough to read the first chapter of a little treatise which he had published under the title of Our knowledge of Mary and of her cult.
 We may do this even while remaining within the limit imposed by our work.

The retreat of 1827, preached by the Good Father at Saint Remy, begins with a meditation on the Virgin,
 a “foundational” meditation, because it considers “our spiritual regeneration in Mary’s womb to the likeness of Jesus Christ. The holy Virgin acts relative to Christians as she acted relative to our Lord. She knows him, she generates him, she forms him unto the fullness of a perfect state (Eph 4:13). We can, therefore, say with Saint Bernard: Mary is the entire foundation of our hope.”

The other two foundations are: the thought of eternal life, and faith. A careful consideration of Chaminade’ spiritual doctrine shows that these three foundations are closely inter-related and depend on one another. Besides, in the life of the spirit, all things have a certain harmony. In this meditation which Chevaux has summarized, Chaminade reacts sharply again an idea all too widespread (from his point of view, due to ignorance): that the most Holy Virgin is our mother only because she has “adopted” us as her children.

No! he explains, “Mary has really conceived the true body of our Lord … She has also conceived his mystical body which is the society of the saints and of all believers.”
 She has conceived them, generated them, nurtures them etc. together with Jesus. This is a conclusion suggested to him by scripture itself. Commenting the verse of the Canticle of Canticles [Sng  7:3], he says: “It is in the womb of Mary that fruits are born in abundance.”

Later, coming back to the same text from the Cantile, Chaminade explained his thought even more: 


Saint Luke, when speaking of the Savior’s birth, says that Mary brought forth her firstborn Son (Lk 2:7). “Your body is a heap of wheat encircled with lilies” (Sng 7:3). In the most pure womb of Mary there was only one grain of wheat. Yet, it is said to be a heap of wheat because all the elect were enclosed in that chosen grain, of whom it would be said that he would be the firstborn of a multitude of brothers (Rm 8:29).

Benedict Meyer recalled that this was a theme which he had heard the Good Father develop often. In particular, he had been impressed with a conference which the founder had given at Saint Remy in 1829, during his second stay there.
 Chevaux was probably among those present.

It was just at that time that the young priest was named Master of Novices. He received from the founder himself a “Manual” for their formation.
 In that small booklet is found the same topic, in almost the very same words we have just quoted. This text is prior to the one quoted just above; the continuity of thought is clear. Beginning with 1827, that is, for the entire period which concerns us,
 Chevaux could nourish his spiritual life and that of his confreres by meditating profitably on the third article of the Apostles’ Creed: conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary.

When the founder’s direct action became more rare, the Constitutions were now there to recall to all that:


the Society has essentially but one end, which is the most faithful imitation of Jesus Christ. The profession which the Society makes of being devoted to Mary, as its name indicates, does no detract from this truth: Maria, de qua natus est Jesus; “it is of Mary that Jesus was born.” Nourished and reared by her, he did not separate himself from her during the whole course of his mortal life. He was submissive to her and he associated her in all his labors, in all his sorrows, and in all his mysteries. 


Devotion to Mary is, therefore, the most salient point of the imitation of Jesus Christ. In devoting itself to the imitation of this Divine Model under the well-beloved name of Mary, the Society intends to have each of its members reared by her, as Jesus was reared by her care after having been formed in her virginal womb.

True Mother of Christians from the moment of the Annunciation, she was proclaimed such by her Son dying on the cross. With that act, Jesus wished to reveal to us that we are in him an only son of God, an only son of Mary. “Yes, Mary is truly the mother of the disciples of Jesus Christ. The divine Savior gave her to them from the height of the cross, and Mary has really taken them as her sons.”
 And, Chaminade asks himself, what is now the ambition of this mother? “It is that all the children which her charity engendered after him be so united to him that with him they all form but one Son, one same Jesus Christ.”

Another scriptural text which Chaminade loved, Genesis 3:15, revealed to him that Mary, the new Eve, was not alone in her struggle against the serpent. She is associated with her descendents: the Savior, of course; but also all those who, by their faith in him, are truly her sons. Thus, even the ancient prophecy pre-announced the universal motherhood of Mary.

The Creed, Scripture: these are the sources of our knowledge of Mary. “There are various roads for meeting Mary. Those preferred by Chaminade all depart from faith: from what God tells us and from what we believe.”
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1. Allowing ourselves to be formed by Mary

To the one who, incorporated into Christ and convinced that progress in virtue depends on an ever closer union with him;
 to the one who wishes “to walk in the difficult road of the gospel,” the reality of Mary’s spiritual maternity properly understood says “that the greatest conformity or resemblance with Jesus Christ that can be attained is in the virginal womb of Mary,”
 for it is precisely in him and with him that Mary forms all Christians.

Consequently, Chaminade insisted with Chevaux that all his actions, and especially mental prayer, be made “always in union with our Lord Jesus Christ and with Mary: through him and with him and in him, etc. Show yourself a mother.

Union with Mary in mental prayer is fundamental, for mental prayer is the source of all virtues.
 So it is that the religious of the Society of Mary who claims to be son of Mary and who gives himself entirely to her to defend her interests as mother, “will very soon acquire the habits and the spirit of Jesus Christ; Mary, in a certain sense, will be his religious educator.”
 Mary’s task is to form Christ in us. It is, of course, obvious that our conformity with him takes place in her name and under her auspices.

We could spend considerable time on this aspect of Mary’s action. Chaminade’s texts are many, but also great is the risk of falling into a vague psychologism and of misusing a subject which is primarily analogous. Such was certainly not the intention of Chaminade. If he had a predilection for such expressions as “letting ourselves be formed in the womb of the maternal tenderness of Mary,” in no way did he want his religious to remain at an infantile level in their relations with the Madonna.

Rather, the closest conformity possible with Jesus Christ should be extended to the fullness of the perfect age (see Eph 4:13). Such is the meaning which Chaminade gave to expressions such as “tending to the highest perfection,” “making synonymous the expressions of ‘saint’ and ‘child of Mary.’”
 Such is also the chief duty, the common vocation, of all the religious of the Society of Mary.
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2. Imitation of Mary’s virtues

The founder wrote to Chevaux: “May nothing in the world be able to weaken in you the real spirit of the Society of Mary. I am your servant and the son of your handmaid.”
 For Chaminade the imitation of Mary is an inevitable consequence of our condition of children. “If you are children of Mary, imitate Mary!”
 By imitating Mary we succeed in imitating Jesus, for certainly whoever resembles the Mother will resemble the Son. Chaminade explained:


Mary is the first to be conceived in Jesus Christ according to the spirit, as Jesus Christ was himself conceived according to the spirit in her virginal womb. That is, Mary was formed interiorly to a resemblance with Jesus Christ, her adorable Son, and, therefore, associated to all his mysteries, whether in what these have of exterior or in what they have of interior, so that the conformity would be the most perfect possible; or, better, that there be all the uniformity possible.

In imitating Mary, we cannot be mistaken: She is the perfect model, created by the very Spirit of God. “The traces of conformity were of the highest perfection,” Chaminade noted, “because Mary corresponded to them with a complete and perfect fidelity.”

What, then, should we fear in imitating Mary? Nothing, other than our lack of availability and collaboration with the grace of God which invites us to the perfection which he has foreseen in his loving designs for us. Since the imitation of Mary is the fruit of love and of appreciation for the privileges given her, the august Mary (as she is habitually termed by the ardent missionary), a loving study of the place reserved for her in the divine plan is a necessity, as well as is the cult which we owe her.

What we ought to contemplate above all, and before all else, is the great spectacle of the divine maternity. Paraphrasing what Saint Paul had said about heaven (1Cor 2:9), Chaminade said of Mary that “eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it ever entered into the heart of man things equal to the sublime dignity of the august Mother of God.”
 He was convinced he was not exaggerating.

During his entire life, as he himself said, he did nothing other than promote the cult of Mary to encourage everyone to move, after and through admiration, to love for this incomparable mother.
 When speaking of Mary, he was inexhaustible: “What things I still have to say to you, my dear children! I would like, above all, to speak to you about our august Mother and Patroness,” the most holy Virgin.

His sons, too, should prefer to speak on the same subject, and use the great means of Marian devotions to grow in virtue and become penetrated with the religious spirit: 


From these [frequent interviews with Chevaux] you will surely come to know well and to appreciate the virtues of our Lord Jesus Christ, the real model of Christians and religious. The most Blessed Virgin is no doubt our model, but only because she is an exact and most perfect copy of Jesus Christ, her adorable Son.

The founder of the Marianists had a cult for all Marian virtues, excluding none. But the ones he preferred and most recommended were her faith and her complete availability to the salvific work of Christ.

***************************

CHAPTER  FOUR: Conformity with Christ under the guidance of Mary

II. The human response

2. Imitation of Mary’s virtues

a) Mary’s faith

“Faith,” Chaminade said, “has been the true life of every authentic just one;”
 how could we not suppose it in Mary, our most sublime model?


How wonderful was the faith of the august Mary. She believes in the mysteries announced to her, and those mysteries are accomplished in her, and they are accomplished precisely because she has believed. Blessed are you who have believed … that it would be accomplished … (Lk1:45): faith, fulfillment. What lessons for us! The same mysteries have been announced to us; they will be fulfilled if we have the same faith. They are fulfilled, so to say, in proportion to our faith.

But, pay attention! Chaminade warns the Master of Novices, “mere faith of the mind does not sanctify … (there must be) that which comes forth from the heart.”
 The same was true of the Virgin Mary: “All these mysteries of love were worked in Mary only with her active participation,”
 and faith animated by the heart was, in fact, in her the principle of her holiness, the guide for every moment of her life.

For that reason, Chaminade could say: “If you with to become imitators and sons of Mary, grow in faith. If your august patroness attained the most sublime degree of holiness and justice it was only because she lived a life full of faith, from the first instant of her conception to her precious death.”

In imitating Mary’s faith, we shall have the same fruitfulness. To us also it will be given to generate Jesus in ourselves and in others.
 This explains Chaminade’s great insistence on wishing all his sons to become men of faith.

***************************

CHAPTER  FOUR: Conformity with Christ under the guidance of Mary

II. The human response

2. Imitation of Mary’s virtues

b) Mary’s apostolic zeal

Not only did Mary give her consent to the conception of the Word, she also contributed to the accomplishment of our redemption by total availability, and with a cooperation which culminated “in the com-passion and the co-oblation on Calvary.”

On this matter Chaminade has pages and emphases of particular intensity. However, in order to remain within the limits of this work, we will be satisfied with a single document. This is a letter,
 one of the most beautiful written by Chaminade. Chevaux was discouraged by the difficulties and the apostolic sterility of the educational activity he was directing. The founder was profoundly interested in this kind of work; he desired it as a means “to introduce everywhere …  the spirit of faith and of religion, and to multiply Christians.”
 He does not hesitate to assert that the holy Virgin will certainly give this work her protection because “for this she was elevated to the divine motherhood;”
 that is, Mary became mother of the Word to generate others to faith in him.

The reason, Chaminade points out, for the sterility of their work is that Chevaux and his collaborators had depended on their own strength. Faith in Jesus Christ, were it present in them, would surely inflame their charity and their zeal. “By your entrance into the Society of Mary … consecrating yourselves entirely to God, under the protection of the august Mary, … you have become true missionaries.”

What has this to do with Mary’s apostolic zeal which the Marianist religious is to imitate? The principal idea which presided over and determined Chaminade at the foundation of the Marian sodality and the religious institutes was the conviction that it was necessary to provide auxiliaries for the most holy Virgin, to assist her resolutely “in the great work of reforming morals, of preserving and propagating the faith, and, by the fact, of sanctifying our neighbor.”

Mary received this maternal mission especially on Calvary: our mission also had its origin there. Chaminade affirms this (if we understand well his thought) in some brief “Notes on the State.”
 Speaking of a religious living in the world, he says:


Its purpose: one’s own sanctification and that of the neighbor and especially of the young … It is an ongoing mission … Its nature … the most holy Virgin is its: 1) patroness and 2) model. This is the origin of the three o’clock prayer
 … Mary is associated with the mystery of the redemption, etc. … She knows it from the moment of the Incarnation; considers Jesus Christ as victim, etc. … from that, the missionaries.

To imitate Mary’s apostolic zeal means to unite ourselves to her, humble like her yet trustful in the help of the grace of mission.
 “All must be well-persuaded with the importance of the salvation of souls redeemed by the price of the blood of Jesus Christ.”
 However, what is truly needed is a discreet zeal which expresses itself above all in prayer in favor of those persons from whom we are working.
 “Always give much to mental prayer and to good mental prayer,” Chaminade insisted, “for without prayer what other means of success is there for you as well as for the others?”

Zeal and prayer are inseparable: a true prayer is immediately followed by zeal; zeal, without prayer, could not be sustained.

As we approach the end of this chapter, we raise an objection: after having shown Chevaux as excelling in humility and abnegation, we introduced Chaminade who, with regard to the Virgin Mary, underlines as particularly worthy of imitation her faith and her apostolic zeal. Is there not a kind of contradiction in this manner of proceeding?

In the spiritual life, all elements are in harmony; such is true also for our subject. If, for example, we consider faith and charity in Mary, they are so united that it is truly impossible to separate them in an attempt to show some priority of the one over the other, or to measure their relative excellent. Chaminade, of course, had the same problem: “What I have never ceased admiring for some time … is that Mary, at the moment of the Incarnation, was associated with the eternal fecundity of the Father by her lively faith animated by an inconceivable charity.”

From another point of view, an act of a particular virtue can never be completely in isolation. It is, at it were, the result of all the other virtues. This is all the more true in proportion as a soul comes closer to perfection, that is, to simplicity. But there is an even more practical reason for our approach. It was easier to measure progress in the virtues of humility and abnegation, because they appear to us in Chevaux as almost connatural traits in his personality, rather than attempt to examine his faith and his apostolic charity. Besides, we have spoken at some length of his faith, especially when we tried to define the interior personality.

Besides, even Chevaux must have experienced some fascination with the theological virtues of Mary. To him, Chaminade had presented them as the crowning of the entire spiritual edifice: those virtues were to be always present as the end to be attained. But, in his deep humility, convinced that he would never succeed in being the man of charity who “believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1Cor 13:7), he resolved to walk the way of severe asceticism. yet, for that very reason, already in this long journey lived in abnegation and humility, he was “venerated for the prudence of his zeal … for the unalterable tenderness of his paternal charity.”
 Even then, his biography remarks, “his preoccupation was to keep himself hidden, forgotten, overlooked.”

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

We have analyzed in Chevaux the practice of abnegation: there is a form more perfect than that relative to family affections or physical or moral penances: that of abnegation of one’s own will. Whoever wishes to follow Christ renounces himself
 in order to be able, with him and at every moment, say in all truthfulness to the Father: “Not my will, but yours, be done” (Lk 22:42).

Spiritual writers have identified numerous levels in the practice of humility and have proposed a variety of distinctions. There is a moral obedience required and justified by the pursuit of the common good. There is a Christian and religious obedience which has as object the imitation of Christ’s obedience. There is an obedience which leads to indifference as to dwelling place and work. Chaminade recognized and recommended the practice of obedience in all these aspects.

However, we must not confuse these various spheres. We should like to make precise the extent of this eminently evangelical, and therefore fundamental, virtue for the religious life. When speaking of spiritual direction we indicated rapidly the finality and the fruit, in achieving peace.
 This was not in order to be pedantic nor to arouse curiosity, but to present a deep wisdom which wishes to present integrally the Christian mystery: intermediate results never completely satisfy souls desirous of perfection. For this virtue as for the others, the ideal is always in achieving a certain naturalness, but, understandably, after the inevitable passage through disquietude, torment, effort. Now, peace is the naturalness of obedience.

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

I. Obedience, third virtue of preparation

In Chaminade’s “system,” passed on to Chevaux by Fr. Rothéa, obedience has a place among the virtues of preparation
 and forms a unity with docility toward the spiritual director. In Rothéa’s notebook we read that the obedience of which he speaks is a “means for acquiring the silences. We consult the directors and follow their advice and the means they prescribe with submission … Whoever submits to the will of a competent leader will soon lose his faulty views and will forget the contrary bad habits.”

“Once recollection has taught us to use our faculties to establish good order among those that are undisciplined,
 obedience renders us docile to all the salutary touches of grace and to the directives of superiors.”
 The importance of such an obedience in the early steps of the spiritual life is evident. So, too, is the need for a director who unites in himself, at least to some extent, competency, energy, and prudence.

Chaminade is categorical in his statement: Without the renunciation of one’s own well, “the Spirit of God does not have prompt entrance … God takes his place within us only after an entire surrender of ourselves.”
 And, where are the superiors in all this? “In obeying the superiors, they thus place themselves under the guidance of a visible God, while awaiting the time when they will be in a condition of obeying an invisible God and fully capable of following his secret inspirations,”
 that is, when they will be in possession of interior freedom.

This is, in fact, the finish line of any authentic asceticism. Chevaux understood this very well; he ends each of his letters with a great act of submission, recommending himself to God’s goodness “in keeping with the advice you have given me.”
 Even more explicitly:


I always look upon your will as that of heaven. If the good God still allows me, in my desolating tepidity, to head this work, I will continue to bear with patience and resignation and in a spirit of penance the bitterness of this situation.

In another letter, again addressed to Chaminade, he says with deep humility: “I submit always to the holy will of God, for I myself do not know what is useful. I adore him, and I tremble.”

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

II. The vow and the virtue of obedience

As can be seen, we have gone beyond the narrow limits of the obligation of obedience which the religious vow sets up. The vow only requires the religious:

to execute … entirely the orders given by the superiors in all that is not evidently against the law of God.
 The other acts and degrees of the virtue of obedience, such as doing nothing without the consent of the superiors, conforming one’s thoughts, one’s judgments, and one’s habits to theirs, observing the rule punctually, etc., are duties and virtues of state for the religious; but he does not oblige himself to them by his vow.

This precision is necessary. But, when commenting these articles in one of his great circular letters, Chaminade hastened to add: “it is obedience which accomplishes in man the miracle of evangelical childhood … Obedience, therefore , is not only complying on occasion with the will of heaven manifested in the formal command of a superior; it is following with the mind and the heart only the judgment and the will of God.”
 Even though it is not evident, Chaminade continued: “by the vow of obedience you have contracted the obligation of using all your strengths to acquire the virtue,”
 a task that is carried out in community, under the guidance of a superior.

Looked at in this way, religious obedience 

is much more than a social service; but neither is it only a means of asceticism. Its function does not differ essentially from that of Christian obedience: the ends are the same even if the means used are diverse. In brief, religious obedience is none other than Christian obedience practiced even to its ultimate consequences, on a broader plane, and lived within the context of a religious choice. It is the free and voluntary act of a Christian who, faithful to the call of Christ, is determined to “follow him wheresoever he goes,” consecrating himself unreservedly to his person and to the expansion of his kingdom. Even more than for the Christian, [religious] obedience is a participation in the mystery of Christ obedient even to death for the redemption of souls.

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

III. Characteristics of religious obedience

The obedience of the Marianist religious is, in addition, a “following Mary,” if we may so phrase it: a following her who at Cana said to the servants at the wedding feast: “do whatever he tells you.”
 That is the only gospel word that Mary addressed to men and which recalls, no doubt, the Alliance of ancient Israel.
 Union with Mary, so highly recommended by Chaminade, also signifies this: our apostolate is already so incomparably fruitful because of our dedication, fervor, and professional conscience which authentic obedience assures. It will be so all the more if we know how to associate ourselves to the co-redemptive obedience of Mary.

Such is the particular reason for obedience in a son of Mary: to resemble his mother “he considers himself all the days of his life as attached to the cross in order to continue … the oblation and the sacrifice of Jesus Christ,”
 that is, to the service of the kingdom of heaven. Could Mary, who became our mother at the foot of the cross, wish otherwise for us than that we immolate ourselves to save souls which cost them so dear a price?

Having constantly under our eyes these two great models, we will not marvel that obedience should be simple, affectionate, supernatural, prompt, interior, equal, always generous,
 anticipative, blind and mute, universal, indifferent.

Obedience, Chaminade continued, is based “on the double principle” of simplicity of faith and divine charity. The founder’s doctrine has its refrains, and that of faith informed by charity is repeated each time he speaks of the practice of the virtues. If “charity immolates the heart, faith immolates above all the intelligence. Submitting to the duty of obedience intellectually is not enough; we must also submit ‘with the heart’ … obedience (then would be) a free and spontaneous homage … a homage willed by the heart and the principle of love.”

Religious obedience is, in fact, the most clear proof of love. Its connection with charity raises it to the rank of holocaust, so that it becomes, in faith, a total and direct oblation to God, free of all slavery. God is our only Lord and the religious can immediately “be about the Father’s business,”
 considering all else to be a means or a superfluity.

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

Like his own Master of Novices,
 Chevaux had embraced the religious life to escape the insidiousness of the world, to seek God in solitude and in the humblest of occupations. Why, then, did Chaminade entrust to them responsibilities of direction, knowing that this would expose them to temptations and to disappointments?
 Why did he not hesitate to “offend” their modesty and their humility? We know the problem, but we also know the founder’s response, full of faith.

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

IV. The test of obedience

1. The risks of obedience

The total gift made by the religious profession, in particular by the vow of obedience, may seem to many like an abdication in the face of the difficulties of life, and like a seeking of a secure asylum in the uncertainties of daily life. In reality, those religious are not rare who imagine the conventual life in that way.

Even Chevaux, though motivated by supernatural reasons, went to Saint Remy with that very intention. But, under the wise guidance of Chaminade, he understood, little by little, that the religious life “constitutes the greatest and most noble risk permitted to man, since it is an evocation of love and a total giving of self to God and to others. And love is always a risk.”

There is an expression characteristic of Chaminade which Chevaux never forgot: “we must always work, or be worked over.”
 Activity and vigilance are necessary in all circumstances of life, but one which Chevaux understood and developed in his role of superior, uninterruptedly almost from the beginning of his religious life until the moment of his death. He preached it and he gave the example. It cost him very much, and he asked the founder to be excused from it, but he bore it all with a strong and resigned soul. “Do not be afflicted beyond measure because of your position,” Chaminade admonished him. “In the eyes of faith it has nothing that is not a source of consolation. Be watchful over yourself, be faithful!”

He so used up all his energies in zeal that sometimes the founder was forced to moderate it.
 He urged him to rest and to nourish both spirit and body, as did the great prophet Elijah, with faith and the Eucharist: “You are, my dear son, on the road to Mount Horeb; the angelic and celestial food is altogether proper to renew your forces for walking and running towards the holy mountain. Be faithful and persevering!”

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

IV. The test of obedience

2. Hymn to obedience

Apart from a few weaknesses about which Chaminade kidded good naturedly,
 Chevaux’s dispositions as superior, always convinced of his own insufficiencies and unworthiness, were those which the founder praised in an admirable letter of 1841 when good Chevaux accepted without hesitation to add to his already considerable tasks that of Provincial of Alsace.


My very dear son, I have just learned from Brother Couzet that you must have set out for Alsace on the third day after Christmas, and I am taking a great share in the double sorrow that has just been imposed upon you, a sorrow both physical and moral. I have reason to think that the physical sorrow, although very real during this season and with your delicate constitution, is not of great consequence in your eyes; but the moral sorrow must have been great by reason of your interior dispositions.

Your faith will have required of you a great sacrifice and your obedience will have spoken several times of victory. Oh! how consoling, my dear son, are the victories of obedience! The spirit of obedience makes us conquer in ourselves, so to say, the spirit of humility. It is the spirit of Jesus Christ, as the spirit of faith that surmounts in us is the same spirit of Jesus Christ as the spirit of humility, and God is thus glorified. It is easy to see how this combat and this victory occur in the truly Christian heart. On the one hand, the spirit of humility, which is truth and justice, causes its original and personal unworthiness; and on the other hand, the spirit of faith, which is entire confidence in the grace of Jesus Christ, restores courage, causes the obstacles invincible to nature to be despised, and causes the soul to march on and claim victories by the grace attached to obedience.

Yes, my very dear son, it is God who has sent you. It is he who has clothed you with the title and the functions of Provincial of this vast and beautiful Province. The Society of Mary has been called by God to gather there a great and excellent harvest, and it has placed you at the head of the laborers. Do not look at yourself any longer; see only God who is commanding you. He will give you all you need to fulfill your mission according to his views. Be faithful, correspond to grace, and to all the grace that is being given to you!

Seeing in his superior God who commands, Chevaux would have all the merit of obedience and will edify all. Working in simplicity, putting up with misunderstanding, and possibly with disrespect because of his limitations, he can preserve his spirit in peace and in the presence of God. “If it is true that the one who works in a spirit of faith, prays, then with all the more reason, the one who suffers.”

More than any other religious, the superior must judge and evaluate all things as God guides them, in the light of the Lord’s word. This vision of faith is obtained above all in prayer, and it is purified in the spirit of one who habitually consults God in mental prayer.
 In that way, burdens and responsibilities can become a school of perfection. Well understood, they are in fact a stimulant to grow in virtues, to put up with banality, to be courageous and strong, to give support to others.

For the Marianist superior there is still another reason for trust: to know that by vocation he is an instrument and missionary of Mary, her minister in her government of her family.
 “Never lose sight of the fact that Mary is the real secret of success. His title of director, added to that of religious, imposes a new obligation: to learn and to teach how to know her, to love her, to serve her better.”

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

IV. The test of obedience

3. The scruples of obedience

In Chevaux’s notebook there is an autograph note of Chaminade entitled “Decisions to be taken by a scrupulous person.”
 It lists five, but, in definitive, as experience would prove, the means for tranquillizing a scrupulous person are reduced to one: to hold oneself scrupulously to the task taken of confiding all the past to the mercy of God.

In order to win over scruples that is the royal road: Chevaux took it and found peace. But, the human soul is unfathomable and unpredictable. Obedience is the solution against scruples, provided these do not insinuate themselves in the very practice of obedience. For, in reality, there is also a scruple of obedience!

The scruple, in fact, is defined as a behavior which oversees to excess; which trembles at the possibility of committing a fault; and works to remedy it immediately. The scrupulous person is an idealist beyond all possibility, and therefore seeks ideal perfection even in obedience. So, in the face of conflicts in authority, he experiences to an acute degree the disturbance of order. He instinctively opts for the ideal of that order; that is, for the highest authority which always seems to him to be the best.

But, Chaminade repeated incessantly, every level can require fidelity even to the heroic, with conscience being the ultimate and insuppressible court of appeal. His resistance is well known in his relations with all those, including bishops, who wanted to intrude without sufficient reason into the internal affairs of the Society of Mary and of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary; he wished to prevent the denaturalization of the institutes which he had founded in keeping with divine inspiration and for which he had received a particular charism.

Already at the time of the conflicts at Saint Remy Chevaux had demonstrated a notable spirit for mediation. Chaminade found this pleasing as long as, he hoped, hChevaux was always guided by prudence and evangelical firmness,
 taking into account that, like all local directors, he had a major superior. That order was to be respected, in the light of faith, or the result would be division and ruin for the works of zeal, even the most flourishing.

***************************

CHAPTER  FIVE: The test of obedience

IV. The test of obedience

4. A typical example: the last years of Father Chaminade

The case, though, which we wish to consider in greater detail took place in the years 1844-1850, and had its roots in the twofold resignation, oral and written, of January 7-8, 1841. Though a common enough situation in the history of religious institutes, it has, every time, something incomparable and unexpected, and disconcerting to those who find themselves involved in it.
 In the affair of the last years of Chaminade, Chevaux was drawn in almost by accident and, at least at the beginning, without being able to anticipate the role he should have taken.

a) Brief chronology

To summarize in a few lines the two hundred ninety-six letters and documents (today gathered in two large volumes)
 which Chaminade had to write to defend his cause in the controversy with his assistants and sons over five years, is an almost impossible enterprise. Fortunately, our work does not require it.

We shall limit ourselves to some dates, indispensable for understanding Chevaux’s role in this extraordinary and painful story in which Chaminade, in his own words, was “always winnowed like chaff, for he is perhaps more impure than all of his children.”
 He was tossed about and purified together with the society which he had founded thirty years earlier.

He struggle to remain in the winnowing fan was strenuous and apparently ended in a defeat. Someone even asked whether he had not been “reprobated” by God,
 or, if that might seem excessive, “some kind of mania, a fixated idea, a kind of mental alienation,” was the current explanation of the attitude of the old man. This explanation Chevaux himself seems to have shared if the citation from Roussel corresponds to the truth. In fact, in one of Roussel’s letter we read this disturbing judgment: “The illusions of an old man are as obstinate as they are unreasonable.”

It is true that Chaminade persevered with unending vigor in what he considered his inalienable duty. How could he, in fact, renounce his spiritual paternity which he felt he had for all the members of the Society of Mary? From a human point of view, he had nothing to gain; rather, much to suffer, and he was clearly aware of that:


What do I gain from this? Nothing in the natural order but headaches and work at my age, eighty-seven and a half years. I will gain much in the spiritual order. I will not have abandoned the institutions God has ordered me to found. If I have succeeded, it is due to his grace, and it will be by his grace that they will survive according to his merciful designs.

But, they will ask, are you not too old to do anything more? Your Excellency, in my prime I could do nothing, no more than I can now; I needed divine grace. Will this grace have lost its power now? But the weak ones of the world has God chosen to confound the strong.

On January 7, 1841, in the meeting of the General Council, he was invited to give his resignation as Superior General in order to better defend the interests of the Society against a law suit initiated by a former Marianist. (This procedure was also advised by eminent attorneys.) Chaminade resigned according to the tenor of article 480 of the Constitutions.
 The next day his assistances wanted him to put it in writing. This he did, intending, though not saying so explicitly, to retain the conditions he had posited the previous day in his oral resignation.

After the Society had lost the law suit, in 1844, these written resignations provided a pretext for his adversaries to maintain that these had been given in a simple and unconditional form, according to the spirit of article 479 of the Constitutions.

The court decision of February 10, 1844, found that the Society of Mary should keep faith on the contract signed by Chaminade. The assistants, humiliated, “laid on him as principal agent all the losses which they had thought to gain. They did not hide it; they said so openly … The founder alone adored in silence the just judgment of God.”

b) Chevaux’s role

In order to confront the attacks of his adversaries, now in the open, Chaminade wished to instruct a certain number of religious on the fact, and to work out with them some way out of the grave crisis: he urged them to keep to the truth, whatever the coast.
 No longer able to carry alone the weight of the government of the Society, he would have wished to have near to him Fathers Meyer and Perrodin. Instead it was Chevaux who arrived, on the advice of the Archbishop of Besançon. The founder was not disappointed, but he was not completely confident of the abilities of one who tried, sometimes rather awkwardly, to reconcile the irreconcilable. He remarked:


You do not seem to have yet the dispositions of the Spouse of the Canticle: “He placed his love in me” (Sng 2:4) … My dear son, it seems to me that your charity verges on the prodical when you say that Father Caillet could and can in conscience still resist me. The culpability of an act may be diminished; I believe that in him there are many extenuating circumstances and motives, but here we are dealing with facts.

Between August of 1844 and July of 1845, Chevaux sought any way of reconciling the conflict. He tried to understand both the founder and his adversaries. Finally, his unsettled character led him to ally himself behind the positions of the assistants. Chaminade had to defend his rights also against him. He repeats his rebuke of the previous year:


If, for reasons of charity, of concern for peace, or because I am exposing myself to dishonor, you still do not think you should undeceive them (Clouzet and Caillet), then I pity you, as I have said several times; I pity you. I adore the designs of God and I still trust that this great disturbance will serve to purify me and the Society … Why, for the sake of a so-called charity and for love of peace do you always adopt the first sophism invented by hell?

Chevaux was thus refusing to make known the truth in its totality. The result was a rupture also with Chevaux. If he remained for still some time close to the founder, it was, observed Chaminade, “out of obedience to the Archbishop of Besançon, but also to support Brother Clouzet, who is himself supported by Father Caillet.”
 In fact, knowing the exacting, analytical, and scrupulous mind of Chevaux, Chaminade feared that any discussion would be re-started for never to end. He therefore decided not to use his help any further.

Meanwhile, Rome, consulted by the Archbishop of Bordeaux, has pronounced in favor of the convocation of a Chapter which would elect a new Superior General in place of Chaminade. In fact, the consultors of the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Regulars had examined only the dossier prepared by the Archbishop, ignoring the questions sent by Chaminade. He was understandably shaken by the decision, but his first reaction was an act of faith and of obedience. Immediately after, though, seeking the true meaning of the Roman decree, he was convinced of having preserved intact his responsibility of founder and spiritual father of the Society; he struggled to prevent other abuses from being introduced.

Having been unable to prevent the meeting of the capitulants, Chaminade tried to have them understand his position. Once again, he wished to place his trust in Chevaux. He charged him with the reading of his protestation before all the members before they proceeded to the votings. But Chevaux did not do it. We can only imagine what this must have cost him. Once again, the search for an ideal good prevailed, as the founder politely pointed out to him: he was interpreting the Decree in the sense “which he thought was that of your Excellency.”

But consistent to the end, he refused to be elected Superior General,
 knowing he had saddened the Good Father’s heart while not seeing how he could have prevented what was happening. Caillet was then elected, and Chevaux had to accept being his first Assistant. For this reason he had to live in Bordeaux, and thus was able to be witness and participant in the events that followed until the death of the founder.

This closeness to the founder provided him with not a few bothersome moments, preoccupations, and sufferings, for the old man never surrendered. Chaminade continued to protest as much as he could for his rights as father and founder. These Caillet, above all, never seems to understand, preoccupied solely with defending his authority and the material goods of the Society which he believed menaced by the founder’s behavior.
 Clouzet and Fontaine, the other two Assistants of the Superior General, were often, and for prolonged periods, absent from Bordeaux. Only Chevaux responded, though very discreetly, to the desires of the old father, striving to understand him and to render his final days of life less painful.

What more could he do? Father Etignard, writing to Cardinal Mathieu, Archbishop of Besançon, had no doubt that Chevaux shared in the persecution of the General Administration against Chaminade.
 On the other hand, a religious who had been a close correspondent of the founder, feared that the latter had died “reprobated.”

Yet, both were considered saintly. How could they have committed such a grave fault? There is no doubt that Providence had permitted such great misunderstanding to become so widespread with regard to Chaminade that almost all of his sons abandoned him. It would render his crown of glory more precious; it would highlight his virtues; it permitted even good Chevaux to be lacking, on that occasion, of that profound wisdom and right judgment which all recognized in him.

Roger Bréad wrote recently that “Father Chevaux wanted nothing other than to be a faithful disciple, and he worked hard to defend his master against misguided adversaries. He did so until a too delicate conscience imposed on him a different attitude.”

The question deserves further in dept study, but we must be satisfied with a provisional conclusion and attribute this behavior of Chevaux to his “weaknesses.”
 During the trials of the final years of the founder, his weaknesses had not yet been overcome, but grace had certainly worked on the character and soul of the humble priest. This seems to us the better explanation, especially since Chevaux, differently from the others,
 never, to our knowledge, showed any remorse.

Did the Society of Mary really have need, in those years, for moderation, peace, discernment, while awaiting a “favorable moment” of truth? We do not know; but this is what in fact happened.

C O N C L U S I O N

“Obedience and Peace” -- such was the motto of Cardinal Baronio, and, recently, Pope John XXIII. Chaminade said that docility in spiritual direction was a bringer of peace,
a promise, though, which has to be tested in the crucible of faith.

“Have I ever wanted anything more than your sanctification and that of your brothers?”
 That is how Chaminade proclaimed to his spiritual son his disinterest which had always been motivated by supernatural reasons. His deep sense of his paternity had had no need either to dominate nor to deaden the freedom of one who had confided himself to him without reservation. Hie prudence had been expressed in advice, instruction, and, above all, in encouragement, leaving the rest to the Spirit and to the grace of the Lord.

In his direction what is particularly evident is the exhortation to draw benefit from suffering and tribulation. They arrive inevitably, and it would be dangerous to want to avoid them at all cost. He was convinced that this was the most secure road toward achieving positive spiritual experiences. The secret, then, for rendering fruitful one’s own weakness is to confide oneself to the strength that comes from God. Such is, indeed, the path taken by the Lord who chooses the weak of the world to confound the strong (see 1Cor 1:27). Only absolute trust can generate the energy that the Spirit arouses in those who are open to his action in faith. Let us not forget that God is more powerful than any raging tempest.

There needs to be disinterestedness, then, and great docility to the Spirit, in similarity to the One whom the Spirit overshadowed with his wing (see Lk 1:35). Docility to the Spirit means openness to his action and a great attention to his inexpressible, and often imperceptible, sighs. The Spirit, like a wind, “blows where it wills, and you can hear the sound it makes, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes” (Jn 3:8). Like God, the spiritual father must be patient: he knows that with the grace of God everything will work out, though he does not know how and when that will arrive.

The objective in spiritual direction is to educate to freedom of the sons of God, so that they may become capable of making truly free choices. Even when the spiritual father shows himself firm and demanding, he is so for the true good of the one he is directing, for firmness is an exigency of love. Chaminade knew that, and recommended it to all who had some responsibility over their brothers. He did so with Chevaux who complained at not being able to gain the trust and the heart of some of his confreres or novices: “Be mild and honest with everyone but not feeble, timid, and uncertain.”

If Chevaux developed his personality quite harmoniously, he owed it especially to an authentic religious obedience, clearly accepted for supernatural reasons. Properly understood, such obedience tends, without any doubt, to form individuals who are personally and socially responsible. It may be said that, under the expert guidance of the founder, a certain equilibrium was established “between an intense religious life and an exquisite human maturity, between the life of prayer and the professional and apostolic activity. A profound spirit of faith does not inhibit; on the contrary! the objectiveness of the reasoning and obedience give the will a serene assurance and, at the same time, audacity when faced with obstacles.”

Obedience in the service of the reign of God is a great school of faith, of freedom, and of initiative, in addition to justice and prudence.
 Since Chevaux was, in turn, superior of the community and spiritual father of entire generations of religious, like his masters, Rothéa and Chaminade,
 he found no better means of action than habitual presence in the midst of his dear brothers of the community.
 “So it was that every day he found occasion to speak with each, to console the afflicted, to support the weak, to encourage all by his example and some word of compassion or friendship.”

This presence, discreet but active and effective in the midst of his brothers, he “always considered an integral part and one of the characteristic traits of the system of direction practiced in the Society of Mary.”
 True son of Mary, he was happy to be able to imitate the lifestyle of the Mother who found her delight in being with the children of men (see Prv 8:31): especially when Jesus is proposed as the Way to follow (Jn 2:5); the Truth to be listened to and to be done (Mk 3:35); and she herself is invited to give them birth to true life (Jn 19:27); and when it is question of invoking and of receiving the first Gift given to believers (Acts 1:14).

Humble and discreet, after Mary’s example, Chevaux, little by little, had “learned how to gain the confidence of all … In council, issues were decided, but it was in that small cell before that poor crucifix that Father Chevaux would find the simple and tender language which knew how to say everything, how to have everything accepted,
 without ever injuring, without ever discouraging.”

Where had he found the courage and the serenity of which he seemed to be so lacking at the beginning of his religious life? In prayer, above all, in keeping with the precious advice of the founder:


If you are at peace with God, my dear son, God will also be with you. The Spirit of the Lord will direct you and you will be firm and vigilant. There will be unction in all your words and even in all your movements. We must pray, and pray well!

So he had unlimited trust in our Lady and in the fraternal support of his collaborators. In his first circular letter he wrote: “When I consider those who have preceded me and those who now surround me, then I feel my courage being strengthened. It does so at the marvelous consideration of the omnipotent powers of our good Mother, the most holy Virgin, who always provides for us the help we need. She is my greatest trust, I say with Saint Bernard; she is the true reason for my hope.”
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APPENDIX  B

Correspondence between Chaminade and Chevaux

Chaminade letters (in chronological order)

Letters in simple Arabic numbers are letters in which Chevaux is mentioned.

Letters preceded by + are letters which mention Chevaux in a note or an introduction to the letter.

Letters in bold numbers are letters addressed to Chevaux.

380;

+431; 438; 446; 460-2; 470; 486; 489; 490; 494; 495; 496; 498; 499;
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1006; 1010; 1016; +1024; 1028; 1032; 1036; 1053; 1058; 1059; 1065; 1066; 1067; 1068; +1070; 1082; 1083; 1085; +1087-2; 1088-2; 1092; 1093; 1095; 1099;
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1200; 1201; 1204; 1207; 1210; 1211; 1223; 1231; 1234; 1235; +1238; +1239; 1241; 1243; 1257; 1264; 1279; 1281; 1285; +1286; +1293; +1294; 1298;
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B) Relationship between the letters of Chevaux and those of Chaminade

[Note to NACMS: I fail to see the purpose of this B) section. Not all the Chaminade letters are to Chevaux; nor are they all in direct response to one another. I suggest this section be dropped unless some one would like to inquire its purpose and meaning from Ruggin.]

APPENDIX  C

Reminiscences on Father Chevaux:

1. of Chaminade (in letter 495, of Dec. 30, 1829, to Lalanne, p. 304)


We used to say formerly: he who proves too much, proves nothing. Because Father Chevaux would not have all the qualities he would need to run a real novitiate, does it follow that there should be no novitiate? Hasn’t he a sound judgment? Has he not piety and zeal? Is he not very docile? Is he not hard-working? Is he sufficient unto himself? If he lacks experience, if there is a certain simplicity in his way of doing things which may retard the work somewhat, if he does not win the confidence of certain subjects by reason of his simplicity, is there no reason for hope, for considering the good qualities with which he is gifted, that by the counsels that will be given him, he will be formed and eventually become a very good Master of Novices? Do you believe that it is better not have any Master of Novices than to have one who still needs a kind of period of apprenticeship? When, in the world, shall we then have so perfect a Master?

***************************

2. of N. Roussel (in Dalstein notebook, vol. 1, p. 82, letter of Roussel, Dec. 19, 1844, to the Archbishop of Albi)

a. quotation from a letter of Caillet to Roussel:


Disregarding a formal prohibition of the Archbishop of Bordeaux, issued under pain of interdict, Father Chaminade asked a priest of the Society to come to Saint-Anne [novitiate], to be near him: this was Father Chevaux. Since the latter is the most recommendable member of our institute, less for his intellectual gifts than for his great wisdom and virtue, and because he [Chaminade] thought him undecided, he sought to gain him to his side. Once arrived in Bordeaux, he, so to say, sequestered him, cutting off all communication with my [Caillet’s] colleague [Roussel] and he succeeding in obtaining what he sought.


Father Chevaux, who theoretically had been in our favor and who had been shaken by the first decision of His Excellency of Besançon, at the end evidently thought he should acknowledge the rights of the Good Father. He said that, without condition, he was in accord, and wrote both to my colleague at Saint Remy [Clouzet] and to me to explain his reasons and to press us to concede as he had done.

**************

b. Roussel’s own evaluation:


Chevaux has always impressed me as destined by God to repair all our ills. He is a man of prudence and of noteworthy judgment. Certainly, he is not brilliant in talent or learning; his exterior has little appeal, and he expresses himself quite poorly; but he has an extremely right judgment, a rare insight into business affairs, an uncommon virtue, and has gained the confidence of everyone.


On occasion, I urged Father Chaminade to propose him to the Society as Superior General in his place. At such times, Chaminade was against it because he thought he was being taken in tow by my colleague [Clouzet] at Saint Remy. These days, though he seems to me to be faltering in his habitual prudence and wisdom in this conflict [with Chaminade], I still have the same esteem for him and willingly accord his the same trust. I am very willing to trust myself to him for the future of our work … I have the pleasure of adding here that, despite his position, Chevaux has no illusions, either as to Chaminade’s value as Superior General or to the value of his declarations against us. He knows him and he judges him. This is what he wrote me on the 9th of this month: “I know the slowness and the methods of the Good Father; I am fully aware of the turbulence that would occur in the administration of the finances. We must prevent, as far as possible, the negative consequents.”


He opened his letter with these words: “I read with great pleasure your letter of the 6th of this month. I have again found in you the expression of sentiments which I have always believed to be yours, despite the declarations of the Good Father. In order to understand him and not be discouraged, we must believe that he is opposed more to the actions than to the persons he denounces, even when he names them. The illusions of an old man are as obstinate as they are unreasonable. Courage and great peace!”

**************

3. of M. Hoffmann (AGMAR 23.5.124)


Is there any virtue of which Good Father Chevaux did not give the example? Here, among a million possible examples, a sign of his modesty, his abnegation, and his humility. The final act of the General Chapter at Saint Remy (1845) was to provide a substitute for Father Chaminade in the role of Superior General. Father Chevaux, in the first round of voting, received almost the same number of votes as Father Caillet. There was, therefore, to be a run-off vote between the two of them. Father Chevaux stood up in the midst of the assembly and said in a loud voice: “My brothers, there is no need for you to give me any votes. Even if all the brothers were to vote for me, I could never accept the office of Superior General. I would always be lacking the one vote without which my conscience would forever prevent me from accepting such an office: that is, the vote of our venerable Superior General and founder, the reverend Father Chaminade.”

**************

4. of Benjamin Roquefort, S.M. (1838-1917) (AGMAR 23.5.122)


I believe that, after Good Father Chaminade who did such a great good and has left an unforgettable memory in Bordeaux and its environs, the member of our Society who produced the best impression on souls was Father Chevaux.


In 1858, he was First Assistant of Good Father Caillet, but he was living at Saint Anne, though the seat of the General Administration was at no. 8, via Lalande. Father Chevaux was superior at Saint Anne, engaged in all the duties that this office included. In addition, he was professor in the highest class of mathematics for the novices. This is how his day went: having arisen at 4:30 a.m., he cleaned his room; at 5:00 he sounded the alarm to rouse the community and went to chapel. Every morning he made the meditation aloud; from time to time, after the exercises, he accompanied the novices to their study hall and had them repeat the meditation. At 7:00 he celebrated the community Mass, then spent time in thanksgiving; then breakfast and taking care of his correspondence. At 8:00 he began his course. He reviewed all the arithmetic of quadratics and cubes, progressions, logarithms, analytics; the same for algebra and the eight books of geometry. His course was methodical and clear; but he insisted that we know it; sometimes he repeated, but the students did not take advantage of his goodness.


At 9:00 o’clock he went to the Madeleine for the meeting of the council. His presence was all the more necessary since the second Assistant, Father Fontaine, was superior of the college of Saint John of Angély, and made only the indispensable visits to the Madeleine. After the council meeting, he would go to the convents, since he was confessor to almost all the women’s religious houses of the city, especially the cloistered ones. Cardinal Donnet used to say of him: “If the Society of Mary had many more horses
 like him, it would draw so much better.”


He would return almost always in time for particular examen,
 sometimes in time for dinner already started. When he could, he would take the midday recreation with the community, but rarely; he was so busy! In the evening, he was present for the exercises and supper and almost always spent the recreation surrounded by those who loved him so much.


In winter, we used to walk in the large study hall. Father Chevaux chose to walk backward. He engaged us in the most varied and interesting conversations. Bro. Michaud, our valued and most beloved professor of French, also shared much in them.


Father Chevaux gave the spiritual conference on Sunday, and the Conference on Order on Thursday. On Sunday he also gave a very interesting course, explaining the catechism; even the community would come. He asked questions on what he had said; he often returned to faith, saying that the founder insisted much on this virtue. Rarely did he take part in the Sunday walks of the novices. When he did take part, we went immediately to the Sanctuary of Talence, then to the Pessac woods, walking all the while without resting.


When he went to preside the annual retreats, we saw him leaving with a sort of saddle bag containing his cassock, some linens, books or manuscripts which he needed and which he himself carried. On his return, he reported on the retreats which he had conducted, on the good effects of the instructions given, on the progress of the works, on the soon-to-be-opened houses, on the dedication which was evident everywhere.


He carried on a considerable correspondence; the religious showed him their confidence, opening up willingly to him. In the retreats the esteem and veneration for Father Chevaux was the dominant subject of conversation. We loved to speak more of this than of the subjects about news, so much in vogue today.


He had the appearance of an ascetic, observed strictly the diet prescribed by the Rule, which was more severe than the present one! He had a fine voice, clear; and if we remember that he had only one lung, quite strong. 


At the retreats in Bordeaux, which were few in number (there were others at Moissac and Réalmont), we were fewer than sixty. He heard the confessions of almost all who were there.


Though not taking any special care, his health was good; I do not remember having heard, between 1858 and 1870, of his being ill. He walked without affectation, upright, the head a little tilted but supported by the most amiable modesty. His deportment at the altar, during Mass, encouraged devotion; each of us asked ourselves whether we could do any better. What recollection, what faith; another Jesus Christ!


Father Chevaux and Brother Gerardet composed the first texts of arithmetic, and many students of Father Chevaux were unhappy that the complete arithmetic was not reprinted. Father Chevaux was the watchman of the community of Bordeaux, and of the major parts of the works of the Province.

**************

5. of Frederico Bell (1832-1915) (AGMAR 23.5.123)


Though many things have been said and written about the venerable Father Chevaux, gratitude obliges me to recall some of the traits which have left unforgettable memories in my soul.


1) Head of Zeal, he answered in person and in detail all requests, resolved all difficulties, and applied a salutary balm which healed the wounds. One felt revived, one forgot the difficulties, one recouped energy.


2) Superior of the novitiate of Bordeaux, he was the soul and the heart of the community. Despite his multiple occupations, he presided at all the exercises of the day, including the recreations of the novices. He regularly gave the conferences, heard confessions, and, every day, a hour of mathematics … Oh! what kindness, what affability, what courtesy, what touching goodness toward the novices and the students! Moreover, what lovable gaiety! But also what firmness, what vigilance, what severity against disorder! We trembled at a mere glance which might show some discontent, at a single word of reproach.


3) Superior General, I have always found in him the same goodness and the same modesty, that gentle word, that manner of acting which conquered the heart above all. “We have cast our eyes upon you for a certain mission; what do you think of it? We need a man for such a task, could you undertake it for us? Such a case has arisen, what do you think of it? …” Presented in this way, an order, whatever it might be, was more easily carried out.


On the other hand, nothing was small in his sight. The smallest postulant was the object of the same attention as the oldest religious. Did he not, one day, leave an urgent work to accompany a young religious to a furnisher who was some kilometers away, and then to a second, and to a third!

**************

6. of Joseph Simler


I ask of heaven something of the spirit, and therefore of the life, of my venerated predecessors, in particular of this Good Father Chevaux, whose remembrance is still vividly among us. (circular 1, April 2, 1876, p. 1)


He was a man of lofty stature, his head leaning quite forward, his body thinned out by work and penance. His austere face was soften by a benevolent smile toward all who approached him. Our thought returns to him whenever we read in the Breviary this portrait of Saint Vincent de Paul: “preoccupied with God, affable with all, of even temper, simple, upright, humble, always fearful of honors, riches, and pleasures.” This is the Father Chevaux we have seen and recognized, always occupied with God, affable with everyone, of even temper, of a character that never varied, simple, upright, humble, he fled with visible care whatever looked like honors, riches, comforts.


He had had the time to be formed at the school of Father Chaminade, founder of the Society. The venerable master and his pious disciple had for each other an esteem and affection which were every day greater.


The virtue which, above all others, excelled in Father Chaminade was faith. By him everything was associated with faith, with the spirit of faith, with the life of faith. That was the usual theme of his instructions. It was his desire that the spirit of faith should remain the distinctive sign of the Society of Mary and of each of its members. Father Chevaux had gathered this precious heritage with care, which, in his turn, he sought to transmit integrally to his disciples. (Vie de l’abbé de Lagarde, 1887, vol. 1, pp. 117-118)
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