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The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
3U56 Ontario Avenue, Montreal, P.Q.

February l$ th , 19$$.

Rev. :Eather Donat Levasseur, 
Richelieu, Quebec.

My dear Father;

I insisted that you publish your fine course on the history of 
the Oblate Congregation, and I am happy to-day to recommend-it to our whole 
beloved Institute. ■ ::f.

I know how much this work has cost you in research and study. 
Above all* it was, inspired by your ardent devotion towards oUr Congregation 'and 
towards its Founder, by your admiration for its illustrious members and for its 
works of such importance in the Church.

Finally, your work recommends itself by its practical value 
since it is the result of your course to our novices at Richelieu.

And so I present it to our Congregation without fear. I know 
that it will be a great help to all who wish to use it, and I hope that they 
will be many. Our houses of formation would benefit greatly from it.

The publication of your work should bring to life everywhere an 
effective desire to write the history of each Province, so as to acquire a 
course in the history of the Congregation which could be considered definitive. 
For such an attempt, your work possesses numerous possibilities.

I know that you will be happy to receive all remarks and sug­
gestions from those who make use of your work. Nor will you turn a deaf ear to 
a healthy and constructive criticism.

You enjoy the merit of having accomplished a long-desired wish. 
You will certainly not mind if others should attempt to surpass you. But such 
others can ill afford to overlook your work, witnessing as it does to your 
knowledge of the affairs of our Institute and to your careful preparation of 
the classes you taught at Richelieu. May you write more works of a similar 
nature, and strive to continually keep up to date the course of the history of 
the Congregation which I am so happy to present to all our Oblate Religious.

Again I assure you of my most religiously devoted regards in 
Our Lord and Mary Immaculate,

Leo Deschatelets, O.M.I., 
Superior General.
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Superior General, the Very Rev. Father Leo Deschatelets, for the paternal 
encouragement and advice which he so willingly accorded me in the composition 
of this work. Thanks to his kindness also, I was granted free access to the 
archives of the General House.

I have likewise a duty of gratitude to fulfill towards the House at 
Richelieu which .by its. generosity permits me to print this course under very 
favourable conditions. My thanks to. the confreres who, were .willing to, re-read 
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THIS COURSE IN THE HISTORY.OF. THE CONGREGATION 
HAS BEEN TRANSLATED BY A GROUP OF SCHOLASTICS 
. AT HOLY ROSARY SCHOLASTICATE IN OTTAWA. /

TRANSLATORS' PREFACE

In undertaking this translation, we had two goals in minds , we wished 
to learn more about our Oblate history/ and to make the knowledge thus acquired 
available to Oblates throughout the English-speaking world.

The young man entering our Congregation to-day finds.that he is a member 
of a rapidly growing society with a glorious past and the promise of an even 
more glorious future, a Congregation with its own distinctive spirit, its own 
traditions, its own specific’ approach to the cause of Christ. If the new Oblate 
is to imbibe this spirit, live up to these traditions and make his personal 
contribution to the cause, he must learn all he can about the origin and devel­
opment of his spiritual family:; he must be well acquainted with the vicissitudes 
of the tiny mustard seed which has taken root and branched out into the great 
tree which he now sees covering every continent.

This book will provide the reader with a broad outline of our Congre­
gation' s three generations of history.; There is an abundance of references for 
anyone desiring to know more about certain periods, and we have referred to 
English texts./wherever such are available.

Translating is not. the easiest of tasks. This translation suffered the 
added inconvenience of being relegated solely to free time.,'..a. very rare , com­
modity in every Scholastic's life. But as the story unfolded, we were encour- 
aged to go on by the very example of our fellow Oblatea speaking to us from the 
past. These were men for whom the word failure held no meaning, men with keen 
foresight and a spirit of apostolic daring. Their undertakings, which might 
have seemed imprudent to our more enlightened age, have more than stood the test 
of time.

.. Even in such a cursory glance at the lives of our venerated Founder and 
his first companions, the reader cannot fail to be,inspired by their missionary 
zeal which spread like wildfire into every corner of the globe wherever souls 
waited to call God their Father.

We sincerely hope that our work will help in stimulating the reader to 
keep that zeal alive.



FOREWORD "• / :

This course is directed mainly to -the professors of the history of the 
Congregation in our Novitiates.

The first part, entitled Origin and Purpose of the Congregation, in 
relating the circumstances of the founding, sheds light on the Founder's ideal, 
an ideal which became that of the Congregationj. its aim, is to, show what con­
stitutes the soul of our; religious family', its own Special spirit1;" The second 
part, TheCongregation Seen from Its Centre, emphasizes the'outstanding events 
during the generalship-of-each1 of the"Superiors Geneiaij this section shows, 
inasmuch as it is possible, the providential development of our works and of our 
fields of apostolic endeavourr , 1

A1 third part, entitled The Congregation in Its Provinces' and. Vicariates, 
would normally follow these first two’ sections.' It would, be. a domplete; and 
continuous study of the history of each Province and Vicariate. . / M i  :lt is) im­
possible to; include such a section;in this course mthout giving, it undud pro­
portions. However, we have 'Attempted to supply'this lack by "giving some. devel-; 
opments in our'fields of apostolate in. the second section, and by presenting a 
bibliography on each Province and Vicariate in a third section. " Finally, we :' 
have added a little Oblate atlas.

The time for composing" a general history of the Congregation: in a def­
inite manner has1 not yet arrivedpthe-research done on the sauries and the. ' f 
monographs are insufficient on many points. Hence, a course or manual of 
history cannot claim., to be perfect in all respects. The present, work, under­
taken with'the -authbidtyybf: the Major.; Superiors and encouraged1 by the confreres, 
of the Studium CeherAle;.Supehius, is . a traii-blazer^ its. only aim is t6'furnish 1 
some 'mat ehial to the prof ess orb of the History of the Congregation in order, if 
possible^ to lighten; their burden somewhat:.' It is not a‘-hook for ; Ordinary 
readi^,'-'but a-professor's course where‘ the matter is presented Ih a cbridensed 
and schematic manner. The references to sources will facilitate'the. developments 
which each professor will consider fit to make, 1

We have not been able to disregard certain events of which a complete 
study has not yet been made, or at least riot1 as far as /wê  kno#.iJl: Our study is a. 
summary one, arid' should be completed at some future hate. Oh. the other hand, in 
order to limit ourselves to the general history of the Institute, we have been 
forced to dissect and present in an incomplete manrieh the'Mstofy of the v 
Provinces and Vicariates, a history which is always very interesting,

These are the imperfections to which we have had to resign ourselves. 
Nevertheless, we present this little summary of knowledge of the Congregation in 
the hope that it will prove useful to our fellow religious who, too often over­
burdened with work, do not have the leisure to do the research and study they 
would like to.

D.L.
(The Bibliography on page k of the original we have transfered to the Biblio­
graphy of page 273 of the original, - Translators)
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ORIGIN AND PURPOSE OF THE CONGREGATION

- The Founding

- New Works





Chapter One

. I- The Founder and, his ideal ' ''

The main reason which prompted Eugene de Mazenod to embrace ah ecclesias­
tical vocation and which' led him later to found a Society of missionaries was the 
realization of the sorry state of the Church, in France, and especially of her 
great need for 'ministers full of zeal and. ready to sacrifice themselves for here­

in order to understand, the .flowering, of this ideal in the Founder's 
heart, it is necessary to keep before one's mind a general picture of the Church 
in France at the beginning of the 19th century, at the very time when Eugene de 
Mazenod, returning from exile, saw it once more. We will sketch several outlines.

A- State of the Church in France at the beginning of the 19th century:

The Church was suffering, op,the one hand, from the misery heaped up by 
the Revolution of 1789 in all fields: political, social, religious; and on the 
other hand, she was paralyzed by Napoleon's dictatorship. ..................

l-:Aftermath of the Revolution:
The French Revolution did not burst forth spontaneously; it was the 

culmination of a variety of causes, political, national, financial and religious; 
its anti-religious character was largely due to the atheistical literature 
propagated by the eighteenth century Encyclopedists, of whom Voltaire was the 
leader. Under the influence of the philosophers, rationalism triumphed, thinking 
became secularized, souls arid, and a current of ideas established itself; which 
shook or destroyed the old beliefs; an intellectual climate was corroding the 
Faith.^ Thus, the Revolution- of 1789> though not hostile to the Church in its 
beginnings, became, under the influence of many circumstances, especially the 
century's philosophy, the bitter enemy of all Christianity. Deficiencies in the 
Church of France had also contributed to the outbreak of the Revolution.

a- Main Actions taken against the Church: The Constituent Assembly 
■Voted: 1) The nationalization of all the goods of the clergy,' on the 2nd of 
November, 1709. The clergy became paid by the State, and thus dependent upon it; 
by this very fact, it lost i's prestige; 2) The suppression of religious vows 
and monastic'Orders, on February 13th, 1790.' The results were disastrous —  the 
Founder was desirous of remedying this situation by attempting to revive the 
spirit of these vanished Orders in the Society he was to found '■— ; 3) The Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy, on July 12th, 1790, without previous agreement with 1

1. See letter to his mother, Paris, II4 Nov. 1811; letter to his father, 7 
Dec. 181k; letter to M. Janson, quoted in RICARD, Vie de MSr de Mazenod, p.,68; . 
Preface to our Holy Rules.

2. LEFLON, La Crise Revolutionnaire 1789-18U6, p. 20.



Rome. By this Constitution,'-the' ecclesiastical-territories throughout France 
were modifiedj instead of 135 sees, there remained only 83 —  thus, 52 sees dis­
appeared, The Bishops were not only to be appointed by the State, but from it 
receive their canonical institution. An- oath of allegiance to this Constitution 
was demanded! about, half the clergy, and not the better half, took this oath and 
were to form what: is Called "the Constitutional Church". 1

. Following this, the revolutionary government was to abolish the. Consti­
tutional Church itself and install in its place worship of the goddess Reason.
Not only were the "unsworn" priests (i,e„ those who did.not wish to join the 
Constitutional Church) to be under the law of banishment and even the penalty of 
death (law of August liith, 1892), but they were all to be molested! an attempt 
was. made to have them abdicate or marry, and failing this, they were interned or 
guillotined. A certain number of priests married, and this proved to be one of 
the greater disorders deplored by the Church of France even after the revolution­
ary-troubles were over, -

b- Disasters caused by the Revolution and the state of the Church at 
the beginning of the 19th century; -

1° Insufficiency of the clergy; Only a small number of priests remained; 
many succumbed before the onslaught on the.faith—  about 1900^ — , others de­
ported, or exiled .—  about 30,000^ — . During this period, the recruitment of 
priests was hindered and priestly formation very faulty. Moreover, the remaining 
clergy suffered from--ignorance,, often lacked zeal, confidence and courage.

2° Ignorance among the people; .There were no more universities, only 
a few rare colleges: instead of 100,000 students enrolled in these institutions 
in 1789, there.were only seven, or eight thousand in 1800. The. primary schools, 
their organization changed, were attended sparsely.

3° Poverty and misery: The needy increased threefold, charitable
institutions were suppressed.. The shelter establishments-were to recover only a 
third of their goods after the Revolution. This disastrous period brought on 
both the ruin of- the State as well as that of individuals. The national debt 
stood at 50 billion livresj a million persons died "Of hunger in'three yearsj there 
were 300,000 beggars.

v I4.0 The religious Congregations,, contemplative, teaching and hospitaller 
had been decimated! the sodalities- and pious associations had-disappeared!, the 
monasteries and. religious buildings were in the hands of the State.^

Add to all this the fact that the Revolution, originating in France, was 
to unleash similar agitations in many other European countries, "The violence-of 
this tidal wave, its brutal suddenness, its destructive rapidity, its impetuous

1 . Ibid., p, 73.
2. Tbid., p, 12b. ■ ■
3. DE LA GQRCE, P., Histoire de la Revolution frangaise, Vol.
U. Ibid., p. 2U8.
5. See MARION, Histoire de I'Eglise, Vol. b, p„ 353*

5, p. b03.



flow., brought the. Roman Church to the brink of its ruin. With Pius VI dying a 
. captiveof the Republic at Valence in 1799, it seemed credible and indeed it was 
actually said thRt the papacy itself had passed away,"-1-' •

Such was, the state of the Church.in France when Eugene de Mazenod re­
turned from exile in 1802. and; unfortunately, the wounds caused by. these sad 
years were to reamin a long time, before healing..

2- Dictatorship of Napoleon I ;
a- Napoleon had need of the Church. While France staggered under the 

weight of the revolutionary*torment; a"man of genius appeared with a will of 
iron, thirsting for domination^ Napoleon Bonaparte. This chief of State recog­
nized the tragedy of the situation, and brought to it an energetic remedy. France 
needed interior Arid exterior peace. And the first requirement for interior.peace 
was the re-establishment of Religion. The worship of Reason, of the Supreme 
Being or other cults established, by the sons of the Revolution, had not succeeded 
in pleasing the people, who remained impregnated with Catholic Faith. Moreover, 
Napoleon saw in Religion a.precious auxiliary in strengthening his dictatorship 
and maintaining order,' Thus it was that on gaining power he granted freedom to 
the Roman Church and immediately prepared a Concordat with Rome which was to be 
signed July 15th, 1801.

b- Napoleon1-; wish to dominate the Church. Bonaparte thirsted espe­
cially for power —  this weakness was to: destroy him and hinder his work of. 
restoration in France he wanted to dominate the Church which, he had re- - 
established, to make it serve his own interests before the interests of God.
"To make of religion one of the essential bases of the new society which he . 
wished to erect, to utilize the assistance of the ministers of worship who, in 
preaching the loving of good and the hating of evil, were the surest guardians 
of public peace, to watch 'their activity and make sure that it never turned 
against governmental authority, such was, in short, the master plan of .Bona­
parte."^ Also, his guiding principle was to diminish as much as possible the 
authority of the Pope, his interventions in the government of the Church in 
France and even to work towards the creation of a national Church.

These preoccupations are clearly perceived, in the "articles organiques" 
which he secretly added to the Concordat signed with Pius VII in 1801.' Here are 
the main articles: a-- Governmental authority is needed for the publication of
the Pontifical Acts, the holding Of councils, the reception of decrees from 
foreign councils, the conferring of orders, the exercise of the functions of the 
delegates of the Holy See] b- ecclesiastics will be judged by the State Council] 
c- Bishops will have only the title of Citizen or Monsieurj d- the R articles of 
1682 will be taught in the theological schools, the first of which declares that 
kings and princes, in temporal matters, are not subject either directly or in­
directly to any ecclesiastical authority.

In fact, once the Concordat was signed, Napoleon Inaugurated a policy of 
occult persecution which became manifest""in his dealings with the Sovereign 1 2

1. LEFLON, La Crise Revoiutionnaire,-p. 21. . ....
2. BOULENGER, Histoire generale de l'Eglise, Vol. 8, p. 707.



Pdhtiff.'' In, l805>, his armies took over a part of thb Papal States. On July 22nd, 
1807,1 "What does Plus VII expect to do in denouncing me to' Christianity?
Suspend me from my throne? Excommunicate' me? Does he think that in so doing the 
weapons will fall from my soldiers* .hands? Perhaps the time is not far off when, 
if the affairs df my States are' going to be troubled continually, I will recognize 
the 'Pope only as Bishop of Rome, as equal and in the same rank as the others of 
my States, I will not fear to gather‘the Galilean, Italian, German, and Polish 
churches into a council to do my business without the Pope..."-*- On February 2nd, 
1808, Rome was occupied by French troops) in July the following year, the Pope 
was taken prisoner in the Quirinal palace.

JLt the. same time,; Bonaparte .exerted. a very strong pressure on the French 
•clergy, and episcopate in order to subjugate them. On March 16, 1811, he convoked
a: national;,council: the outcome of, which was dreaded, for the Emperor, by his
extraordinary,ascendancy and his threats, kept in awe a portion of its members.
It.- was feared that a' schism would result. Fortunately things did not go, that: far.

, : i ,; :3~. State of the Church on the fall of ,Napoleon in l8lij.:
-.When the Empire fell,, the Church of France found itself :.in a rather, 

precarious position. The Concordat of 1801 had failed to.provide an answer to 
the hopes it had raised in the hearts of the Catholics. The permanent state .of
war, Napoleonic despotism, the painful conflicts between the Emperor and the Pope
had not. given the clergy an. oy-L ortunity of restoring , what had been ruined under 
the First Republic. "The rare ecclesiastical vocations, the extremely mediocre 
teaching in the seminaries, the small'number of ordinations, priests insufficient 
both in number and, in knowledge, l£,000 parishes without pastors, ,a society rfor 
the greater part indifferent, incredulity in the upper-classes, such is the debit 
balance-sheet .left by the vanquished one of Waterloo."* ' .

In 1809, when Eugene de Mazenod advanced to orders, the clergy numbered 
all together 31,870 priests, about half of the, total; strength before 1789) 10,617, 
a third of them, were over 6.0) only 933 were under lj.0 years old, which meant., 
about, ten,xn^each dxoeese.—■ •

To sum up;
- • One part of the clergy ..slavishly obeyed the Emperor. .
- The authority of the Sovereign Pontiff was undermined.
- There; was even a danger of schism hanging over, the Church of France* ? .rd.;r. h
- Insufficiency of the clergy , both'in number and .quality. >••...

1. MOURRET, L'Eglise et la Revolution, p. 36U. Letter to Prince Eugene 
Viceroy of Italy, quoted i n REI, Vol, 1, p. 81.

2. BOULENGER, Histoire generate de I'Eglise, Vol. 9, p. 30-31.
3. LEFL0N, La Grise Revolutionnaire"]^ 213. '



B- The Founder;

Charles-Joseph-Eugenede Mazenod proyidehtially appeared at the 
beginning of the 19th century, to work .on the 'rebuilding of the Church of France, 
which had been almost annihilated by the Revolubion and enslaved by Napoleonic 
despotism/ ' Before, seeing him i n ,his mission as restorer, we will consider a 
few biographical notes.

1- Biographical Notes;

a- Childhood and family milieu: Eugene de Mazenod was born.at Aix
on the first of August,.I762, of Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, President of the 
"cour des Comptes", and Marie-Rose Eugenie, born Joannis; he was baptized on the 
following day in the parish church, of Ste-Madele ihe. He had one elder sister, 
Charlotte-Elizabeth, who died at the age of 5, and one younger sister, Eugenie, 
who married the Marquis de Boisgelin in 1808.

. Eugene de Mazenod. was to taste the joys of normal family life only 
during his very early years. In 179.0, the Revolution forced the De Mazenods 
into ’exile. . In 1795, his mother and sister returned to France, while his exile, 
was extended until 1802; and his father did not re-enter the country of his 
birth until the end of 1817. Eugene, however, idolized his own family; he 
venerated his’ father in whom he found calmness, goodness, an exquisite sense of 
nobility; he was fond of his mother, so full of tenderness towards him. He 
made it his duty to help maintain unity in his, home, a unity jeopardized by the 
differing temperaments and interests of husband and wife.

b- The exile’: With the revolutionaries menacing the life of, the
young French nobles, Eugene's parents sent him off to Nice on March 31st, 1791,. 
His uncle Louis accompanied him. At the end of that year, Mrs. de Mazenod 
rejoined Him. 'Eugene.was not yet 8 years old, and he was forced to spend the 
whole,period of his adolescence in a foreign land, since he returned to France 
only when he was twenty years old.

1° First Period; Nice and Turin,'1791-179k; In October, 1791,
Eugene entered the college .for Nobles at Turin to continue for two and one half 
years the studies begun at Bourbon College in Aix. This was the period.of his 
First Communion, of Confirmation, when he won his teachers' esteem by his sue-, 
cess and good conduct. His lively and impetuous character brought him just 
corrections at,times, in fact he attributed.the fact of his having, succeeded in 
his studies to the severity of his masters. ,

2° Second Period: Venice, 1798-1797: From the age of 12 to 16 years.
The Republican armies advancing in Piedmont obliged the De Mazenods to emigrate 
farther into Italy; they stopped at Venice. Here Eugene had the great advantage 1

1. Letter to his father, St-Laurent, July l5th, 1805; letters of the Pres­
ident to his son, Oct. 31st, 1805, and Nov. 10th, 1807; PIELORZ, La Vie Spiri- 
tuelle d'Eugene de Mazenod, fondateur de la Congregation des O.M.I., first chap­
ter: documented study on the family milieu.



.■8 THE.FOUNDING

of coming into contact with the Zinelli family and especially with one of its 
members* a priest* don Bartolo.* who was to become his professor and spiritual 
director.- "How' could I fail to make some progress at such a fine school?,, The-' 
family in whose midst I lived was.eminently Christian* ..and don Bartolo who,took 
a .special interest in me* was really a saint worthy, of canonization.Will I 
ever be able to thank the infinitely good God for having obtained such:help for 
me precisely at the most difficult time of my life, a decisive period... It was 
under the direction of this holy priest that I learned to..despise the.vanities of 
the world* to relish the things of God..."-1-

. Eugene'studied regularly under;dbn Bartolo* was present' at the, gatherings 
of Italian priests and emigrants from France which were held at, the Zinellis.' . and 
where the problems Of Gallicanism* Ultramontanism* etc** were discussedj he,, fol­
lowed the 'routine of a little monks went to confession every Saturday, -'.ref* •• 
ceived Communion every Sunday. The only distraction from the routine of my r 
studies I allowed myself was the ' reading of good books and prayer. I heard 
and served Mass every day* and also recited the Little Office of the Blessed 
Virgin daily. Through my spiritual reading I .had acquired a certain attraction- 
for mortification and*1 ttxough still quite young*' I had undertaken to fast.,every 
Friday and three days a week during Lent f  my parents paid no. attention, to . thisir 
I often' placed slabs of firewood hinder my bed-sheet* and on Saturday* to make 
sure I-would wake Up early so as to spend more time at Church* I slept on the. 
floor on one b l a n k e t ; ' M y  vocation, to the ecclesiastical state and perhaps to 
a more perfect state' dates from this time."3 He. was .to continue corresponding- 
more or iess 'regularly with don Bartolo until 1802. -..

3° Third Period; Naples* 1797-1798; Palermo* 1799-1802; Between the 
ages of 16 and: 20. ' The advancing revolutionary troops again obliged the De 
Mazenods to move on.

Naples;'1 "My stay at Naples was a burdensome.year of the dreariest mono­
tony. I no longer had my good friends,the Zinellis*. nor did I.have any particular 
dutiesj none of 'my relations suited my tastes or-inclinations. I can say: that .-I 
wasted my time there. What a sad experience it is for a young man of sixteen to 
have nothing to do* not to know how to spend,his time* not to. know anyone* not to 
be able, to See anything except the -Ghureh'-where .I used' to go .to serve my uncle's. 
Massw -The many years Of' exile explained.this sad state of affairs.. ;We had to 
live sparingly on the money which my mother's diamonds, had. provided. Thus it was 
that11 had no teacher. "5 :> -

At Palermo; Eugene was received by Duke Cannizaro' s', family j. he grew fond 
of Princess Larderia* the Duke's wife* a pious and good woman who treated him as 
her son. However* don Bartolo's disciple was.thrown into a milieu where enter­
tainment reigned supreme; receptions*- banquets* holidays* etc.-j he enjoyed the:";. 1

1. Missions* 1866* p. 128.
2. Ibid.* p. 12U.,
3".; Ibid.',* p, 128. v. - '■-
U. r-IQRABITG* "Je serai Pretre", p.’ 9-32.- . ■_ ...1.
3. Missions*'- 1866/  p. 2 7 1 . ..wV
6. Letters to his father, Oct. 18th* 1799* 2nd and 3rd of May, 1802.
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































