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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 

“First companion of mine, you have from the first day we came together grasped the 

spirit which must animate us and which we must communicate to others” 

Eugene de Mazenod to Henri Tempier, 15 August 1822 
 
 
 

The reason for my undertaking this thesis is to be found in the present ministry 

entrusted to me by the Oblate Congregation. An important part of my ministry as 

Postulator General is to promote a deeper knowledge and understanding of the legacy 

that our Founder, Saint Eugene de Mazenod, has left us. This ministry is directed first 

of all to the Oblates themselves and then, through them, to all those associated with 

our ministry. 

The subject of this thesis has as its starting point the experience that Eugene had 

on the Feast of the Assumption, 15 August 1822, while in prayer before a statue of 

Mary Immaculate. During his prayer he experienced a deep insight connected with the 

small group of missionaries that six and a half years earlier he had brought into 

existence to minister to the poor in Provence. He received the grace of understanding 

that God was pleased with his endeavours: 

I cannot describe it too well because it comprised several things but all related, 
however, to a single object, our dear Society. It seemed to me that what I saw, what I 
could put my finger on, was that within her lies hidden the germ of very great virtues, 
and that she can achieve infinite good; I found her worthy, everything pleased me 
about her, I cherished her rules, her statutes; her ministry seemed sublime to me, as it 
is indeed. I found in her bosom sure means of salvation, even infallible, such is how 
they looked to me.1 

That which he had struggled to bring to birth came from God. It was a privileged 

moment of insight of the Founder of a religious Congregation within the Church. 

                                                 
1. E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 August 1822 in EO 6, n. 86. 
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While rejoicing in this grace he communicated it to Henri Tempier, his closest 

associate in the endeavour:  

“First companion of mine, you have from the first day we came together grasped the 
spirit that must animate us and which we must communicate to others.”2  

It is from this text that the present study arose. I constantly asked myself, “What 

precisely is the spirit which animated Eugene, and how did he communicate it?” The 

methodology I used was to study Eugene’s writings in a chronological order to explore 

the process through which he became aware of his spirit and understood and 

interpreted it. I allowed myself to be led by Eugene himself to communicate his spirit 

to me by means of reading his words and studying how his contemporaries reacted and 

interpreted his actions. Through his writings and actions Eugene led me to understand 

how his experience of Jesus Christ as his Saviour became the fundamental tenet of his 

life. He recognised his vocation as being a “co-operator of Christ the Saviour” - and 

dedicated his life to living by this fundamental truth and leading others to the same 

experience.  

This study thus begins by exploring the origin of Eugene’s awareness of being 

called to respond to the call of God in a particular way as a young man in Aix en 

Provence, Southern France, in the early years of the 19th century. His awareness of a 

personal vocation came through  his understanding himself as being a sinner redeemed 

by Christ the Saviour. Living this fundamental experience led him to understand his 

vocation to make others beneficiaries of his own experience that all people are sinners 

and are called to be redeemed by Jesus Christ the Saviour. His awareness of vocation 

led him to study for the priesthood and to dedicate his ministry to those persons in Aix 

who were least aware of the love of Christ the Saviour. 

As the spirit that animated him became clearer, he realised that God was calling 

him to share this same spirit with co-workers. The second chapter studies how Eugene 

gathered a group of diocesan priests - soon to become a religious congregation - to 

share his vision and ministry according to the same spirit which motivated him. The 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
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communication of his spirit brought to birth the Missionaries of Provence, later to be 

known as the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate.  

The third and fourth chapters study how this group of missionaries lived and 

shared ministry according to the spirit of Eugene, and through their characteristic 

ministry made others in France its beneficiaries. In 1841 Eugene accepted the 

invitation to send missionaries outside of France, thus beginning a worldwide 

expansion leading to a dramatic increase in the size of the Congregation. The fifth 

chapter studies how Eugene led his missionaries to understand how to be motivated by 

his spirit in countries outside of France. The final chapter deals with the last decade of 

Eugene’s life and his efforts to consolidate the transmission of his spirit in such a way 

that it would continue to be understood, lived and communicated by succeeding 

generations of Oblates of Mary Immaculate. 

In coming to grasp the spirit of Eugene, I have had the best of teachers to whom 

I express my gratitude and appreciation. When I began my formation as an Oblate in 

1969, the person of the Founder was not known or much studied. During my years of 

formation I had the privilege of the visit of Jean Drouart to our scholasticate in Cedara. 

He exploded with enthusiasm about Eugene de Mazenod and instilled into me a thirst 

to learn more. Thanks to him, Eugene became a living person in my life. I had the 

privilege of two more prolonged periods of training under Jean Drouart when I was in 

the ministry of formation myself and I am indebted to him for the love that he taught 

me to have for my Founder. I try to make my present ministry a continuation of his. 

René Motte, another enthusiasm-filled Oblate, continued my formation and 

taught me how to present Eugene in a way that challenges us to interpret and respond 

to today’s needs according to Eugene’s spirit. Marcello Zago brought me to Rome to 

read for a licentiate at the Claretianum. During my two years there each of the 

professors made a valuable contribution towards deepening my understanding and 

appreciation of religious life. Among the professors it was Fabio Ciardi, through his 

groundbreaking study of the charism of founders, who stimulated me to study Eugene 

de Mazenod in an organised manner using the tools of Scripture and theology. I have 

been privileged to be able to make use of the vast scholarship of the many writings of 
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Jozef Pielorz (whose personal interest and advice I am grateful for), Emilien 

Lamirande, Jean Leflon, Georges Cosentino and Fernand Jetté, to mention just a few 

of the authors who have helped to mould me in my research. 

My biggest thank you goes to Yvon Beaudoin who has patiently and generously 

guided me step-by-step over these years. Since 1942 he has dedicated his life to 

studying Eugene, to painstakingly collecting and sorting his writings, to numerous 

scholarly studies, publications and conferences. To him, who through his steadfast 

studies has “lived with” Eugene, can be applied the words of Eugene himself: 

“Companion of mine, you have from the first day we came together grasped the spirit 

which must animate us and which we must communicate to others.” What Yvon has 

communicated throughout his life is more than the spoken or written word about 

Eugene - it is the spirit of Eugene himself.  

I am grateful to Professor Santiago Gonzalez Silva, Dean of the Claretianum, 

who has guided me through this thesis with his interest, enthusiasm, encouragement 

and incisive comments and suggestions. It was a challenging experience for me to see 

how a Claretian was able to admire and enthuse about my Oblate Founder, and 

stimulate me to a deeper appreciation.  

Finally, I thank all who have helped me in any way to make this work a reality. 

Of that very long list I mention only one, Ron LaFramboise - always willing to check 

my translations, my grammar, my manner of expressing things and to soothe my 

frazzled nerves when tiredness and multiple ministry commitments made me lose hope 

of ever seeing this thesis completed. 

This thesis has been written with the sincere desire that every Oblate come to 

savour his vocation - as “companion” of Saint Eugene and to understand in a deeper 

way “the spirit that must animate us and which we must communicate to others.” It is 

to these men whom I am privileged to call my brothers in the Congregation of the 

Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate that I dedicate this work.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF 
EUGENE DE MAZENOD’S VOCATION 

 

As the Lord is my witness, what he wants of me is that I renounce a world 
where it is almost impossible to find salvation, such is the power of apostasy 
there; that I devote myself especially to his service and try to reawaken the 
faith that is becoming extinct amongst the poor; in a word, that I make myself 
available to carry out any orders he may wish to give me for his glory and the 
salvation of souls he has redeemed by his precious blood.3  

With these words the 26 year-old Eugene de Mazenod announced to his 

mother his decision to be a priest, and at the same time he expressed what would 

turn out to be the major themes of his life and ministry. In the same letter he 

pointed out that this desire had “passed all the tests required of any inspiration 

that seems unusual, and it has been sanctioned by all the persons who hold his 

[God’s] place in my regard” and thus he was able to conclude that it was “a 

project that certainly comes from God.” 

The rest of his life as seminarian, priest, religious, founder of a 

missionary congregation, and bishop was to be dedicated to the ideal of seeking 

God’s salvation for himself and for others. His goal of reawakening the faith that 

was becoming extinct amongst the poor was to assume many forms as he 

responded to various needs. The underlying spirit with which he undertook this 

task always remained the same: cooperation with the will of Jesus Christ the 

Saviour for the glory of God and for the salvation of souls that he had redeemed 

by his precious blood. For the next 53 years he consistently evaluated everything 

in terms of this spirit, which he explained in 1817 to the small group of his first 

missionary companions in this way: 
                                                 

3 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 29 June 1808 in EO 15, n. 27.  
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We are, or we ought to be, holy priests who consider themselves happy and 
very happy to devote their fortune, their health, their life in the service and for 
the glory of our God. We are put on earth, particularly those of our house, to 
sanctify ourselves while helping each other by our example, our words and our 
prayers. Our Lord Jesus Christ has left to us the task of continuing the great 
work of the redemption of mankind. It is towards this unique end that all our 
efforts must tend; as long as we will not have spent our whole life and given all 
our blood to achieve this, we having nothing to say; especially when as yet we 
have given only a few drops of sweat and a few spells of fatigue. This spirit of 
being wholly devoted to the glory of God, the service of the Church and the 
salvation of souls, is the spirit that is proper to our Congregation, a small one, 
to be sure, but which will always be powerful as long as she is holy. Our 
novices must steep themselves in these thoughts, which must sink deep in them 
and be often meditated. Each Society in the Church has a spirit which is its 
own; which is inspired by God according to the circumstances and needs of the 
times wherein it pleases God to raise these supporting bodies or rather it would 
be better to say these elite bodies which precede the main army on the march, 
which excel it in bravery and which thus obtains the more brilliant victories.4 

Born on August 1st 1782, Charles Joseph Eugene de Mazenod spent the 

first seven years of his life in the comfortable lifestyle offered him as the 

privileged son of a respected nobleman of Aix and of a bourgeoisie mother. All 

this ended suddenly with the advent of the revolution in Aix which forced the 

family to escape. Eugene was to spend the next thirteen years of his life as a 

hounded émigré moving from Nice to Turin to Venice, to Naples and to 

Palermo. He was only able to return to France in 1802 when Napoleon made it 

possible for some émigrés to come back. Eugene was twenty and went to Aix en 

Provence to live with his mother, who was legally separated from his father in 

order to regain the de Mazenod properties and finances from the revolutionaries. 

Between his return to France in 1802 and his going to the seminary in 

1808, Eugene experienced many different situations, all of which compelled him 

to grow and find his direction in life. The young émigré returned to his 

profoundly changed country after an absence of thirteen years, and had to adjust 

to life under the rule of Napoleon. These six years confronted him with the 

social reality of life as “Citizen Mazenod” and not as a privileged young 

                                                 
4 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 22 August 1817 in EO 6, n. 21.  
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nobleman – which he nonetheless continued to be at heart and in attitude. He had 

to face the necessity of having to secure a financial foundation for his future and 

of finding a wife. His letters to his father spoke of the emptiness of his life and 

of his search for meaning. During this period of crisis he became aware of God’s 

actions in his life and underwent a spiritual conversion. 

1 EMERGENCE AND DEFINITION OF 
EUGENE’S IDEALS IN A PROCESS OF 
PERSONAL CONVERSION 
The years 1806-1808 were years of crisis and conversion for Eugene. It 

was a period during which he cooperated with the grace of God and was led 

through a process of gradual conversion that would define the direction that the 

rest of his life would take. What he called his “conversion”5 was not a dramatic 

change of life from being evil to suddenly becoming a saint. There is no 

evidence that prior to this Eugene had abandoned God, left the Church or fallen 

into evil and immoral ways. On the contrary, his correspondence with his father 

reveals a young man who was involved in Church affairs and participated in the 

liturgies and prayers of the parishes, together with the priests whom he knew 

well.6 He read theological books and made notes on his reading and study on 

                                                 
5 In his retreat notes as a young priest Eugene did speak about his conversion on some occasions. 
[The emphases in the following three texts are mine]. In 1811, for example, he wrote: “at least up to 
the time of my conversion” (E. de Mazenod, Retreat in preparation for priesthood entry of 1-21 
December 1811 in EO 14, n. 95). A year later: “I am quite determined to labour more seriously at my 
perfection, or to express it better at my conversion which is still very imperfect” (E. de Mazenod, 
Retreat Notes of December 1813 in EO 15, n. 121). In 1814, in the meditation immediately preceding 
the one in which he described his Good Friday experience, he wrote: “While as for me, until the time 
of my conversion, my sole preoccupation was to destroy his work, and in this I was only too 
successful… Since my conversion there has been, it is true, a certain change, but I have nothing to be 
complacent about in my actions…” (E. de Mazenod, Retreat Notes of December 1814 in EO 15, n. 
130). 
6 For example, E. de Mazenod to his father, 16 August 1805 in EO 15, n. 10, and 19 January 1807 in 
EO 15, n. 21. 
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religious themes.7 He was involved in charitable work among the prisoners of 

Aix, even to the point of becoming the person in charge of this work for some 

time.8 

Since his conversion laid the foundation for what was to be the spirit 

underlying Eugene’s life and activities, it is important to examine the central 

aspects of it in more detail.9 Moving through a period of psychological and 

spiritual emptiness, where he knew the answers intellectually, and was able to 

live a Christian life and do all the right things, he received the grace of 

understanding, not only intellectually but with his heart and soul, that God loved 

him to the point of saving his life through death on the Cross. In 1814, some 

seven or so years after this all happened, he looked back on this period and 

described an illuminating experience in this process that took place one Good 

Friday.10 In this powerful experience he looked at the Cross and received an 

insight into the gravity of his sins and the overwhelming love and mercy of God 

for him. The sight of the Cross led him to understand that God was his Saviour: 

“this good Father, notwithstanding my unworthiness, lavished on me all the 

richness of his mercy.” He experienced also the call to live only for God: “my 

soul took wings for its last end, towards God its only good whose loss it felt so 

keenly.” The constitutive elements of what happened to Eugene on this Good 

Friday are that he received a deep insight into the mystery of God in his life, that 

he understood the truth about his own personal life in the sight of God, and that 

                                                 
7 Some of these notes are in the OMI General Archives, Rome (DM II 1-7). 
8 REY, A., Histoire de Monseigneur Charles Joseph-Eugene de Mazenod, Volume I, Maison 
Generale, Rome, 1928, p. 77-80. 
9 Pielorz has meticulously researched this period in his study: PIELORZ, J., The Spiritual Life of 
Bishop de Mazenod, 1782-1812: A critical study, Association of Oblate Studies and Research, Rome, 
1998, p. 136-155. Also LUBOWICKI C., Mystère et dynamique de l’amour dans la vie du Bx Eugène 
de Mazenod, Rome 1990, p. 108-223, and D'ADDIO, A., Cristo crocifisso e la Chiesa abbandonata, 
Frascati, 1978. 
10 E. de Mazenod, Retreat Notes: reasons that oblige us to tend to our last end, December 1814 in EO 
15, n. 130. Eugene never identified the year of the Good Friday in question. 
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he experienced a strong attraction towards God as the ultimate goal of his 

existence.11  

The whole process of conversion, however, was larger than just one 

experience. It was a journey whose effects Pielorz describes:  

First of all, it is a new orientation. From one ideal, Eugene turns to another. 
From the supernatural point of view, it is a response to the persistent pull of 
grace in the wake of a period of ignorance, error and more or less grave moral 
disorder. It is not a conversion to the Catholic faith – his Catholic faith always 
remained intact – but rather a return to an intense religious life, to fervour after 
a more or less long period of apathy. Remorse and a more perceptible action on 
the part of grace, were making themselves felt even in the period of crisis, and 
on occasion, Eugene made the resolution to become converted, as for example 
on Good Friday when the sight of the cross caused him to burst into tears, but 
the conversion was only being realized in a climate where compromises, 
procrastinations followed upon honest, but rather ineffectual yearnings for 
conversion. Thus prepared and aided by God's grace, Eugene's soul, one day, 
made an unshakeable and efficacious decision to return totally to God. It is 
from that day that one can mark the effectual conversion of Eugene de 
Mazenod. In itself, this grace was not necessarily stronger than the others, but 
because it found a soil adequately prepared by other graces, it succeeded in 
bringing about what the others were unable to do. In effect, it crowned the 
work of all the other graces. From this general examination, we can clearly see 
that Eugene de Mazenod's conversion was neither a bolt from the blue, as was 
for example Saul's conversion on the road to Damascus, nor a slow and 
peaceful one like that of H. J. Newman which developed without great 
psychological upheaval, but which saw several emotional crises such as that of 
Saint Augustine, and after a maturation process of greater or lesser duration, 
became one day fully established.12  

The results of the process of conversion as a whole were threefold. Firstly 

his awareness of the state of grave moral crisis he had been living in and his 

need to remedy it – he understood the meaning of sin in his life. Secondly his 

                                                 
11 A discussion of the nature of the Good Friday experience is outside the scope of this thesis, but 
what is important about it is that recalling it in 1814, well immersed in his pastoral ministry in Aix, 
the young priest could be seen as describing not only one experience but also that which had become 
the basis of his ministry: leading others to make the same experience of being personally saved by 
Jesus Christ. Many authors have analysed this significant experience. Cf. especially, PIELORZ, J., 
“Good Friday of 1807, Myth or Reality?” in Vie Oblate Life 56 (1997), p. 47-78; LUBOWICKI C., 
Mystère et dynamique… p. 108-223; and MAMMANA, G., “Le Vendredi saint d’Eugène de 
Mazenod,” in Vie Oblate Life 58 (1999), p. 539-557.  
12 PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 146-147. 
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conversion to God, manifested in Christ the Saviour – he understood the 

meaning of the action of the Saviour in his life. Thirdly, his desire to respond 

totally and unconditionally to God’s love for him – he understood that to do this 

he had to respond to his vocation to the priesthood. All of this was to mould him 

and prepare the spirit that was to permeate his future mission. His personal 

experience of luke-warmness and sin and the power of salvation in his own life 

made him aware of the need to effect this in the lives of others in the future. In 

his own person he experienced the glory of God and the call to strive for the 

salvation of his own soul and the vocation to give everything to God as a priest 

dedicated to assisting others to bring about in their own lives the very same 

marvel of transformation he had experienced.  

His discernment of a priestly call to a life completely dedicated to God 

happened within the context of the suffering Church in France.13 The spirit 

according to which he lived his priestly vocation was consequently expressed 

through his awareness of the desperate circumstances of the Church. It was 

because of the sad situation of the priesthood in France that the salvation that 

Christ had gained was being kept away from people – these deprived people 

were the ones whom Eugene recognised as being the poor and most abandoned, 

and who would be the recipients of his own priestly ministry.14 

                                                 
13 In the last letter which Don Bartolo Zinelli, Eugene’s Venetian spiritual mentor, wrote to him, he 
nudged Eugene to think about his future state of life in terms of these categories. He wrote “Je 
voudrais de vous quelque chose de plus grand que ce que vous faites en ce moment, de plus grand 
encore pour la gloire de Dieu et le salut des ames” (quoted in REY, Histoire I, p. 44). 
In later years, writing to his parents, Eugene reiterated the same motivation for his priesthood: 
“They should know what will be all my life my only goal: the glory of God, being of use to my 
neighbour, service of the Church…” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 31 March 1811 in EO 14, n. 83); 
“...Pure love of the glory of God, the most ardent desire for the salvation of the neighbour, the needs 
of the abandoned Church, there you have the one and only reason for my entry into the clerical 
state…” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93); “I devoted myself to the 
Church because she was suffering persecution, was abandoned…” (E. de Mazenod to his father, 7 
December 1814 in EO 15, n. 129). 
14 J. Pielorz concludes his comprehensive study of the vocation of Eugene with the following 
summary that expresses the heart of his spirit: “Eugene de Mazenod’s priestly vocation is a total gift 
of self to Christ as Priest-Saviour. Through this gift, while he expiates his sins and ensures his own 
salvation, for the greater glory of God, Eugene gives himself entirely to the point of martyrdom to the 



 21

2 SAINT SULPICE: CLARIFICATION OF 
EUGENE’S IDEALS AND THE SPIRIT IN 
WHICH TO LIVE THEM 
The early life and experiences of Eugene led him to the Seminary of Saint 

Sulpice. Here, under the guidance of a dedicated seminary staff, he was led to 

deepen his understanding of the ideals and values that had emerged during his 

years of discernment and conversion. It was here that he matured and developed 

the foundations of his future ministry as a priest, and the spirit in which to live it. 

2.1 THE SPIRIT OF SEEKING THE GLORY OF THE 
GOD WHO SAVED HIM 

The fundamental element of Eugene’s experience of conversion had been 

the centrality of Christ the Saviour who had given himself totally for him. 

Eugene’s desire to respond with a matching generosity, led him to a clearer 

awareness of his relationship to his Saviour and what this demanded. 

2.1.1 THE SENSE OF BEING CALLED BY GOD 

Eugene entered the Seminary of St. Sulpice in 1808 with an unmistakable 

sense of purpose: “to affirm myself in the holy vocation with which it had 

pleased the Lord to inspire me.”15 As a result of his prior process of discernment 

he had no doubts that it was God who was calling him “for since I know what is 

the will of God… I must without further delay submit to it and obey him.”16 This 

was a thought that he repeated to his mother in the correspondence in which he 

                                                                                                                                              
salvation of abandoned souls and the then scorned and persecuted Church” (PIELORZ, J., The 
Spiritual Life, p. 179). 
15 E. de Mazenod to his sister, April 1809 in EO 14, n. 51. 
16 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61. 
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tried to win her over to accept “the state of life God calls me to”17 and “the 

designs Providence has over me.”18  

The conviction of being called by his Saviour was the foundation of his 

own life and way of acting, and he consciously wished “to remember at every 

moment the sublimity of my vocation. The reasons that brought me to the 

seminary and that keep me there.”19 For the rest of his life he was to urge his 

Oblates to have the very same appreciation of the greatness of their vocation. 

2.1.2 THE GLORY OF GOD: THE SPIRIT OF GIVING 
EVERYTHING TO HIS SAVIOUR 

His conviction of being called by God gave him a spirit of having to be 

unambiguous about the necessity to deepen his relationship with God for the 

good of the Church and the salvation of souls. He began his stay in the seminary 

in October 1808 with some days of retreat. His retreat notes are filled with a 

sense of the awareness of his sinfulness and need for penance, but never turned 

in on himself – always pointing to God, “a Father, a Saviour, who has furnished 

me with so many gifts from my tenderest childhood”; with confidence that he 

was forgiven he could approach God.20 He desired to centre his “thoughts solely 

on this divine Saviour, of serving him with more ardour, loving him without 

cease.”21 Eugene expressed his desire to do all for the glory of God within the 

perspective of God the Saviour’s merciful compassion. In order to purify himself 

and do everything for God, he detailed a daily program of prayer, penance and 

mortification.  

                                                 
17 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 50.  
18 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61. 
19 E. de Mazenod, Annual Retreat of October 1809, in EO 14, n. 62. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.  
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At the end of his studies, as he prepared himself for priestly ordination 

during a prolonged retreat, he repeated this central ideal of his life which had 

become clear during his process of conversion:  

You, you alone will be the sole object to which will tend all my affections and 
my every action. To please you, act for your glory, will be my daily task, the 
task of every moment of my life. I wish to live only for you, I wish to love you 
alone and all else in you and through you. I despise riches, I trample honours 
under foot; you are my all, replacing all else. My God, my love and my all: 
Deus meus et omnia.22 

To underline the desire even further, the main intention for which he 

offered his First Mass as a priest was that he love God above all things and live a 

life wholly employed at God’s service.23 

2.1.3 THE GLORY OF GOD: THE SPIRIT OF MARTYRDOM 

The desire for martyrdom was the logical conclusion of the desire to be 

all for the God who had given everything for him on the Cross, and was clearly 

stated in the Mass intentions for his First Mass: “Final perseverance, and even 

martyrdom or at least death while tending victims of the plague, or any other 

kind of death for God’s glory or the salvation of souls.”24 Eugene would return 

to this theme on several occasions in his later life.25 It is a statement not made in 

                                                 
22 E. de Mazenod, Notes made during the retreat made in Amiens, December 1811, in preparation for 
the priesthood, in EO 14, n. 95. In the same retreat notes he explained the foundation of this: “After 
that I adored God the Creator. I imagined him forming man in his image, after creating this whole 
beautiful universe; He wished to give nature a priest, he wanted to create a being who would enter 
into relations with him, be able to lift up his thoughts to him, perform actions both worthy of and 
pleasing to him, able to serve him, able to love him. This being, I told myself, this being is me. My 
soul is an emanation from the divinity, which tends naturally towards it, and will never find rest 
outside of it; created solely to love God, etc. And my body equally is formed only for his service, to 
give glory and homage to God.” 
23 E. de Mazenod, My Mass Intentions, 25 December 1811 in EO 14, n. 100. 
24 Ibid. 
25 This theme has been studied by several authors, among them: MORABITO J., “Je serai prêtre. 
Eugène de Mazenod de Venise à Saint-Sulpice (1794-1811),” in Études Oblates 13 (1954), p. 1-200; 
LAMIRANDE E., “Église et sacerdoce dans la formation d’Eugène de Mazenod,” in Vie Oblate Life 
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a morbid spirit, but in the freedom of the request he made in the next sentence of 

the Mass intentions: “A holy freedom of spirit in God’s service.” 

2.1.4 THE GLORY OF GOD: THE SPIRIT OF JOYFUL 
ENTHUSIASM IN GOD’S SERVICE 

Eugene’s sense of enthusiasm at being where he was, and at what God 

was doing in him and calling him to do for others, was obvious in his 

correspondence with his family.26 His letters to his grandmother, mother and 

sister were not mere narrations of what was happening, but they were a joyful 

communication of his experience of the goodness God that he wished to share 

with them in his concern for their salvation and for the best means of their 

achieving this. 

A recurring theme of his correspondence with his mother was his desire 

for her to change her opposition to his vocation and to share in his joy. In this he 

revealed his own thinking about the underlying spirit of what he was called to 

do. In one of his letters he tried to convince her that it would “be a joyful 

experience”27 for her when the day of his final commitment in the Lord’s service 

was to arrive. He asked her to reflect on the fact that there could be no happiness 

greater that “that of sharing in the divine mission of the Son of God.” He assured 

her that he would be closer to her as a priest than he would have been had he 

been married. He asked her to join him in being thankful that God’s will had 

been revealed to him sufficiently clearly: “we must follow it and count ourselves 

very fortunate, even offering unceasing thanksgivings when he calls us to the 

greatest thing on earth and in heaven.” He reminded her of the essence of what 

                                                                                                                                              
55 (1996), p. 41-143; GIORGIANNI M., “Il martirio ‘carisma’ della missione in Eugenio de 
Mazenod e nella sua famiglia religiosa,” in Quaderni di Vermicino 28 (1994), Frascati. 
26 For example, when he received the tonsure: “the consolations God was pleased to give me at that 
happy moment when I chose him as my inheritance” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 18 December 
1808 in EO 14, n. 36). 
27 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 28 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 46.  
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the priesthood was: “Grasp with all your being the excellence of the dignity of 

the priest....” He tried to get her to dream of the consolations she would 

experience when she would see him celebrating the Mass: “You will be besides 

yourself for joy, and I am quite sure tears will flow from your eyes, when you 

receive the precious body of J.C. from the hands of your son….”  

There is a tangible joyful enthusiasm in the letters in which he described 

the various activities of the seminary, his pastoral experiences and the liturgical 

ceremonies in which he participated.28 They can be summed up in his words: “If 

only they knew in the world how sweet it is to serve the Lord.”29 “What a 

pleasure it is to serve the good God,” he exclaimed after describing the 

preaching he had done to some 700-800 young people in St. Sulpice.30 Although 

these arguments may have left Madame de Mazenod unmoved, they certainly 

mirrored the enthusiastic spirit of the priestly aspirations of her son – something 

that her cousin, Rose-Joannis, understood when he said, “How nice to see 

Eugene bursting with joy. I am really happy for him.”31 

2.2 THE SPIRIT OF WORKING FOR THE SALVATION 
OF SOULS 

Eugene’s coming to appreciate the meaning of salvation for himself and 

of the dignity it conferred on him, gave him the ability to see the world through 

the eyes of the Saviour – with the consequent desire to lead everyone he came 

into contact with to the same experience and realisation. 

                                                 
28 “I was so happy, in the superb Temple I found myself in, at the sounds of joy that re-echoed in my 
ears and penetrated to the depths of my heart” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, 
n. 50). Describing his subdiaconate ordination: “It would be impossible to try now to convey to you 
any idea of the joy the Lord poured into my soul that happy day” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 6 
January 1810 in EO 14, n. 66). 
29 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 29 November 1809 in EO 14, n. 64. 
30 E. de Mazenod to his sister, 3 March 1811 in EO 14, n. 81. 
31 Quoted by Y. Beaudoin in EO 14, n. 76, footnote 3. 
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2.2.1 PROFOUND SENSE OF AWE AT THE VALUE OF THE 
INDIVIDUAL SOUL 

Having appreciated the meaning of salvation in his own life, Eugene’s 

vocation to the priesthood was aimed at the salvation of others – a reality which 

manifested itself in several areas during his years at St. Sulpice.32 He was 

permeated with the conviction of the infinite value given to the human soul by 

the death of Christ the Saviour, and the urgency to cooperate with Christ in his 

work of salvation: “Dear mother, if you really grasped a great truth, that souls 

ransomed by the Man-God’s blood are so precious that, even if every human 

being, past, present and to come, were to spend, to save just one single one, 

every thing they have by way of talents, wealth and life, it would still be time 

well, nay admirably well spent.”33 So precious was God’s salvation and so 

precious was the person that “it would be enough if in the course of one’s life 

one could help even a single soul to work out his salvation to make all one’s 

labours worthwhile.”34 Hence, all his life and efforts had to “be subordinate to 

what God’s service and the salvation of souls requires, souls a single one of 

which is worth more than all the riches, honours and temporal goods 

whatsoever.”35 

2.2.2 THE SALVATION OF HIS FAMILY 

His correspondence from the seminary reflected a concern for the 

salvation of the members of his family, expressed particularly in three areas. The 

first was his concern for the influence that his Jansenist relative, Rose-Joannis, 

                                                 
32 “Abbé de Mazenod, burning with love for Christ, the Savior, was not able to limit his aspirations to 
the pursuit of his own perfection. The power and fervor of his love were such that they induced him 
to find ingenious ways of leading a great number of souls to Christ and to seek to do good 
everywhere” (PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 310). 
33 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61. 
34 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 50. 
35 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 31 March 1811 in EO 14, n. 83. 
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had on the family, and on his susceptible mother in particular. Eugene pointed 

out to her that the Church was the only means to her salvation.36 The second 

concern, connected to the first, was his preoccupation that his mother, 

grandmother and sister were not receiving communion often enough. “Do you 

believe that there is anyone else in the world to whom your salvation, happiness, 

holiness are more dear than to me”37 is the underlying motivation for his 

continual insistence on frequent communion – always concerned for their eternal 

salvation38. The third area was that of the spiritual welfare and salvation of his 

sister Ninette – which could easily be called “spiritual direction.” In this 

correspondence he consistently urged her not only to receive communion 

frequently, but also to avoid all behaviour which he regarded as not being 

conducive to his concept of salvation.39 It was her salvation that was his central 

interest: “I am asking God that he make you feel the need to yield to the 

arguments that my zeal for your salvation compels me to expound.”40 Dancing 

                                                 
36 “So that is what you must do; I use such language in the name of the Church whose minister I am, 
but with all concern and tenderness too as your very affectionate son. Let us love Jesus, and his 
Church, let us believe all she teaches and condemn all she anathematises, as she alone is infallible in 
her decisions. Let us pray sincerely for those led astray by pride, but let us not allow our fondness for 
their persons to go so far as to include their errors, which we must detest with all our strength if we 
wish to dwell in the barque of Peter, which is the only one that has Jesus Christ as pilot and so is the 
only one that can lead us to the harbour of salvation” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 14 December 
1810 in EO 14, n. 76). 
37 “Can you not hear this Saviour, who calls to you from his tabernacle…?” (E. de Mazenod to his 
mother, 14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93). 
38 “... and darling mother [grandmother], for whom I would willingly give my life, and whose 
heavenly glory and earthly happiness I long to see growing in proportion to the love I bear her” (E. de 
Mazenod to his grandmother, 3 December 1810 in EO 14, n. 75). 
39 Pielorz studies this correspondence and concludes: “But Eugene's love for his sister is only a partial 
explanation for his zeal. We must necessarily add to this Eugene's love for Christ, the Savior, to 
really grasp this reality. This is the love that led Eugene to hate, reject, combat and overthrow 
everything that was opposed to the teaching of Christ, to the spreading of this same love into the heart 
of his sister. Seen in this light, Eugene's zeal for the salvation of his sister produced a sorrow, a keen 
sorrow for the injury his sister inflicted on Christ by not approaching the holy table more often than 
she had. This sorrow was accompanied by a keen eagerness to make reparation at the first possible 
opportunity. As her brother, Eugene was not able to remain insensitive to the true happiness of his 
sister. As a disciple of Jesus Christ, he was not able to stand by and see the soul of his sister, 
redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus Christ, run the risk of being lost” (PIELORZ, The Spiritual 
Life, p. 297). 
40 E. de Mazenod to his sister, 12 July 1809 in EO 14, n. 57. 
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and attending the theatre figured prominently in his list of condemnations 

(however, she was not to be rigid and could go if she had no choice), but there 

were more positive recommendations than condemnations: spiritual reading, 

examen, and various practices to ensure the awareness of the presence of God 

the Saviour in her personal and married life. 

2.2.3 THE SALVATION OF ALL THOSE TO WHOM HE 
MINISTERED IN HIS PASTORAL EXPERIENCES AS A 
SEMINARIAN 

When Eugene described himself as “a man strongly moved by God’s 

spirit to imitate J.C. in his active life of teaching his divine doctrine to peoples 

who were no longer disposed to receive it,”41 he was speaking about the model 

which he would always use for his teaching/preaching ministry, and in which he 

would invite the Oblates to participate. 

2.2.3.1  TEACHING CATECHISM WITH SIMPLICITY AND ENTHUSIASM 

Within four months of his arrival he began to teach catechism classes to a 

group of boys whom he described as “the poorest in the parish, children of 

tavern keepers, in a word, a vermin ridden lot.”42 He enthusiastically expressed 

his wish to “breathe some life into this ailing body” of boys by peppering his 

instructions with stories so as to make them more amusing because “children 

have to be attracted in all sorts of ways.” He asked that his mother’s cousin 

sponsor some prizes as incentives for rewarding good behaviour. His main 

concern was that, with God’s help, they would be inculcated with the spirit of 

religion, and that those who were making their first communion would be well 

prepared. Here was seen the spirit with which Eugene would tackle his future 

priestly ministry with the youth of Aix and his preaching and instructing as a 

                                                 
41 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 50. 
42 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 44.  
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missionary to rural parishes. This enthusiasm and practical learning was 

expressed a week later when he reported back to his mother: 

So here I am in charge of a First Communion Remedial Catechism Class. We 
have only about fifty, but they give us more problems than all the other 430 
who make up the class of which ours is a section. I was detailed, yesterday, 
Carnival Sunday, to give an instruction on the mysteries of the Trinity and the 
Incarnation. This instruction, that lasts about an hour, is simply a deepening of 
the catechism, but this deepening is quite a problem, as one has to get these 
abstract matters over to children and then engage them each in turn in dialogue. 
I find I get a lot myself out of these exercises. In the first place I get a much 
more precise and profound idea of the matters I have to deal with, I give them a 
good chew myself before passing them on to the children, I get used to public 
speaking, for 50 children, plus a score of curious onlookers, some of them from 
the house, do constitute in all reality a public; and then too I get a real insight 
into the method of conducting catechism classes which has enjoyed a lot of 
success at St. Sulpice for more than a century, with a view, God willing, to 
setting it up at Aix where they really have no idea what catechism is. Next 
Sunday one of my colleagues will give the instruction; my job will be to given 
an explanation of the Gospel lasting only five or six minutes. It is a short talk 
that our people usually write out and learn by heart; I will go along with this 
practice the first few times, but later on I intend to stand less on ceremony with 
our children.43 

By “chewing” the material himself he made it more easily attainable to 

his listeners, an idea which was also contained in his idea of being closer to the 

children by not standing on ceremony. The same ideas were found in his plans 

for the summer holidays of 1810: “I had intended to go and see grandmother in 

St. Julien, and I was thinking of giving a little instruction to these poor people 

who are so abandoned. I was already quite enjoying the idea of the fruit these 

instructions might produce. Poor Christians without the least idea of the dignity 

that is theirs, for want of meeting someone to break the bread of the word. I am 

however convinced that they are not so far from the kingdom of heaven.”44 Here 

was contained a foretaste of his future style of imitating the ministry of “J.C. in 

his active life of teaching”: chewing the Word before preaching, being close to 

the poor who had no one to teach them who Christ the Saviour was, and using 
                                                 

43 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 13 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 45.  
44 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 3 July 1810 in EO 14, n. 83.  
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every means imaginable to instruct and to bring them into relationship with 

Christ as their Saviour. 

2.2.3.2  PREACHING SALVATION WITH JOYFUL ENTHUSIASM 

Concluding with the exclamation: “What a pleasure it is to serve the good 

God!” Eugene gave his sister a description of his preaching, the feelings he 

experienced and the effects it had on his listeners: 

However, it is a real consolation to think of 7 or 800 children of all ages, for we 
thus designate even people 30 years old, and a large number of relatives, 
spending Carnival Sunday, Monday and Tuesday doing a retreat that took up 
each day six or seven hours of their time. I was really happy to give them a 
meditation of three quarters of an hour on O.L.’s lovable qualities to bring 
them to a sense of how advantageous it is to follow faithfully such a good 
Master rather than the detestable Satan who flatters us to bring about our 
perdition. This edifying assembly was so well disposed, their hearts were so 
moved to love Him who has acquired so many rights to our gratitude and love, 
that everyone’s tears flowed freely; I was the only one, I say it to my shame, to 
remain unmoved and my heart remained cold even while my spirit was 
penetrated with what my mouth was saying.45 

2.2.3.3  PERSONAL CONTACT AS A MEANS OF 
COMMUNICATING THE TRUTHS OF SALVATION 

During this same period of “Carnival and its madness” Eugene’s concern 

with putting his priestly ideals into practice for the good of others was illustrated 

in this description he gave of trying to make salvation present when it was 

noticeably lacking. It also shows his capacity of being able to inspire and 

naturally lead others with his ideals: 

About a dozen of us got together and, in keeping with the mind of the Church 
and in order to make reparation, in so far as we can, for all the excesses 
contrary to the holy virtue of temperance, and others besides, during these days 
of lunacy, we resolved to keep the fast these three days and offer a little 
expiatory prayer before the Blessed Sacrament. It was God in his goodness 
who gave me this idea and it worked out as I had hoped. No one in the 
seminary knows anything about the little act of mortification our little society 
took on itself, and even the members of the society do not know that it was I 

                                                 
45 E. de Mazenod to his sister, 3 March 1811 in EO 14, n. 81. 
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who took the initiative. I notice that a lot of good things never get done for 
want of someone to make the suggestion; a lot of Christians have it in them to 
do all kinds of good works that they will never perhaps carry out unless they 
meet up with someone, who is often less perfect than they are themselves, but 
who invites them to get to work, with no more trouble to himself than that of 
making the proposal.46 

In the same letter to his mother, the identical qualities emerged when he 

spoke about the visits of Paul de Magalon (two years younger than himself) and 

the effects Eugene’s enthusiasm for salvation had on him: 

Magalon47 comes to see me almost every day and I do not hesitate to give up 
my recreations for him as good comes from our conversations. The first we had 
together had a singular effect on him that I had neither foreseen nor desired, as 
enthusiasm is not something that appeals to me, even when its object is a good 
one, when it does not produce lasting fruits. Imagine, he got so worked up that 
he wrote immediately to tell his mother that, after a long conversation he had 
with me, he foresaw too many dangers in taking up a career in the army (he had 
only just obtained a commission), that he felt powerful religious feelings 
reawakening in his heart and a powerful desire to enter the clerical state. You 
can imagine how that letter would have gone down in the family, which is 
pinning great hopes on this young man’s success as a soldier. You can 
understand they will be ready to crucify me. I had a chuckle over this, 
imagining the friends coming together to find a way to keep the young man 
away from a fanatic like me. In any case, they did not have to put themselves to 
the trouble. A single night was enough to pierce these fogs, and our young hero 
reverted to a plan more suited to him, namely, to take the decision to serve God 
as a soldier. The happiness he had seen in me had for a moment tempted him 
and perhaps the lively way I expressed my vivid feelings swept him off his feet 
without my even trying. So his family will be wrong to imagine I tried to 
snatch him from them. The grace of vocation to the clerical state is not given to 
everybody and that is something that should make those of us appreciate it all 
the more whom God’s mercy calls to share his sufferings and the sublime 
ministry of the God-Man.48 

                                                 
46 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 13 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 45. 
47 Beaudoin writes: “Paul de Magalon (1784-1859) who will be a member of the Aix Youth 
Congregation in 1815, a postulant with the Missionaries of Provence in 1816, and later a hospital 
Brother of St. John of God” (EO 14, n. 44, footnote 2). So, Eugene does seem to have had some 
influence on him after all. 
48 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 13 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 45. 
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2.3 THE SPIRIT OF THE GOOD OF THE CHURCH 

Eugene’s response to the needs of the Church as a motivation for his 

going to the seminary and for his priesthood has been thoroughly studied and 

documented by many authors.49 In this section, I explore only the question of the 

underlying attitude with which he responded to the needs of the Church while he 

was at St. Sulpice and which were to mould his lifetime response. 

It was unmistakably a spirit of service. Lamirande points out that Eugene 

did not always make a clear distinction between service of God, service of souls 

and service of the Church. His service of the Church was the concrete form that 

the service of souls and the service of God took for him. He defined his vocation 

as a call to give himself entirely to the service of God, and that everything had to 

be subordinated to the service of God and the salvation of souls.50 

2.3.1 A SPIRIT OF COMPASSIONATE SUFFERING WITH THE 
CHURCH IN HER SUFFERING AS A MOTHER 

“I devoted myself to the Church because she was suffering persecution, 

was abandoned….”51 For him the Church was not primarily an institution whose 

rights had to be defended, but “the Spouse of Christ” who was thus personified 

as the mother “who gave birth to us all in J.C.”52 As a mother she was in deep 

sorrow because she had been “so terribly abandoned, scorned, trampled under 

foot”53 by those who had become her children through the shedding to the last 

                                                 
49 For example, MAMMANA, G., “La Chiesa nella vita et nel pensiero di Eugenio de Mazenod,” in 
Quaderni di Vermicino, Frascati, (7) 1979; MAMMANA, G., “Church,” in Dictionary of Oblate 
Values, Association of Oblate Studies and Research, Rome, 2000, p. 143-169; SION, P., “Our 
Founder’s Love for the Church” in Vie Oblate Life 36 (1977), p. 95-118; LAMIRANDE E., “Église 
et sacerdoce dans la formation d’Eugène de Mazenod,” in Vie Oblate Life 55 (1996), p. 41-143. 
50 LAMIRANDE, Eglise et sacerdoce, p.122-123 
51 E. de Mazenod to his father, 7 December 1814 in EO 15, n. 129. 
52 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61. 
53 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 50. 
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drop of the blood of Jesus Christ. Eugene’s response was that of a faithful son 

who experienced her sorrow in syntony with her.  

On the day of his ordination to the subdiaconate, in December 1809, 

Eugene gave a conference in which he dramatically and passionately responded 

to the situation:  

How could we not but reflect with grief about her as we considered her sorrows 
and sufferings, how could we not be moved with sympathy for the condition of 
abandonment she is in… No, no, these deeds that rend our Mother have 
penetrated deep into our souls, and we cried out in accents of sorrow… No, no, 
tender dear Mother, not all your children desert you in the days of your 
affliction; a group, small it is true, but precious for the feelings that move it, 
draws close around you and wipes away the tears that men’s ingratitude 
provoke in the bitterness of your sorrow…54  

One could be tempted to classify this conference as being melodramatic 

in its expression, an impression quickly dispelled when one realises that the 

spirit contained in these sentiments was real and was to last and be a major 

motivating and founding force in Eugene’s initiatives as priest and bishop. 

2.3.2 A SPIRIT OF RESPONDING REALISTICALLY SO AS TO 
HEAL THE SUFFERING OF THE CHURCH 

“Haven’t I already given too much of my time to this world, when I 

should rather have been at war with it, enemy as it is to Jesus Christ? And when 

this divine Master calls me to Him to serve his Church, at a time when she is 

abandoned by everyone, am I to resist his voice and pine away in an alien 

land?”55 With these passionate feelings he could not “sit back with arms folded, 

sighing softly to himself about all these evils, but not raising a finger to awaken 

                                                 
54 E. de Mazenod, Conference on Ordination Day, 23 December 1809 in EO 14, n. 65. It contained 
the same emotionally charged ideas as the Nota Bene of the 1818 Rule for the Missionaries of 
Provence, which became the Preface of subsequent Rules for the Oblates. 
55 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 28 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 46. 
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even in the least degree men’s hardened hearts.”56 In this spirit he prepared 

himself to respond to the needs of the Church and to alleviate her sufferings, but 

in order to do so he had to understand the causes of her suffering.  

2.3.2.1  SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE CHURCH’S 
MEMBERS 

Firstly, the anguish of the Spouse of Christ, who had come into existence 

through the shedding of the blood of her Saviour, was that she was being 

abandoned in her fundamental task of bringing the fruits of redemption to her 

members. As a result of the Revolution from 1789 onwards, people were 

growing up in crass ignorance of their faith and of the redemption which the 

Church could mediate for them. Added to this was the question of the influence 

of the errors of Jansenism – which Eugene experienced at first hand through his 

relatives. Having a clear vision of the needs of the Church, Eugene’s response at 

Saint Sulpice was to study so as to have the necessary tools for a ministry of 

instruction through catechesis, preaching and the celebration of the sacraments. 

Study and the need for preparation would be an ongoing preoccupation for him 

and for his Oblates.57 

In his research on the catechetical teaching of Eugene as seminarian, 

Lamirande points to the influence of the seminary’s theological studies. From 

his understanding of the Church as the mystical Body of Christ Eugene 

developed the concept of the intimate union within the communion of saints.58 It 

was not an abstract consideration, but had important consequences in that 

                                                 
56 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 4 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 50. 
57 “If I want to be of some use in the ministry, I still have a lot of studying to do, and it is quite clear 
that I could not undertake anything in my present state and keep a perfectly clear conscience. I am 
well aware that there are priests who are less prepared than myself perhaps and who nevertheless 
press on, but it is a very great evil. And I think it is the highest form of ignorance when one thinks 
one knows what one is in fact ignorant of or knows only in a sketchy way” (E. de Mazenod to his 
mother, 14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93). 
58 LAMIRANDE, É., “Eugène de Mazenod, catéchiste. Une instruction sur le Corps Mystique,” in 
Études Oblates 16 (1957), p. 20-36; and ID., Eglise et sacerdoce, p. 89-93. 
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Eugene felt and lived this spirit of unity with others in Christ in an intense 

manner. In the future it would be expressed in his sense of closeness and being 

one in Christ with his missionaries, no matter how far apart they might be, and 

also of the relationship between local churches of one country and continent and 

the churches of another. In Christ the Saviour, the members of his Body are 

intimately united and co-responsible for each other for the good of the whole. 

2.3.2.2  COURAGE TO RISK HIS LIFE FOR THE CHURCH 

Secondly, the Church was suffering because of the policies of Napoleon 

who curbed anything which threatened his powerful hold on the country and the 

minds of the people, and consequently victimized the Church because she was a 

powerful adversary. The spirit of love for the Church led Eugene to become 

involved in the various activities of the Sulpician Father Emery and others loyal 

to the exiled and imprisoned Pope. In St. Sulpice, Eugene was confirmed and 

strengthened in his position of love for and loyalty to the Pope, and was 

immersed in the conflict between gallicanism and ultramontanism, while firmly 

maintaining his position in the latter. His activities on behalf of the Pope and 

“Black Cardinals” led him to undertake dangerous activities in the face of police 

surveillance. His spirit of love for the Church caused him to be prepared to take 

risks and not to be intimidated. In becoming a priest he wanted to be part of a 

group of “generous souls with the capacity to sacrifice their comfort and even 

their lives to preserve the integrity of the faith, and because it seemed to me that 

God would give me strength enough to dare to brave all these dangers.”59  

2.3.2.3  THE NEED FOR GOOD PRIESTS 

                                                 
59 E. de Mazenod to his father, 7 December 1814 in EO 15, n. 129. He had already taken up this same 
theme of danger in 1809: “Let us swear to him with one voice that we will be eternally faithful to the 
oath we have just taken to give our lives a thousand times over in defence of the inviolability of his 
Church” (E. de Mazenod, Conference on Ordination Day, 23 December 1809 in EO 14). 
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Thirdly, the Church suffered because of the situation of her priests. To his 

father he complained that “after 25 years, she could no longer confide the divine 

ministry, which before had been sought after by the highest in the land, to any 

but poor workers, wretched peasants.”60 He developed the same idea to his 

mother:  

Before long the priesthood will consist entirely of peasants or even of workmen 
of the lowest classes, and that is already in itself a very great evil. Destined 
most of them to be pastors in remote country districts, they will be given little 
care, so that they will get off with a pinch of knowledge that would seem to lift 
them above their rank, so great are the world’s prejudices. Let them know how 
to say Mass properly and be able to handle basic administration, that is all 
people could expect of a country pastor. That is how people of the world 
express themselves, but is that too how they would speak about me and others 
like me? It would only take the merest hint that I might be lacking in just one 
part of the knowledge that the faithful, and clerics too for that matter, have a 
right to expect from an educated man and one whose position affords him 
every opportunity to see this education through to the end, to set at nought the 
little good I dare to hope to achieve.61 

With the same social “class-consciousness,” which takes us aback today, 

he spoke of the necessity for priests who over and above having “the priestly 

character of J.C.’s ministers could naturally command respect in view of their 

education and birth,”62 and again, “in my position, as I have said many times 

before, I am obliged to be better instructed than most others.”63 Considerations 

of social status notwithstanding, St. Sulpice64 deepened Eugene’s conviction of 

                                                 
60 E. de Mazenod to his father, 7 December 1814 in EO 15, n. 129. 
61 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 14 April 1809 in EO 14, n. 68. 
62 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61. 
63 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93. 
64 J. LABELLE summarises the ideal of priesthood presented to Eugene at St. Sulpice: “The 
emphasis of the French school and operating principle within Saint-Sulpice focused upon the 
sanctification of the clergy. The future priest’s personal model was the earthly life of Jesus, a life 
which was a constant sacrifice to the Father and most fully expressed in his death upon the cross. 
Jesus expressed his love for the Father in his life which expressed itself in three basic directions – a 
life which continually sought to glorify the Father in every action, one lived as a constant self-
sacrifice, and which sought the sanctification and return of all to the Father. The priestly vocation 
was worthy of exaltation and thus so demanding of personal holiness because the priest held the 
power to bring Christ into the world in the Eucharist. Indeed, his unique call to cooperate with the 
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the absolute necessity for priests to be holy, educated and well prepared for their 

ministry.65 

His aim to do all for God’s glory led him to develop a deep and 

disciplined personal life of prayer and mortification that was obvious in his 

spiritual writings of the period. His concern with the Church’s needs led him to 

look beyond himself and to take an interest in the welfare of the others preparing 

themselves for priesthood.  

                                                                                                                                              
Holy Spirit in this ‘second incarnation’ put the priest in a unique relationship with the Virgin Mary, 
making her also worthy of imitation as a model of discipleship” (LABELLE, J. T., “The Making of 
an Apostolic Man: 1808-1818 within the Formation of Saint Eugene de Mazenod O.M.I.,” in Vie 
Oblate Life 58 (1998), p. 583). 
65 In his notes of his retreat of August 1812 before returning to Aix he wrote: “The Church has all too 
much to lament in the numerous priests who bring down harm on her by their lack of awareness of 
the evils she suffers, who are themselves in a state of torpor and dampen down all the flames of 
divine love which they should be lavishing among the faithful, for whom they are the Lord’s organs 
and instruments of his mercy. Is it my purpose to increase their number? God preserve me from such 
a fate. Better to die right now as I write these words” (E. de Mazenod, [Retreat] at Issy, August 1812 
in EO 15, n. 106). 
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2.3.2.4  THE ASSOCIATION OF SEMINARIANS AT ST. SULPICE 

Eugene’s conviction about the Church’s need for good priests was 

expressed in his participation in the highly secret Pious Association of the 

seminary that aimed at the promotion of the spiritual progress of its members 

and, through them, of the whole seminary community. Because this association 

significantly moulded Eugene’s future approach and methodology, it is 

important to consider it here. Pielorz describes this Association, quoting from its 

rules:  

This secret association, similar to the Aa of the Jesuits, made up of five – eight 
at the maximum – members had as its goal “to train up in the seminary a very 
pious corps of ecclesiastics who were perfect observers of the rule and who 
through their example, their advice and their prayers provide support for the 
maintenance of intense fervour in the community.” It organized the most 
fervent among the seminarians… To capture all hearts and draw them to the 
love of Christ, the associates set as their goal to communicate to others by a 
piety that was “relaxed, open, from the heart, serene, constant, loving, filled 
with holy joy, kind, charitable, patient, gentle, which accommodates to 
everything, bends to suit each one and lends support to everyone.”66 

On December 7, 1810 Eugene was admitted to its ranks. It was at a time 

of turmoil in the seminary with the harassment of the Sulpician formators, and 

their eventual expulsion. The role of the Association was more necessary than 

ever in order to maintain a spirit of piety and fervour in the seminary. At the 

meeting of 21 October 1811 this concern was expressed in the decision “that the 

members would redouble their zeal and fervor to such an extent that their 

example of regularity would be powerful enough to maintain the spirit of piety 

and the most exact fidelity in observance of the rules, standing proof against all 

the breaches in discipline ill-will or lukewarmness might open up.”67 At the 

same meeting Eugene was entrusted with the task of reading through all the 

                                                 
66 PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 305. 
67 Ibid., p. 307. 
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minutes of the previous meetings of the Association so as to draw up a list of 

decisions that had been made. Once he had done this a supplement to the rule 

was drawn up.68 Eugene was then elected Permanent Secretary of the 

Association – a group that continued to play an important role in the seminary 

once the Sulpicians had been removed and during the year that he and other 

newly ordained priests were the directors of the seminary. 

Pielorz’s research into Eugene’s activities in the Association at the 

seminary concludes: 

These details, perhaps more than all the others, reveal to us the ardent spirit of 
the zealous seminarian. If, among the 90 seminarians, he was deemed worthy 
of being chosen as a member of an elite group and of soon becoming its 
secretary, if he succeeded in giving new life to this ailing organization, it was 
due to the fact that his practices of mortification, detachment, self-denial and 
especially his love for Christ, the Savior, had had their effect. From the former 
Count,69 they produced a model seminarian and a zealous director.70 

The Association was a concrete response to a need of the Church, and it 

gave Eugene a formation in a dynamic and a method that successfully formed an 

elite corps to be an instrument of change of a larger group. What he learnt here 

was fundamentally important for his life as it gave him the basis of the method 

he would use again in Aix for his work in the seminary, among the youth and in 

the founding of the Missionaries of Provence. 

                                                 
68 Pielorz writes: “Once the decision was taken to revive the original thrust of the association, Eugene 
drew up a supplement to the general Rule. This supplement was nothing other than a synthesizing all 
the decisions taken by the Association from the time of its foundation until 1811 and an adapting of 
them to the requirements of the new circumstances. Our attention was drawn to the exercise of the 
coulpe, taken from the Rules of Saint Philip Neri, the obligatory monthly retreat, special prayers for 
the departed associates and the annual renewal of the consecration to the Sacred Heart, because these 
practices show a close resemblance to the very ones Abbé de Mazenod would prescribe in the 
Constitutions and Rules of the Missionaries of Provence” (PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 307). 
69 A title that the young Eugene had given himself when he was mixing with titled people in Palermo. 
70 PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 308-309. 
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3 THE SPIRIT OF HIS PRIESTLY IDEALS  
The outcome of Eugene’s years of seminary formation was that he gained 

a profound appreciation of the meaning of the priesthood as a service. He also 

developed a sense of awe at the exalted state of the priesthood and how he had to 

conform his life to its demands. 

3.1 AN APOSTLE AT THE SERVICE OF HIS SAVIOUR 

Eugene’s intentions for his first Mass,71 all centred around his desire for 

perfection and his service of God and others, showed the ideals closest to his 

heart at that special time. The ideals he had spoken about and lived during the 

preceding years were repeated: “love of God above all things, and perfect love of 

neighbour,” “a life wholly and solely employed in his service and for the 

salvation of souls,” death “for God’s glory or the salvation of souls.”  

In his years as a seminarian he gave some ideas in his writings of the 

spirit with which he was approaching the priesthood. Primarily it was with a 

sense of awe and wonderment at what this state of life meant in relation to God – 

especially highlighted by his unworthiness due to his sinfulness. It was “a high 

honour,”72 “a sublime ministry,”73 a sharing in the “sufferings and sublime 

ministry of the God-man,”74 it was the “greatest thing on earth and in heaven” 

because the priest was “the dispenser of God’s mysteries, mediator between God 

and man,” “invested with all the powers of J.C., exercising on earth his royal 

                                                 
71 E. de Mazenod, My Mass Intentions, 25 December 1811 in EO 14, n. 100. 
72 “He has graciously willed to call me to so high an honour by a vocation which so obviously comes 
from Him” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 11 October 1809 in EO 14, n. 61). 
73 “… when I enter in the exercise of the sublime ministry it has pleased you to call me to” (E. de 
Mazenod, Spiritual Conference, 19 March 1809 in EO 14, n. 48). 
74 “The grace of vocation to the clerical state is not given to everybody and that is something that 
should make those of us appreciate it all the more whom God’s mercy calls to share his sufferings 
and the sublime ministry of the God-Man” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 13 February 1809 in EO 
14, n. 45). 
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priesthood.”75 For this he exclaimed to his mother on the day of priestly 

ordination: “the miracle has been wrought: your Eugene is a priest of Jesus 

Christ. That one word says everything; it contains everything….”76 Similarly on 

the same day he described his feelings to Fr. Duclaux, his spiritual director: 

“prostrate, overwhelmed, stunned, to share with you what the Lord, in his 

immense, incomprehensible mercy, has just accomplished in me. I am a priest of 

Jesus Christ.”77 

Soon after his ordination, as he prepared himself to be a director at the 

seminary, he wrote the resolution to renew himself in the spirit of his priesthood 

which he described as a “state of perfection” which consequently demanded “a 

scrupulous fidelity to the least movements of the Holy Spirit, an extreme horror 

of sin, however venial it may appear, great purity of heart and intention, in 

everything seeking God alone, his glory, the salvation of souls and our progress 

in the ways of perfection.”78 Hence, the way to reach perfection in the awesome 

state of being a priest was to seek always the glory of God and the salvation of 

souls. Prior to returning to Aix he spelt out how he would do this: 

The more I have been and remain a great sinner, the more must I strive to love 
God and bring others to love him, since notwithstanding my profound 
unworthiness God has not ceased to pour out on me some of the greatest graces 
it was in his power to confer, and I can show my gratitude for so many 
blessings, such great mercy only by doing all in my power to love him to the 
limits of my capacity, and in reparation for the glory and honour I have taken 
from him by my most serious fault, I must use all my strength, every means at 
my disposal and all my inner resources to bring others to love him.79 

                                                 
75 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 28 February 1809 in EO 14, n. 46. 
76 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 21 December 1811 in EO 14, n. 97.  
77 E. de Mazenod to A. Duclaux, 21 December 1811 in EO 14, n. 98.  
78 E. de Mazenod, Resolutions as director at the seminary of St. Sulpice, January 1812 in EO 15, n. 
103. 
79 E. de Mazenod, Retreat at Issy, August 1812 in EO 15, n. 106.  
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In all this the newly-ordained priest mirrored the model of priesthood 

which he had imbibed at Saint Sulpice – a model which Leflon describes: 

“These professors determinedly opposed the false ideas of their times by 

repeatedly telling their students that one does not enter Holy Orders to be served, 

but to serve; that one does not become a priest to seek after benefices, but to 

render to the Father, through the Son, in the light of the Holy Spirit, the worship 

of adoration which is due to Him, to give himself to the ministry of souls, and to 

consecrate himself to the conversion of sinners, as Christ did, by detachment, 

poverty and humility.”80 Taché summarises Eugene’s ideal of being totally priest 

as being that of a man consumed by the love of Christ and of souls, with his 

priesthood as a participation in the priesthood of Christ. He wanted to be totally 

priest and totally apostle. The quality of his being apostle was that of giving all, 

of immolation, to the point of looking for martyrdom for the glory of God and 

the salvation of souls.81 The spirit of priesthood as that of being fully apostle of 

the Saviour was to be one of the central tenets of his life, reflecting the thrust of 

the seminary where the spirit of his priesthood had been formed.82  

3.2 DIRECTOR AT SAINT SULPICE SEMINARY 

Eugene and his family were looking forward to the end of his stay in Paris 

and his return to Aix, however in October 1811 he had to announce to them: 
                                                 

80 LEFLON, J., Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles, Founder of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate, 1782-1861, Volume I, Fordham University Press, New York, 1961, p. 293. 
81 Cf. TACHÉ, A., La vie spirituelle d’Eugène de Mazenod, Fondateur des Missionnaires Oblats de 
Marie Immaculée aux origines de la Société (1812-1818). Étude historico-doctrinale, Rome, 1960, 
typewritten doctoral thesis for the Pontifical Gregorian University, p. 64-65. 
82 Faillon’s biography of Olier describes this ambience: “Adopting the view that the seminary was 
like the Cenacle where the Spirit of God would descend afresh to form apostolic men who would 
revitalize the knowledge and love of Jesus Christ, it was M. Olier’s desire that all the clerics would 
take on the sentiments and attitudes of the holy Apostles and that they would become perpetual 
students of the Apostles’ virtues. He had them depicted [...] in the chapel’s main painting so that the 
seminary would have recourse to them as to full flowing channels of apostolic grace whose first fruits 
they had received for future ages, and so that they should honor them with a special devotion as 
being, after Jesus Christ, the foundations of the Church ...”(Text quoted by BEAUDOIN, Y., in 
“Apostles” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 19). 
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“But just at the moment God’s glory, which has to be our only rule, seems to 

insist that I curb this desire and leave off satisfying it until a little later on.”83 He 

was referring here to the expulsion of the Sulpicians from the seminary that 

necessitated that he delay his return to Aix by a year so as to be one of the 

interim directors of the seminary. His conviction about the need for good priests 

would have guided his discernment on this question and led him to understand 

that four aspects of his life and spirit pointed in this direction. To stay on at the 

seminary would be for the glory of God and the good of the Church that was 

being persecuted by Napoleon and his police. His staying on would be for the 

good of the seminarians because he was a respected member, and it would also 

be for his own advantage because it would give him the opportunity to continue 

studying and preparing himself for his future ministry.84 

It is not surprising that Eugene was chosen as a director since he had been 

one of the seminarians who enjoyed the respect of his Sulpician formators. The 

fact that he was chosen to cooperate with Emery in defending the rights of the 

Pope, that he was called upon to give the farewell speech to the Sulpicians on 

two occasions (once when Emery had to leave, and then when all the Sulpicians 

left the seminary), that he was invited to participate and then become an office-

bearer of the Aa attest to the respect which he commanded. Evidently everyone 

perceived that he had imbibed the solid spirit of St. Sulpice and was 

consequently able to communicate it to others. 

Accordingly, after his ordination to the priesthood in December 1811 he 

returned to the seminary to begin his work as a director. As he did so, he 

recorded some resolutions that would guide him in it: “in everything seeking 

                                                 
83 E. de Mazenod to his mother, 14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93.  
84 “I am one of the key people in the house, and in some respects perhaps the key person; my 
departure would create a scandal which could not be ignored. Whereas the good of the house and 
therefore of the Church requires that I stay. So I will stay, for everything points to that: God’s glory, 
the good of the Church, edification of neighbour, my own advantage” (E. de Mazenod to his mother, 
14 October 1811 in EO 14, n. 93). 
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God alone, his glory, the salvation of souls and our progress in the ways of 

perfection.”85 Guided by this spirit he resolved that: 

as it seems to be the Lord’s will for me to stay on this year in the seminary and 
the purpose of my remaining on is to assist in maintaining in the house the 
spirit of piety that our Fathers sought assiduously to create, I will submit to 
what seems to be the design of Providence in my regard; and in order not to 
render unfruitful the ministry for which it destines me, I will strive to live in 
such a way that my deeds will speak more loudly than my words and 
suggestions. With that in view, I will try with God’s help to renew myself in 
the spirit of the priesthood...86 

Eugene remained at Saint Sulpice in this capacity until October 1812, 

when he returned to Aix definitively. Rey, quoting an extract written by one of 

Eugene’s director confreres, shows that this spirit did succeed in communicating 

itself to others: “I will never forget the examples you have given me of a burning 

zeal for Jesus Christ and his worship and an absolute dedication to the Church, 

his Spouse and our Mother.”87 

4 RETURN TO AIX: “MY CHIEF OCCUPATION 
WILL BE TO LOVE HIM, MY CHIEF 
CONCERN TO MAKE HIM LOVED” 
Just prior to his return to Aix, Eugene wrote to his mother to prepare her 

for his projected style of life while living with her and Brother Maur in the 

city.88 Underlining that by his state of life he was “obliged to seek perfection, 

                                                 
85 E. de Mazenod, Resolutions as Director at the Seminary of St. Sulpice, January 1812 in EO 15, n. 
103. 
86 Ibid. 
87 REY, Histoire I, p. 141. 
88 Cf. E. de Mazenod to his mother, 24 September 1812 in EO 15, n. 108. Originally he had intended 
to live at the Enclos, the family property in the countryside just outside the city of Aix, but seeing that 
his mother was alone in her house in Rue Papassaudi, he and Brother Maur moved in with her. 
Brother Maur was a Trappist who had been forced to leave his monastery when the Revolution had 
closed it. Eugene employed him until the political situation made it possible for the monastery to re-
open. 
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and in consequence to employ every means there is to achieve it,” he had to be 

left free to follow a rule he had laid down for himself to fulfil his duties and 

obligations. Once he had settled down, then nothing other than what he called 

the “two capital points of my vocation” could claim his time: his studies and his 

neighbour’s spiritual good.89 Yet, the timetable could be that of a contemplative 

monk or of an enclosed seminarian, and not of a priest dedicated to a life of 

active pastoral work. Lamirande comments that Eugene returned from the 

seminary as one “hypnotised by the sublimity of his vocation”90 and with a 

conception of the priesthood that was abstract and which would take time to 

reconcile with the demands of pastoral work.91  

In December 1812 he did a personal retreat at the Aix seminary and drew 

up a rule92 for himself, which he likened to a compass for his life. It was drawn 

up “in the spirit of resolution that possesses me to serve God all my life and in 

the way that I have discerned to be the most in conformity with his plans for 

me.” The “compass” could be seen as being that spirit which had motivated his 

life from the period of his conversion onwards and led him to the priesthood, and 

which underlies this description: “the obligations of a priest being a collection of 

duties towards God whose holiness he must depict in the eyes of men, towards 

neighbour for whose salvation he must continually work, and towards the 

Church whose minister he is…” Because “the life of a priest should be a life 

whose every day is full in the Lord’s sight” he would only have contact with 

others “when God’s glory or the salvation of souls requires it of me, and my 

door will be firmly closed to everyone to whom I can be of no service.” All for 
                                                 

89 Already in April of 1812 he had written to his mother: “… every moment not employed in prayer, 
study or the exercise of the holy ministry would be so much time robbed from Him to whose service 
we are wholly consecrated, taking into consideration the whole extent of the obligations we take on” 
(E. de Mazenod to his mother, 22 April 1812 in EO 15, n. 105). 
90 LAMIRANDE, Eglise et sacerdoce, p. 130-131. 
91 Taché’s thesis studies the development and integration of his spirituality and the demands made on 
him for the salvation of others. Cf. TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle. 
92 E. de Mazenod, Rule drawn up on my retreat in Aix, December 1812 in EO 15, n. 109.  
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the glory of God, he wrote: “My chief occupation will be to love him, my chief 

concern to make him loved. To this I will bend all my efforts, time, strength.” In 

this spirit he drew up regulations for himself regarding his duties towards God, 

the Mass, prayer, Divine Office, practice of the presence of God, confession etc. 

Beaudoin93 writes about this rule, saying that the text that we have is obviously 

not complete because it speaks only of Eugene’s duties towards God. But the 

element of his relationship with others could not have been absent from his mind 

because on several occasions Eugene showed that his duties towards God exist 

for the welfare of others. For example, speaking about prayer in the life of the 

priest, he said, “that is where God communicating himself to him through the 

intimate union of his inspirations and his grace, will give him in abundance 

everything he needs to fulfil his ministry worthily, and make it useful and 

profitable to his soul and those of his brothers.”94 Eugene’s subsequent lifestyle 

and priestly ministry was to show that the salvation of others was of paramount 

importance to him, and that while his vocation was not one to the contemplative 

life, it aimed at “having always God and God alone in view in all my actions.” 

Some twenty-seven years later, on 31 March 1839,95 Eugene recalled this 

period, describing his notion of vocation at that time as a call to devote himself 

to the service and welfare of his neighbour whom he loved with the love which 

Jesus Christ had for people. With this in mind he requested the diocesan 

authorities to allow him to dedicate himself to the poor and the youth of Aix. It 

was with this spirit that he approached the pastoral demands of Aix.  

                                                 
93 Ibid., footnote 1. 
94 Other texts in the same retreat notes: “I will persevere in the most insistent request to satisfy by 
martyrdom or at least by death in service to my neighbour.” Again, “Until such time as someone 
proves that there exists in this world an action that gives more glory to God, is more advantageous to 
souls, to the sanctification of the priest, the comforting of our brothers who are suffering in purgatory, 
I will say Mass every day” (Ibid). The Mass was portrayed as an act of piety, but it does include the 
welfare of others, as does his description of the Divine Office. 
95 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 31 March 1839 in EO 20. 
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5 THE APOSTOLIC SPIRIT OF THE FIRST 
YEARS OF PRIESTLY MINISTRY IN AIX: TO 
LOVE THE POOR WITH THE LOVE OF THE 
SAVIOUR  
Eugene does not tell us how successful he was in living by his timetable, 

except to complain a year later in his retreat notes that he had not been as faithful 

as he would have liked due to his “relations with his neighbour.”96 What is 

certain, however, is that he did not dedicate himself solely to a life of 

contemplation, but that he had many apostolic activities in mind. Sometime after 

his December 1812 retreat he wrote to Fr. Duclaux,97 his spiritual director, 

describing his activities and plans. We do not have Eugene’s letters, but from 

Duclaux’s reply of 23 February98 we gain an idea of what he was doing and 

what he was planning. The time he had spent on retreat at the Aix seminary, with 

its scarcity of priest directors, had edified the seminarians. Eugene was meeting 

regularly with some priests in Aix to converse about the priestly state, and he 

hoped to get a regular group going along the lines of St. Vincent de Paul’s 

weekly conferences for priests. He shared with Duclaux his having consented to 

preach a series of Lenten sermons in a familiar way for people, and to gather the 

youth of Aix together for instructions on Sundays. By his first Easter in Aix it is 

obvious that he had become involved in many of these activities for the salvation 

                                                 
96 E. de Mazenod, Retreat Notes, December 1813 in EO 15, n. 121.  
97 Pielorz writes about this Sulpician: “Anthony du Pouget Duclaux (1748-1827), M. Emery's 
successor in directing the Company, was a man of rare humility, flawless goodness and an 
imperturbable calmness. He never spoke of himself and never spoke ill of anyone else. To these 
virtues the wise director added an extraordinary learning. It was difficult to find a man who was able 
to speak more at length and with more earnestness on spiritual matters than M. Duclaux did. And if 
we add to that the qualities of an extraordinary prudence and maturity in solving problems of 
conscience, we can understand why Eugene de Mazenod considered him the greatest director of 
conscience in France at that time. From this seasoned director, Eugene would receive the strength to 
struggle against the haughtiness and independence of his character and would receive advice and 
light in times of doubt and darkness. The calmness of M. Duclaux was a healthy foil to the seething 
and impatience of the young man from Provence” (PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 224-225). 
98 A. Duclaux to E. de Mazenod, 23 February 1813 in REY, Histoire I, p. 151-152. 
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of souls, and the list of activities had grown with the addition of visits to the 

prisons and spiritual direction at the Aix seminary. Writing to his friend, Forbin-

Janson,99 he described his activities, recounting what he had done during the 

period of Easter while doing a missionary visit to the village of Le Puy: 

“walking, and clambering over the hills in search of the sick, and preaching, 

teaching, confessing, baptizing, and carrying out the Holy Week and Easter 

ceremonies.” In the same letter he spoke about a seemingly spontaneous 

ministry of being available where needed: “Yesterday again I was called to a 

poor woman who had dined well and was in her agony just a few hours later.”  

5.1 PREACHER OF THE GOSPEL TO THE POOR 

Having written to Duclaux that he had been invited to preach some 

parochial Lenten instructions in a familiar style, he received a response of 

encouragement and advice from his spiritual director.100 He was counselled to 

prepare his conferences with care so as to make them clear, solid and pious as 

this would attract many people and ensure more fruit than that produced by the 

usual sermons. “Apply yourself particularly to instructing the people” he was 

told, and furthermore he was advised to produce a comprehensive course of 

instructions – something that he would faithfully incorporate into his future 

mission preaching.  

At the end of the course of sermons, Eugene described his preaching to 

Forbin Janson: 

Each Sunday in Lent I have preached in Provencal at 6:00 am, in the Church of 
the Madeleine for the instruction of the people. As you can imagine curiosity 
brought lots of others besides country-folk; but the latter and the low class of 

                                                 
99 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116.  
100 A. Duclaux to E. de Mazenod, 23 February 1813 in REY, Histoire I, p. 151-152. 
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society, whom I had principally in mind, turned up in such numbers that I had 
reason to hope that it will in his goodness have redounded to God’s glory.101 

Faithful to Duclaux’s advice, he concentrated on instructing the people. 

He gave a preliminary sermon setting out his ideals and inviting his listeners to 

attend all the sermons, and then for the next five Sundays he dealt with the 

themes: Lent and fasting, truths necessary for salvation, sin, and confession. The 

preliminary instruction (the text of which we only have in note form)102 

unmistakably aimed at the salvation of the souls of the poor who were the 

beneficiaries of his preaching. In it he informed them that his vehicle was that of 

instruction so that they could make the correct choices. His aim in preaching was 

to follow the example of the Saviour and ensure that the Gospel be taught to all. 

He wanted to put the Gospel within the reach of all, because the poor could not 

be abandoned to their deplorable state of ignorance, and they had to be taught in 

such a way as to be able to understand it clearly. Eugene promised to uncover a 

treasure, a vital knowledge, for them: 

After all, what is at issue here? Nothing less than salvation or the eternal loss of 
your souls, that is to say, the one and only thing that merits your attentions. The 
very thing you have given no serious thought to perhaps until this moment. It is 
a matter of learning what the Lord asks of you so as to procure for you an 
eternal happiness, what you must avoid so as not to merit a calamity that will 
never end.103 

The means he used were a putting into practice of what he had showed of 

his spirit at St. Sulpice: performing exactly the same ministry as the Saviour, 

instructing the poor and leading them to salvation. Identifying himself with the 

Saviour, “I did not forget to beg the Master present to speak himself by my 

                                                 
101 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116.  
102 E. de Mazenod, Homily instructions in Provencal, given at the church of the Madeleine in 1813, in 
EO 15, n. 114.  
103 Ibid. 
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mouth,”104 he made himself one with his listeners and preached in Provencal105 – 

a language understood by the poor, whereas learned discourses in French were 

not – and at an early hour at which the poor could be present before taking up 

their menial tasks. 

Through the eyes of the Saviour, Eugene looked at the poor (“workers, 

servants, tillers of the soil, peasants, poor beggars, refuse of society…”) and led 

them to see themselves as Jesus saw them. “We will begin with teaching you 

what you are… come now and learn from us what you are in the eyes of faith.” 

Several times he repeated the designation, “you poor of Jesus Christ,” and in 

reminding them of how badly the world treated them and looked down on them, 

he showed them the love of the Saviour and the dignity of their “noble origin” as 

baptised persons, redeemed by His blood: 

Poor of Jesus Christ, afflicted, wretched, suffering, sick, covered with sores, 
etc., all you whom misery oppresses, my brothers, dear brothers, respected 
brothers, listen to me… 

You are God’s children, the brothers of Jesus Christ, heirs to his eternal 
kingdom, chosen portion of his inheritance; you are, in the words of St. Peter, a 
holy nation, you are kings, you are priests, you are in some way gods, Dii estis 
et filii excelsi omnes… 

So lift up your spirits, that your defeated souls may breathe, grovel no longer 
on the ground: Dii estis et filii excelsi omnes. (Ps. 81:6)… 

Lift yourselves towards heaven where your minds should be set… let your eyes 
see for once beneath the rags that cover you, there is within you an immortal 
soul made in the image of God whom it is destined to possess one day, a soul 
ransomed at the price of the blood of Jesus Christ, more precious in the eyes of 
God than all earth’s riches, than all the kingdoms of the earth, a soul of which 

                                                 
104 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116.  
105 When I think how easy I found it to express myself in a tongue which I have never made great use 
of, as I have scarcely lived in the place, I am tempted to see in this a kind of miracle. There is nothing 
to be surprised at, however, as I used to ascend the pulpit as I descended from the altar, and you know 
that I did not forget to beg the Master present to speak himself by my mouth. The fact is that on 
Saturday evening, as I was thinking over what I had to say, I found I could not string together three 
words in Provencal (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116). To his 
listeners he confessed: “When we ascended this pulpit, dedicated as it is to truth, for the first time, we 
frankly confessed our fears that our lack of familiarity with the Provencal language would constitute 
an obstacle to the fruitfulness of our instructions” (E. de Mazenod, Colloquial instruction on 
confession, preached in Provencal, on the fourth Sunday of Lent, in the year 1813 in EO 15, n. 115). 
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he is more jealous than of the government of the entire universe… Christians, 
know then your dignity!106 

For the following Sundays of Lent he continued instructing them on this 

theme by leading them to the love and mercy of their Saviour. “In imitation of 

the Apostle we have not come to announce the Gospel of Jesus Christ with the 

elevated discourses of a human eloquence and wisdom, no, we have not used 

human wisdom as we talked, but the simple word of God stripped of every 

ornament, placed so far as in us lay within the grasp of the simplest.”107 The 

final sermon of the series ended with an invitation to conversion and to approach 

the sacrament of confession, where “with open arms the ministers of Jesus 

Christ” awaited them to “press them close to their hearts and take delight in 

pouring out balm on all their wounds to ease them.” He continued: 

Yes, my brothers, come, and you will see with what joy we will help you to 
take up your yoke that will seem too heavy only for the first few moments of 
your conversion, for when once you are freed from sin, light will take the place 
of the deep shadows that reigned in your souls, God will seem so lovable to 
you, he will fill your hearts with so great a consolation, he will invest you with 
so great a strength that, like new Samsons, you will pull down with vigorous 
arms the gates that held you captive, and loaded with these precious spoils, you 
will fly to the summit of the mountain, from where you will taunt your enemies 
who will then seem to you as contemptible, as odious as today they seem 
seductive.108 

These are the words of a man who had personally experienced conversion 

and the delights of the Saviour in his own life and was able to communicate this 

same spirit to others.109 His joyful enthusiasm had been communicated: “as the 

                                                 
106 E. de Mazenod, Homily instructions in Provencal, given at the church of the Madeleine in 1813, in 
EO 15, n. 114. 
107 E. de Mazenod, Colloquial instruction on confession, preached in Provencal, on the fourth Sunday 
of Lent, in the year 1813 in EO 15, n. 115. 
108 Ibid.  
109 Taché shows that what counted here was the salvation of souls and the zeal with which Eugene 
turned a deaf ear to the voice of his noble blood and upbringing, the conventions of his time, and the 
habits he had received. He was an excellent preacher in French, but he “lowered himself” to speak a 
patois which was inferior to the nuances of French and he was not prepared for the language as it was 
easier for him to express himself in French. He was thus able to get into the level of his listeners. In 



 52

outcome has been that the holy word transmitted to you has received an eager 

welcome. Praise the Lord for that, my brothers, and so overjoyed am I on that 

account that I am unable to contain it.”110  

Later in that same year, one gleans from a letter of Duclaux that Eugene 

had been involved in some further parish mission preaching.111 His director 

congratulated him on the extraordinary number who listened to his preaching 

and were drawn to the sacraments, and gave him advice regarding the hearing of 

confessions on missions. In November Eugene and Forbin Janson had preached 

a parish retreat at Forcalquier, and thus, in the words of Duclaux, “coming to the 

aid of a parish which had the greatest need of all your zeal.”112 We have no 

details of this from other sources, however.  

5.2 WITNESS OF GOD’S MERCY TO PRISONERS 

The mission of leading others to the mercy of the Saviour was not limited 

to preaching in churches, but overflowed to other forms of ministry. In his April 

1813 letter to Forbin-Janson he described his work on Sundays with the 

prisoners of Aix: “I used to go to the prisons to give an instruction to those 

unfortunates in French, after which I went on to the confessional to hear 

confessions until 6:00 p.m. of those of the prisoners who presented themselves. 

Before and after the instruction, some hymns are sung. I finish up by giving 

them evening prayer.”113 

                                                                                                                                              
all this he braved the opinion of his proper social class. All these difficulties were overcome because 
of his awareness of continuing the mission of Jesus Christ (Cf. TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p. 100). 
110 E. de Mazenod, Colloquial instruction on confession, preached in Provencal, on the fourth Sunday 
of Lent, in the year 1813 in EO 15, n. 115. 
111 A. Duclaux to E. de Mazenod, 10 September 1813 in REY, Histoire I, p. 157-158.  
112 Ibid. p. 159. 
113 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116. 
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Rey describes of his voluntary chaplaincy to the prisoners: “He visited 

them practically every day, and applied himself to instructing them, comforting 

them and encouraging them until they showed a desire to return to the practice 

of their Christian duties. In this way he brought about a noteworthy change in 

these degraded souls.”114 In a letter of September 1813, Duclaux encouraged 

Eugene in this work by urging him to continue as he was doing because his 

approach would lead many to conversion, sorrow for their sins and 

repentance.115 In this light Rey describes the eyewitness testimony of Father 

Martin regarding the conversion effected by Eugene in a hardened woman 

criminal called La Germaine who had been condemned to death. So fine were 

her sentiments of repentance that he admitted her to receive Communion before 

her death – something frowned upon at that time. Eugene accompanied her to 

the scaffold, constantly encouraging her with “words of compassion and mercy” 

until the moment of her death.116 

The following year Napoleon’s wars resulted in several hundred Austrian 

soldiers being imprisoned in Aix. Due to their unsanitary living conditions there 

was an outbreak of typhus and, within days, the military chaplain died. Eugene, 

who was a voluntary chaplain to the civilian prisons, offered to take his place 

and ministered to the sick and dying, fully conscious of the risk he was taking. 

Not sparing himself, he too succumbed and was on the point of dying, receiving 

extreme unction in March 1814, and eventually recovering.  

                                                 
114 REY, Histoire I, p. 158. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid. Bishop Jeancard, in his funeral oration for Eugene de Mazenod, referred to the same thing: 
“Les prisonniers, surtout ceux qui avaient été frappés d’une condamnation capitale, éprouvèrent sa 
haute charité. Il en accompagna plusieurs jusque sur l’échafaud, et grâce à lui, ils fourrent, si grands 
criminels qu’ils fusent, dans des sentiments qui leur assuraient le pardon de Dieu, consolés et fortifiés 
par une parole qui leur semblait descendre du Ciel, en passant par le cœur de l’homme apostolique” 
(JEANCARD, Mgr., Oraison Funèbre de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod, Ve 
Marius Olive, Marseille 1861). 
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The prisoners of Aix had been discarded by society and were not 

adequately cared for by the Church. Through his teaching and example he 

demonstrated the dignity that they had acquired by the Saviour shedding every 

last drop of his blood for them. In the process of instructing them Eugene 

showed his imitation of the Saviour through his own willingness to give every 

drop of his own blood, to the point of martyrdom.  

5.3 FORMATOR IN THE SEMINARY OF AIX  

“Next, I go twice a month to the seminary and try, by the regularity of my 

conduct, to do no dishonour to the character the Lord in his infinite mercy has 

seen fit to invest me with,” he told Forbin Janson.117 A month later, writing to 

the same, he exulted in the successes of the Association which he had founded in 

the seminary, and whose meetings he used to attend.118 Again just as in Saint 

Sulpice, it was a question of responding to the Church’s need for good priests by 

forming an elite group within the seminary to be leaven and to inspire other 

seminarians. The difference between the Aa of St. Sulpice and that of Aix was 

that the latter was not a secret association. “Nothing could be more consoling 

than to see how this house progresses since this useful foundation.”119 The 

problem had not been one of moral laxity, but of a laxity in a spirit of piety, an 

“extreme dissipation, a sovereign forgetfulness of every rule, no spirit of piety at 

all.” Due to the efforts of the Association there was a noticeable increase in 

“punctuality, recollection, exactness in the smallest things, renewal of fervour, 

greater frequenting of the sacraments… it brings tears of joy to my eyes.” 

                                                 
117 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116. 
118 Leflon refers to a meeting of the Aa in Saint Sulpice of 10 March 1813 in which they read a letter 
from Eugene about the Association similar to theirs that he had started in Aix (LEFLON, Eugene de 
Mazenod I, p. 407). 
119 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 12 May 1813 in EO 15, n. 119.  
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In the same correspondence Eugene copied parts of a letter he had 

received which echoed the sentiments he tried to inculcate: 

Here is something another one, who was sent a little while ago to be professor 
in the minor seminary, wrote me: “As for myself, I am always united with you, 
as when I was at ... always carrying out, so far as I can, the practices you were 
so kind as to give me. The good that these practices have done me obliges me 
again to give you testimony of my sincere gratitude. You can assure my dear 
brothers [the seminarians] on my behalf that they will see infinitely better even 
than now the importance of the service you have rendered them, when they 
have left the major seminary. I do not ask you if fervour is being kept up there; 
love of God and of salvation appear too strongly rooted there to be so soon 
extinguished. I regret being too far away to chat with them a little on the things 
of God. I was so happy! My heart was so full, when I was with them. Did I 
have to be deprived of it so soon and at the moment I least expected! ... Please 
convey to them my affectionate regards; tell them to really love God in his 
goodness…”120 

Eugene’s conviction of the need for good priests was thus not restricted to 

achieving his own sanctification, but to working at doing whatever he could to 

ensure that all priests come to love God fully and to give their lives for the glory 

of God and the salvation of souls. Thus he could exclaim with joy at the end of 

his narration of several details of the good done by the Association: “What hope 

for the future!” Some years later the success of these experiences would lead 

him to accept the ministry of seminary formation for the Oblates. 

6 THE YOUTH CONGREGATION OF AIX: A 
STUDY OF HOW THE APOSTOLIC MAN 
COMMUNICATED HIS SPIRIT 
The work of Eugene with the young men of Aix was his chief ministry 

until 1816, and continued to take a large part of his time and energy until he 

moved to Marseilles in 1823. A study of how he directed the youth shows how 

he communicated the abounding ideals of his zeal that had developed at St. 

                                                 
120 Ibid. 
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Sulpice. More importantly, however, it illustrates some of the aspects of how he 

proceeded when he founded the Missionaries of Provence and wrote their Rule.  

6.1 THE SITUATION OF THE CHURCH IN FRANCE  

The same ideals and the same zeal that motivated Eugene in his work 

with the seminarians, motivated him to form an association for the youth of Aix. 

His customary pattern of approach was evident: his analysis of the religious 

situation, his inability to remain an uninvolved onlooker, and his adoption of 

what he considered to be the most suitable means to engage it, that is, forming a 

core group to act as leaven for others. After analysing the sad situation of the 

youth in France under Napoleon, he concluded, just as he did when he analysed 

the situation of the Church before he entered Saint Sulpice:  

Must one, a sad spectator of this deluge of evil, be content to bemoan it in 
silence without supplying any remedy? Certainly not... What means are to be 
employed to attain success in so great an enterprise? None other than those 
employed by the seducer himself. He felt he could succeed in corrupting 
France only by perverting the youth, it is towards them that he directs all his 
efforts. Very well, it will also be upon the youth that I will work; I will strive, I 
will make the attempt to preserve them from the evils with which they are 
menaced, that they suffer already in part, inspiring in them early-on the love of 
truth, respect for religion, taste for piety, horror of vice.121 

Accordingly he worked at the formation of boys and young men in the ways of 

piety so as to love God and achieve personal salvation, and in so doing to 

transform society.  

As Napoleon had made youth sodalities illegal, Eugene stated that he had 

no illusions as to the danger of undertaking this venture. In the face of the 

“strength and the wicked ways of a suspicious Government which persecutes 

and destroys all that does not support it.” He remained undaunted because of his 

faith-vision and the Saviour as the impelling force of his life: “but I am unafraid, 

                                                 
121 Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, April 25, 1813 in EO 16.  
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as I place all my trust in God, seek nothing but his glory and the salvation of 

souls whom he has ransomed by his Son Our Lord Jesus Christ.”122 

Before beginning this venture he had written to Duclaux, describing his 

plans to gather young people on Sundays so as to instruct them. Duclaux’s reply 

of 23 February 1813 was unconditionally encouraging: “This is still the work of 

works: give it all your efforts, deploy all your zeal to form them well. Give them 

a Regulation.”123 Eugene followed this advice closely, and two months later he 

reported to Forbin Janson that on Sunday evenings he was giving the youth a 

“small instruction, quite simple, in conversational vein, which God in his 

goodness sees to seasoning.”124 

The first official coming together of the group took place on Sunday 25 

April 1813 with seven participants. Within two years this number was to grow to 

more than 100 members,125 and eventually its membership was to include some 

300.126 These numbers necessitated Statutes to formally express the ideals of the 

group and to give the body the regulations needed in order to live these ideals 

according to the spirit that Eugene wished to communicate to them. 

                                                 
122 Ibid. 
123 We do not have the letter written by Eugene, but the reply of 23 February 1813 from Duclaux 
clearly indicates what the contents would have been (REY, Histoire I, p. 151-152). 
124 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 9 April 1813 in EO 15, n. 116. 
125 “… for more than a hundred young people who live in the practice of every virtue in the middle of 
a town that does not excel in piety…” (E. de Mazenod to his father, 15 September 1815 in EO 15, n. 
134). 
126 Pielorz wrote: “Grâce a la forte personnalité du Fondateur, à son talent tout particulier d’attirer les 
jeunes gens, l’Association de la Jeunesse se développe au delà de toute espérance: à la fin de l’année 
1813 on en compte 23; à la fin de 1814 on arrive à 60; à la fin de 1815, à 120; à la fin de 1816, à 200 
pour parvenir jusqu’à 300 en 1817. Relativement à l’époque, c’était donc une des plus florissantes 
congrégations de la Jeunesse en France” (PIELORZ, J., “Les rapports du Fondateur avec les curés 
d’Aix (1813-1826),” in Études Oblates 19 (1960), p. 159). 
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6.2 THE STATUTES OF THE CONGREGATION OF 
CHRISTIAN YOUTH 

In the versions we have of the Statutes127 many of the religious ideals that 

had been close to the heart of Eugene from 1806 onwards were evident. 

Furthermore we will see later that these same ideals were to form the basis of the 

first Rule of the Missionaries of Provence. Lamirande makes the important 

observation that Eugene gave the best of himself to the youth he was directing, 

thus communicating his central ideas to them in the Statutes he drew up for 

them. The future Rule of the Missionaries of Provence would consequently 

contain similar ideas as a result of “a long work of maturation in the spirit and 

the heart” of Eugene.128 For this reason a study of the central ideas of these 

Statutes is important as they shed light on the developing spirit of Eugene’s 

mission.  

6.2.1 THE SPIRIT OF THE CONGREGATION OF CHRISTIAN 
YOUTH 

In his first version of the Statutes of the Congrégation de la Jeunesse 

Chrétienne,129 written in 1813, Eugene defined its main purpose as that of 

forming a “corps of very pious young people” in the city of Aix. Each member 

of the corps had a twofold aim: firstly, to respond to the state of godlessness of 

the society in which he lived by making “a contribution to curbing the license 

and general apostasy,” and, secondly, while doing this, to achieve his own 

                                                 
127 “Abrégé du Règlement de Vie de MM. les Congréganistes de la Jeunesse Chrétienne,” in Missions 
145 (1899), p. 7-19; “Règlements et Statuts de la Congrégation de la Jeunesse chrétienne établie a 
Aix par l’Abbé de Mazenod au commencement de l’année 1813. Premier Règlement,” in Missions 
145 (1899), p. 19-25; “Statuts de la Congrégation” in Missions 145 (1899), p. 25-107. 
128 LAMIRANDE, É., “Les Règlements de la Congrégation de la Jeunesse chrétienne d’Aix et nos 
saintes Règles,” in Études Oblates 15 (1956), p. 33. 
129 “Règlements et Statuts de la Congrégation de la Jeunesse chrétienne établie a Aix par l’Abbé de 
Mazenod au commencement de l’année 1813. Premier Règlement,” in Missions 145 (1899), p. 19-25. 
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sanctification.130 The main means they were to use were threefold: a lifestyle 

that would be an example to others, the giving of advice and guidance to others, 

and a life of prayer. With slight modifications to fit the situation, this was 

practically a repetition of the statement of the successful ideals of the Aa of St. 

Sulpice: “to train up in the seminary a very pious corps of ecclesiastics who 

were perfect observers of the rule and who through their example, their advice 

and their prayers provide support for the maintenance of intense fervor in the 

community.”131  

Just as the seminarians at St. Sulpice were to be perfect observers of a 

rule, so too did the Youth Congregation require a set of regulations to observe so 

as to achieve its ideals. In 1813 Eugene provided this rule of life in the Statutes, 

which he divided into four sections. The first section focussed on Jesus Christ in 

their lives, and this was to be the foundational principle of the Congregation for 

as long as it lasted. The congregants were to:  

1/ work at appreciating the sanctity of their vocation to belong to the religion of 

Jesus Christ;  

2/ make every effort to conform their lives to that of their divine Model, and  

                                                 
130 Règlements et Statuts, p. 19. 
131  

Aa ST. SULPICE 

“… former dans le Séminaire un corps 
d’ecclésiastiques très pieux qui soient parfaits 
observateurs des règles et qui par leurs exemples, 
leurs conseils et leurs prières contribuent à 
entretenir une grande ferveur dans la 
communauté.” 

Quoted by PIELORZ, J. La Vie Spirituelle, p. 
281. 

YOUTH 

“La fin principal de cette association est de 
former, dans la ville, un corps de jeunes gens très 
pieux qui, par leurs exemples, leurs conseils et 
leurs prières, contribuent à mettre un frein à la 
licence et à l’apostasie générale qui fait tous les 
jours de si rapides et effrayants progrès, en même 
temps qu’ils travailleront très efficacement à leur 
propre sanctification.” 

Règlements et Statuts, p. 19. 
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3/ profess a tender devotion to Jesus in recognition of all the goodness He had 

filled them with.132 

The second section began to spell out how to do this. To be God’s 

disciples required not only believing in God’s commandments, but to practice 

with exactitude all that Jesus Christ had commanded to be believed and 

practised. The third section dealt with the observance of the precepts of the 

Church, using the familiar language so precious to Eugene: obeying the laws 

entrusted to the Church by her divine Spouse “knowing that they cannot refuse 

this mother who has given them birth in Jesus Christ.”133 

The fourth section continued with practical points through which he 

communicated how to live the spirit of his ideal in everyday life. They must 

never consent to sin. His descriptions of the horrors of sin and its consequences 

were reminiscent of his own journey and struggles as reflected in his retreat 

notes. He taught them how to avoid the occasions of sin, and stressed in 

particular the commitment that each had to make never to go to theatres 

(reminiscent of the advice he used to give to his sister), and to avoid bad 

company. He trained them to live in the practice of the presence of God with the 

use of frequent ejaculatory prayers. In this way they would learn to put all their 

confidence in God. When they sinned seriously they had to go to confession on 

the same day if possible, and not give in to discouragement. To maintain their 

zeal and fervour they were expected to attend Mass every day, confess at least 

once per month, and to “live in a manner so as to be able to receive holy 

Communion frequently.”134  

                                                 
132 “Ils tacheront de se bien pénétrer de la sainteté de leur vocation à la religion de Jésus-Christ, et ils 
feront tous leurs efforts pour conformer leur vie à celle de leur divin Modèle, pour qui ils font 
profession d’avoir la plus tendre dévotion, en reconnaissance de tous les bienfaits dont il les a 
comblés” (Règlements et Statuts, p. 19). 
133 Ibid., p. 20. 
134 Ibid., p. 25. 
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Not only did Eugene insist on the pious practices so necessary so as to be 

“all for God,” but also took his formation a step further by training them to have 

a specific attitude with which to look at the world and at others. It was in his 

own practice and spirit of seeing the world through the vantage point of the 

Saviour that he educated them: when they were confronted with evil in the world 

they were to bear in mind that despite the evil actions of people, Jesus 

nevertheless had shed his blood for these same people. Those who sneered at the 

youth for their values, were “unworthy of bearing the name Christian and to 

belong to the Immortal One who has triumphed and who has gained the world 

by virtue of his Cross and humiliation.”135 He continued the same theme about 

which he had spoken in his first Lenten sermon regarding the dignity of 

domestic servants. He taught the young men that those who were subservient to 

them were just as much called to share in the same immortal glory as they 

themselves. This glory had been won “as much for them as for their masters by 

the precious blood of their common Saviour and Master.”136 In view of the 

centrality of the Saviour, he asked the young people to keep a crucifix in an 

obvious place in their rooms.  

Because of the love of God the Saviour, Eugene stressed the value of 

charity: as they breathed the air of the world which was so contagious of evil, 

they had to learn to make frequent aspirations to God so that this bad air would 

“never cool or put out the fire of charity which should always be burning in their 

hearts.”137 For this they needed to practise fraternal correction, because each had 

to be interested in the perfection of the other congregants. He inculcated them 

with a charity that had to be put into practice at all times: among themselves, in 

their homes and with their families and servants.  

                                                 
135 Ibid., p. 24. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid., p.21. 
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In his dealings with the youth one recognizes in Eugene a genuine 

educator who shared his own spiritual journey and experience with others. What 

he had learnt himself he communicated to others and aimed to lead them to the 

same experience.138 

6.2.2 THE REGULATIONS OF THE CONGREGATION OF 
CHRISTIAN YOUTH 

After approximately nine months of practical experience of working with 

the youth, Eugene wrote: “With the Association purged of all its questionable 

members, and with a daily-growing fervour continuing to manifest itself, the 

Director judged the time right to draw up a regulation to embrace all the duties 

that they have to fulfil, both as Christians and as congregants and which might 

furnish them the means to sustain their piety, to study as they should, in a word 

to achieve salvation amidst all the danger that surrounds them on every side.”139 

He boasted to his friend Forbin-Janson: “I have drawn up some regulations for 

them that are a little masterpiece, which they observe with admirable 

punctiliousness.”140 Lamirande convincingly argues141 that the regulations being 

referred to here are the second version of the Statutes, which has the title of 

Abrégé.142 It re-emphasised the major ideas of the first and developed them. 

Later, sometime between July 1816 and June 1818, Eugene was to write the 

                                                 
138 He was to do the same for the Missionaries of Provence from 1816 onwards.  
139 Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 2 February 1814. 
140 Undated letter to Forbin Janson which was received on 1 July 1814 (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin 
Janson, in EO 15, n. 125). In his subsequent letter to Forbin Janson, written on 19 July, he asked him 
to bring him the regulations of the sodalities of the Jesuits and Oratorians, but clearly said that he had 
already composed his own regulations for the youth: “I have not waited on that to have one made for 
my youth, but I would still be quite glad to be acquainted with the others”( E. de Mazenod to C. 
Forbin Janson, 19 July 1813 in EO 15, n. 127). His Rule was thus not an adaptation of these works.  
141 LAMIRANDE, E., “Aux origins de la Société des Missionnaires de Provence. L’etat d’esprit 
d’Eugène de Mazenod (1813-1815),” in Études Oblates 57 (1998), p. 234-236. 
142 “Abrégé du Règlement de Vie de MM. les Congréganistes de la Jeunesse Chrétienne,” in Missions 
145 (1899), p. 7-19. 
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Regulation known as the Statuts143, because, as he said during this period, “the 

Congregation took on, so to speak a new form, at least its regulation and 

administration were considerably improved in the light of experience and of new 

methods I was using so as to do good.”144 The Statuts expressed the same spirit 

as its predecessors, but in a lengthy and extremely detailed way in 544 articles.  

The three versions of the Regulations demonstrate that the Congregation 

was not an informal attempt at keeping the youth occupied within a church 

environment, but a serious association whose purpose was the achievement of 

sanctification. From its members it required a high level of commitment to its 

ideals and obedience to its rules. The rules set out clearly and minutely how 

things were to be done. It was an elite group of youth, not in the social sense of 

elite because it was open to all classes,145 but in the sense that each one was 

specially chosen because Eugene realised that this young person possessed 

personal qualities that could be developed.146 He was training them to become 

good disciples of Jesus in their personal lives and, once they were spiritually 

transformed, to become a corps of apostles to others, a leaven in the world. The 

length, organization and details of these Regulations show that Eugene had a 

capability for organizing people, and this experience of directing the youth was 

to be beneficial when it came to composing the Rule for his Missionaries. 

                                                 
143 “Statuts de la Congrégation” in Missions 145 (1899), p. 25-107. 
144 Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 18 June 1818.  
145 Pielorz researched the membership of the Congregation and wrote: “Quant à la composition 
sociale, on n’y faisait aucune distinction entre nobles, bourgeois et plébéiens; pour les pauvres, les 
plus riches faisaient des collectes affin de les secourir. En un mot, l’abbé de Mazenod accueillait tout 
jeune homme, désireux de progresser dans la vertu, sans aucune distinction d’origine ou de position 
économique de sa famille; l’âge minimum était dix ans” (PIELORZ, Les rapports du Fondateur, p. 
160). 
146 “You know what my intention is in setting up this association: it is to form Christians worthy of 
bearing the name, to give instruction to those young people who, without my help would never have 
got beyond the letter of their catechism, to separate them from dangerous company, and hold them by 
the attraction of amusements suitable to their age” (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, letter 
received on 1 July 1814 in EO 15, n. 125).  



 64

6. 3 THE ORGANIZATION AND ACTIVITIES OF THE 
CONGREGATION 

Through the Congregation’s activities Eugene taught the youth to love 

God, to avoid all that would not lead them to God, to do their everyday activities 

for God, and to realise their responsibility to act in charity towards all. He did 

this by means of the gatherings each Thursday and Sunday in which he trained 

them on how to live their daily lives so as to be saints and to be leaven for 

others. 

6.3.1 ENTRY PROCEDURES – FORMING PART OF AN ELITE 
CORPS 

The conditions of entry were demanding, the lifestyle of the congregants 

was demanding, and they were in danger of being expelled if they did not 

maintain and live by the demands of the Statutes.147 Each applicant was 

scrutinised to ensure that he was born of “honest and irreproachable parents,” 

and that he had the qualities necessary to profit by the good example he would 

receive in the Congregation, and that he himself would give good example. For 

instance, one of the conditions referred to the friends of the applicant – the 

Director would only agree to his postulancy once he had been given a list of the 

friends of the applicant. Once the Director had studied it, he decided which 

                                                 
147 In order to maintain this environment in which he could form these young men into leaven, he had 
no scruples about expelling anyone who would not be able to live up to these ideals, and who would 
be a bad influence on the spirit he was aiming at communicating. “The following were expelled from 
the Association…the motivation for this expulsion is the obstinacy that these gentlemen displayed in 
their determination to continue to keep bad company. Jean Baptiste Dubois who was admitted only 
after a long probation and reiterated promises to behave has similarly been expelled as incorrigible 
and better suited to delinquency on the streets than to profiting from the good example of the 
members of the Association”(Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 12 December 1813). 
“We expelled J.B. Dominique Claude Chaine and Marc Pierre Joseph Sallebant ... We did not 
entertain much hope when we saw them and we were confirmed in the persuasion that they were by 
no means suitable to belong to an elite society such as the Association” (Entry of 3 January 1814). 
There are many similar entries in the Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation. Pielorz has 
totalled the number of expulsions as 64 between 1813 and 1821 (PIELORZ, Les rapports du 
Fondateur, p. 159). 
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friends he could keep and which ones had to be absolutely renounced.148 The 

applicant had to sign a letter requesting admission and promise to abide by all 

the regulations, especially not to attend theatre and dances, and to keep away 

from all dangerous companions. The young person committed himself to a strict 

lifestyle, which marked him out from his peers: he had to attend daily Mass, 

recite prayers each day, constantly strive to live in the presence of God, etc.  

Once the applicant had been accepted as a prospective member, he had to 

undergo a postulancy that lasted a minimum of six months. During this period he 

was trained by those who were specifically designated for this, called “zealots.” 

They instructed him on the working of the group and helped him to correct his 

faults. Any absences from the regular meetings had to be noted by the zealots in 

an exercise book, together with the reason for it. Each month the postulant had 

to present the zealots with a card proving that he had been to confession. 

After a period of six months to a year the postulant could apply to be 

admitted as a probationer. He had to be 14 years old (although in practise they 

were admitted younger), had to have made his first communion, and proved 

himself during his postulancy. There was a special ceremony and prayers to 

mark this step of commitment. As a probationer he could receive all the spiritual 

benefits granted to the Congregation by the Pope,149 participate in all its 

activities, but not hold any responsibility or participate in any council or 

assembly deliberations. This period lasted for six months and aimed at assessing 

the suitability of the person for the Congregation. The zealots continued to be 

responsible for the formation of the probationers, teaching them the rules, 

                                                 
148 “Statuts de la Congrégation” in Missions 145 (1899), p. 26-27. 
149 Eugene had asked Forbin Janson to present the Pope with a rescript asking for approval of the 
Youth Congregation. “The rescript was placed before the eyes of our Holy Father the Pope in his 
audience of September 24 by His Eminence Cardinal Galleffi, and His Holiness deigned to grant 
without restriction the indulgences that were requested for a period of thirty years and authorized the 
Ordinary to erect the Congregation, granting him for this purpose all the necessary faculties” (Diary 
of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, entry marked as September 1814). 
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customs, and statutes, and ensuring that they attended all the activities of the 

Congregation, especially the catechism lessons. It was also their responsibility to 

continue to correct any faults.  

Once the six-month probationary period was completed, the person could 

apply for full admission. His application and qualities were discussed by the 

council, who if they found him to be suitable, would recommend that he be 

accepted by the Director. The ceremony of reception was celebrated with 

liturgical solemnity twice a year, and had to be preceded by a day of fasting (if 

the applicant was over 21) or of doing some mortification and finally a 

confession of sins. 

6.3.2. THE APOSTOLIC FUNCTION OF THE VARIOUS OFFICE 
BEARERS 

The role of the Director was paramount and he was the last decision-

maker and everything went through him. In this way Eugene ensured the 

communication and maintenance of the spirit he wished to convey. But there 

was a clearly defined infrastructure of people to help him in his task, and whose 

opinions and decisions were to be respected: a council and various levels of 

office-bearers to ensure the smooth running of the Congregation and its 

formation of the members. In the section of the regulations dealing with office 

bearers, Eugene spelt out the tasks of a total of 33 elected officials, some of 

whom he met with regularly. The Prefect was the chief of the Congregation, and 

he was assisted in the decision-making process by a Vice Prefect and four 

assessors. The Prefect was expected to give good example at all times and 

everywhere. His religious fervour was to animate the body of the whole 

Congregation and all had to model their lives on his. His role and functions are 

described in terms that could easily be used to describe the superior of a 

Congregation of vowed religious. The other office bearers were to ensure the 
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smooth running of the activities of the Congregation (e.g. sacristans, librarian 

etc). 

The four people who exercised the function of “zealots” were an 

important vehicle used by Eugene to communicate and train other in his spirit. 

He stated that their office was one of the most important in the Congregation, 

and he devoted 32 articles of the Statutes to them in one section,150 and often 

referred to their duties in other sections.  

On them hinged the responsibility for the “regularity, exactitude, and 

fervour of the whole Congregation.” In their activities of training others they 

were to “be committed above all to inspiring in all the members of the 

Congregation a great love for God, an inviolable esteem for the Congregation, 

and fraternal charity,” as well as humble submission to the Regulations. “Their 

name sufficiently describes how much they must apply themselves so as to 

procure the glory of God and the zeal of the congregants.”151 Their zeal was not 

to limit itself within the Congregation, but they were also entrusted with 

propagating their ideals and to finding new members. Eugene’s zealots were 

thus to be apostolic persons among the youth, mirroring the role of the apostles 

who trained disciples in the early Church. 

6.3.3 THE GATHERINGS OF THE CONGREGATION 

The gatherings of the Congregation were the central moments of 

formation of the youth and consequently the Regulations set out clearly and 

minutely how things were to be done. They laid down how the various types of 

meetings were to be held, and the procedure for discussion and decision-making. 

The Director had to approve the convocation of each meeting and its decisions. 

                                                 
150 Statuts de la Congrégation, p. 64-69. 
151 Ibid., p. 68 
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The general meetings were held on the mornings and afternoons of all 

Sundays, Thursdays, and feast days, as well as on some other occasions. The 

activities of the day were divided into two categories: one explicitly religious, 

and the other recreational, but with both categories being formative.  

In one of Eugene’s descriptions of the proceedings we see the importance 

given to a balance between prayer, instruction and games:  

On the stroke of seven on Sunday, we begin with a little reading to give time 
for people to come. Then Matins of the Blessed Virgin is said. After that I give 
an instruction of about an hour, more or less as indicated on the day. The 
instruction is followed by Lauds, during which I get vested for holy Mass. 
After Mass, the Little Hours of the Blessed Virgin, and this ends our morning 
exercises. Lunch is taken before returning to town, where we arrive usually in 
time for high Mass. Subsequent to dinner, after Vespers, an hour’s catechism 
for those who are in need of it. Everyone is present however. The whole of the 
time remaining until evening is spent in play.152 

The way in which he spoke of the games in the Statutes revealed the spirit 

of seeking God in all things and of training the youth to do the same. He wrote 

that the games and amusements of honest recreation were to be regarded as a 

foundation of the Congregation, and were “as direct a means of going to God as 

prayer is.”153 When they played according to the designs of the Lord, it was an 

effective means of achieving salvation. He was moulding them never to do 

anything which God would consider offensive and, in a positive way, “that they 

give themselves to the utmost joy, to the greatest exhilaration with a view to 

pleasing God, conforming themselves to the precept of the Apostle that whether 

                                                 
152 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, (received on 1st July) 1814 in EO 15, n. 125. Also Diary of 
the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 15 May 1814. 
153 “Article premier. Les jeux et divertissements d’une honnête récréation sont regardés comme une 
des bases de la Congrégation. On prétend dans la Congrégation aller par cette voie aussi directement 
à Dieu que par la prière. On les regarde comme étant dans l’ordre de la Providence des moyens de 
salut très efficaces quand on s’y livre avec modération, et selon les desseins du Seigneur quo veut 
faire coopérer tout ce qui est honnête et conforme au bon ordre, à la sanctification de ses élus. 
Diligentibus Deum omnia cooperantur in bonum” (“Statuts de la Congrégation” in Missions 145 
(1899), p. 50). 
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we eat, or drink, or are doing whatever other thing we do it in the name of Jesus 

Christ Our Lord.”154 

He knew that this is what appealed to youth, and he insisted fully on them 

having fun: “they will run, they will jump, they will sing, in a word, they will 

enjoy themselves as much as they can, intimately convinced that the more they 

enjoy themselves, the more faithful they are being to this article of the rule and 

the spirit behind it.”155 Through this means Eugene was schooling them on how 

to do all things in the context of charity, modesty and respect for the other. The 

games started with a prayer and once finished, and while the youth were resting, 

there was a reading from an edifying book and some words from the Director.  

This is the spirit that Eugene had learnt from the Aa at St. Sulpice. Its aim 

was to win people over to the love of Christ by a piety which the rule of the Aa 

described as being “relaxed, open, from the heart, serene, constant, loving, filled 

with holy joy, kind, charitable, patient, gentle, which accommodates to 

everything, bends to suit each one and lends support to everyone.”156 It was also 

Eugene’s own way of communicating his own joyful enthusiasm for the 

salvation of others. 

6.3.4. LIVING AS LEAVEN DURING THE WEEK 

The aim of the gatherings was to form the youth so as to be able to find 

sanctification in the world in which they lived. The model used was that of the 

first Christian community and the charity that was its characteristic. They were 

                                                 
154 “Art. 2. Il ne s’agit pour cela que de régler ces divertissements de façon que non seulement il ne 
s’y passe jamais rien dont Dieu puisse être offensé, mais encore qu’on s’y livre à la joie la plus 
franche, à la plus entière gaieté en vue de plaire à Dieu, se conformant en cela au précepte de l’apôtre 
qui porte que soit que nous mangions, soit que nous buvions, soit que nous fassions quelque autre 
chose que ce soit, nous le fassions au nom de Jésus-Christ Notre-Seigneur” (“Statuts de la 
Congrégation” in Missions 145 (1899), p. 50-51). 
155 Statuts de la Congrégation, p. 51. 
156 Rule, article 14 – quoted by PIELORZ, The Spiritual Life, p. 305. 
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“called to keep alive the example which the first Christians had given to the 

world”157 and not to be seduced by the evil of the world while they were living 

in it. In numerous articles of the Statutes Eugene gave them practical advice on 

how to live in the world while belonging to God, and to give good example to all 

who would see them.  

To be able to “love God above all things” necessitated humility: “they 

must place all their trust in God who will help them powerfully so long as they 

are humble, but who would punish them shamefully for their pride if they were 

so foolish as to count and rely solely on their own strength.”158 “Their love for 

God and desire for their soul’s salvation” would be their motivation for avoiding 

sin and anything that could lead them to sin. They would be assisted by the 

Virgin Mary: “From the moment they entered the Congregation, they took this 

holy Mother of God as their advocate and patron; the devotion they will have for 

her will be their safeguard.”159 

He gave a full list all the spiritual actions which the congregant was 

expected to do each day: morning offering on awakening, morning prayer at the 

foot of a crucifix, at least a quarter of an hour’s meditation, and a quarter of an 

hour of spiritual reading, daily Mass, recitation of the rosary, visit to the Blessed 

Sacrament, evening prayer and examination of conscience, and thinking of God 

often during the day’s activities.160 At the same time he guided them to avoid sin 

and evil and all pastimes that could lead them to temptation and sin. It was a 

reflection of the personal program of piety that he had drawn up for himself on 

returning to Aix. 

                                                 
157 Statuts de la Congrégation, p. 77. 
158 Abridgement of the rule of life of the congregants of the Christian Youth Association in EO 15, n. 
135. 
159 Ibid. 
160 Ibid. 
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The congregants needed to put their piety into practice. “Supported by 

God’s powerful arm, they will have the fullest confidence in their success in the 

great matter of their salvation, encouraged by these consoling words of the 

apostle Saint Peter that we can make our vocation sure by our good works.”161 

6.3.5 CHARITY AS THE BOND BETWEEN THEM 

The chief of these good works was charity and all that this demanded with 

regard to their families, their equals and those whom society regarded as their 

inferiors. They were to strive to live in peace with everyone, and for that reason, 

among themselves they were called to live according to the precepts of the 

charity of Jesus Christ Himself as their indissoluble bond. They were urged 

constantly to love one another cordially and to bear with one another’s 

weaknesses in imitation of the example of the first Christians.162 Eugene did not 

confine himself to the level of theory, but spelt out in detail the principles they 

needed to keep in mind in their relationships with each other: friendships, 

companionship with other congregants in pursuing various activities, avoidance 

of gestures of familiarity, how to behave when there were differences of opinion 

etc. When they were unable to be reconciled with each other, they could 

approach the Director for his arbitration, because this was exactly how the first 

Christians acted in order to resolve situations of conflict.163 Their charity was to 

be especially translated into action when they were confronted with the illnesses, 

deaths and situations of misfortune among the congregants.  

Their charity was to be manifest towards all, especially the poor: “They 

will have a compassionate charity for the misery of the poor and they will count 

                                                 
161 Ibid. 
162 Statuts de la Congrégation, p.94. 
163 Ibid., p. 93-96. 
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themselves happy to be able to relieve, in their needs, these suffering members 

of J.C.”164 

6.3.6 STUDIES 

Since the principal occupation of the majority of congregants was their 

study, he helped them to find God in it:  

It cannot be gainsaid that it is by the accomplishment of one’s duties that one 
sanctifies oneself; now, study is at this time the common duty of the majority 
of the congregants; they must therefore devote to it the time necessary taking 
care to accept in a spirit of penance the boredom and difficulties they may 
experience in the accomplishment of this important – very important – 
obligation. They must study wholeheartedly, with exactness and attention, 
while reflecting that God, who imposed this task on them, is present and sees 
the manner in which they are discharging it.165 

Eugene also realised the need for rest and recreation and counselled them about 

their pastimes. 

6.3.7 THE CONGREGATION AS A MOTHER 

As members of an elite body, they were to have a filial devotion towards 

the Congregation that he presented to them as their tender mother who nourished 

and protected them.166 The last chapter of the Statutes dealt with the duties of the 

Congregation as being the “spiritual mother” of the congregants, and they could 

expect from her all the help they needed spiritually and temporally, insofar as 

this was possible.  

It was the duty of the Congregation to instruct its members regarding all 

the details of their religion, so that they could know it well and be able to live all 

the virtues demanded of them. As a mother, she would also help to guard them 
                                                 

164 Abridgement of the rule of life of the congregants of the Christian Youth Association. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Statuts de la Congrégation, p.92 and p. 98. 
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against dangers to their salvation, thus maintaining them in the love and fear of 

God, while assuring them of their happiness in this life and in the next.  

If the congregant was sick, she would watch over his healing and comfort. 

If he were poor, the Congregation would interest herself in the task of alleviating 

the harshness of his poverty. If he were to die, her solicitude would go beyond 

this life and would spare no effort to shorten the sufferings of Purgatory and 

ensure his deliverance into Heaven. “In a word, each congregant is the special 

object of her thoughts, at all times.”167 

The Congregation’s care was obviously incarnated through the actions of 

its members, and the final section showed them how. If a congregant were to fall 

into poverty, the Congregation would seek to help him, with each member 

contributing something towards this. Similarly in the case of serious illness, the 

congregants who had been appointed as infirmarians were to go with the 

Director to the bedside of the sick congregant and to render whatever assistance 

was necessary.168 If the parents consented, then a roster would be drawn up of 

congregants who were capable of staying with the patient throughout his illness. 

In the event of the patient’s family not being able to afford medication, the 

congregants would endeavour to supply this. If the illness were mortal, then the 

Director would spend as much time as possible with the dying person to 

encourage him till the moment of death, because it was at these moments that the 

temptation to despair could come in.169 The congregants were summoned if 

                                                 
167 Ibid., p 98. 
168 For example: “The illness that has seized our young colleague leaves no hope. It is terminal and 
within a few days he will be taken from us. The charity of the Congregation has in this sad 
circumstance been equal to its duties. Like a tender mother she has neglected nothing to help with all 
her power the dear son whom she formed in piety” (Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 
26 February 1815).  
169 “The congregant who made his first communion by way of Viaticum last month being on the point 
of death, the congregants gathered in the church of the Madeleine and when the death knell had 
sounded the Reverend Director, in conformity with the article of the regulation, himself led the 
prayers for the dying, and he did not forget the dying man but visited him five or six times a day, 
often accompanied by some of the congregants who are very glad to carry out this act of charity” 
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extreme unction was to be administered and they would pray for the one 

receiving it. Similarly when death occurred, there were gatherings for prayer and 

they would accompany the body to the cemetery – thereafter ensuring the 

necessary suffrages.170 

If they were to obey all the regulations faithfully, “they could regard their 

salvation as being assured.”171 Through these Statutes and the fruit they bore, 

there is no doubt about the enthusiasm, creativity and hard work of Eugene to 

bring the youth to Christ the Saviour and to enflame them with these ideals in 

their own lives so that they could be leaven. 

6.4 THE FRUITS OF THE YOUTH CONGREGATION 

The OMI General Archives in Rome have the originals of 238 letters 

written by members of the Youth Congregation to Eugene.172 They give a 

glimpse, albeit very incomplete, of what was communicated to them.  

What characterised these letters was the warmth and affection that these 

young men expressed. They thanked him for being a tender father, for his 

fatherly advice, and for the friendship that existed between them.173 Of the 

                                                                                                                                              
(Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 30 March 1815). In the footnote to this text 
Beaudoin quotes the letter which Fortuné de Mazenod wrote to Eugene’s father on 1 April 1819: 
“you know he does not leave for a moment the souls confided to his care when they are in danger of 
death.” This was to be Eugene’s custom with the dying Oblates whenever possible. 
170 One example of the suffrages is found in the entry in the Diary of the Aix Christian Youth 
Congregation, November 1815: “The money spent last year on chestnuts has this year been assigned 
in its entirety to the relief of the holy souls in purgatory. The piety of the congregants went to the 
extent that we have put together enough to say thirty-three Masses for the dead.” 
171 Statuts de la Congrégation, p. 82. 
172 OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). The correspondence with Adolphe Tavernier is published in 
TAVERNIER, A., Quelques Souvenirs sur Mgr. Charles-Eugene de Mazenod, Evêque de Marseille, 
Imprimerie de Marius Illy, Aix 1872, p. 41-81.  
173 For example to E. de Mazenod from Bouteille 5 September 1818; Giraud 14 August 1826 and 26 
August 1826; Guirand 15 April 1818 and 4 January 1819; Lander 5 October 1814; Leblanc 12 
November 1817 and many others in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
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letters we have, the most prolific of these writers was Adrien Chappuis174, of 

whom we have 79 letters addressed to Eugene between 1817 and 1859. He had 

been a member of the Congregation since 1813, and constantly referred to 

Eugene as a respected friend. His most common expression in describing their 

relationship was that of loving friendship.175 He was grateful that Eugene had 

been a most loving father to him and thanked him for the paternal counsels that 

he received so often.176 He recalled how from the age of 12 he had leant on 

Eugene and, now that he was away from Aix and away from Eugene’s presence, 

he fell, although his lifestyle remained as pure as it did when he was in Aix.177 

He expressed regret that he could not live close to Eugene so as to follow in his 

steps.178 The correspondence and friendship was to last until Eugene’s death.  

In his ministry with the youth Eugene was doing nothing other than 

communicating his own life experience. He had always needed to be led by the 

friendship and advice of a guide. In Venice it had been Don Bartolo Zinelli and 

Don Milesi, in Aix Father Magy, in Paris Fathers Emery and Duclaux. Not only 

had they been guides, but had also been respected friends whose paternal advice 

had made him what he was. As a sixty-year old man Eugene was still able to 

recall with gratitude the figures who had profoundly marked him nearly fifty 

years earlier in his youth: 

My true friend, the former parish priest Milesi, who had been my confessor 
during my early youth, who showed me such fatherly affection, who so often 

                                                 
174 Beaudoin gives more information: “Adrien Chappuis, born in 1800, was a member of the youth 
congregation and had thought about being a missionary. In 1820 his conduct caused Father de 
Mazenod some concern: so, the latter made use of this good occasion to try and touch the heart of one 
of his beloved sons. Adrien, a lawyer, became the Inspector General of finances at Paris and always 
maintained excellent relations with Bishop de Mazenod” (E. de Mazenod to A. Chappuis, 31 July 
1820 in EO 13, n. 31, footnote 3). 
175 He used the expression, “tendre amitié.” For example the letter of 19 September 1819, and the 
eight following letters in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
176 From A. Chappuis to E. de Mazenod 25 January 1819 in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
177 From A. Chappuis to E. de Mazenod 1 February 1821 in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
178 From A. Chappuis to E. de Mazenod 8 February 1821 in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
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had seen to my childish needs, in a word, who loved me as if I was his own 
child, he is the one who in his touching concern for me introduced me to 
blessed Bartolo Zinelli and gently suggested to him what he had to do to 
instruct me in the life of prayer and the humanities... People may be surprised 
to hear me speak of those who took me in their care in my childhood by name... 
That is because they are unable to understand how profound was the 
impression made by the kindness they showed me, a kindness which produced 
the little good there is left me in my heart. This finds its source in that first 
education and in the guidance that these men of God were able to give my 
spirit and my young heart. O blessed Zinelli! What would I have become 
without you? What thanks do I not owe God for having provided me with the 
acquaintance and the friendship of such a holy person...179 

Eugene understood the efficacy of this method of forming people, and the 

reactions of the youth to him were a mirror of his own reactions to his own 

mentors, especially to Don Bartolo: 

Can I ever thank God sufficiently for getting for me, out of his infinite 
goodness, help such as this precisely at the most difficult time of life, a decisive 
time for me, in which were planted by a man of God, in my soul prepared by 
his skilful hand and the grace of the Holy Spirit whose instrument he was, the 
fundamentals of religion and piety on which the mercy of God has built the 
edifice of my spiritual life? It was in the school of this holy priest that I learnt 
to despise worldly vanities, to taste the things of God: far removed from all 
dissipation, from every contact with young people of my age, I did not even 
give a thought to what constitutes the object of their desires. I went to 
confession every Saturday, to communion every Sunday. The reading of good 
books and prayer were the only distractions I allowed from the careful pursuit 
of my studies. I heard and served Mass every day, and every day too I recited 
the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary. I had derived from my pious 
reading a certain attraction for mortification, and child as I still was, I made it a 
rule to fast every Friday, and in Lent on three days in the week; my parents did 
not notice. I often placed planks under my blankets, and on Saturdays, so as to 
be more sure of waking early so as to spend more time in church, I slept quite 
simply on the ground on a simple blanket. My health came to no harm at all 
from it, and I persevered with this regime for as long as I lived in Venice.180 

Similarly, Eugene used the same approach with the same aims for the 

youth. The Statutes and the Diary amply echoed the principles and practices of 

the young Eugene in Venice. Now it was Eugene and the Congregation who 

were to fulfil the same function as Don Bartolo had, and it was successful. One 
                                                 

179 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 26 May 1842 in EO 20. 
180 E. de Mazenod, Diary of the Exile in Italy (1791-1802) in EO 16, p. 42. 
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of the many entries of this genre in the Diary of the Aix Christian Youth 

Congregation narrated: 

This day, the 26th, all the congregants who had made their first communion, 
and who had not taken part in the beautiful ceremony of February 2 last year, 
renewed their baptismal promises and made their act of consecration to the 
Blessed Virgin between the hands of the Director. Everything was done in 
conformity with the regulations, with solemnity, and especially with such piety 
that many shed tears of happiness. God has tangibly poured his grace into the 
well-disposed hearts of most of the congregants, who were beside themselves 
with joy and bore witness to it in the most expressive way and in most touching 
terms when they came out of the chapel. This day was doubly precious for a 
number of them who had the happiness to receive in the morning the sacrament 
of confirmation, after being prepared for it by a series of daily instructions, and 
by a day of retreat that they spent entirely in the Garden of the Director.181  

These spiritual achievements were also recognised by outsiders: 

After the Mass, the V. Rev. Vicar General said a few words of congratulation 
to the congregants on the grace the Lord had shown them in procuring for them 
such an efficacious means of salvation as was the Congregation which was for 
them an asylum in the midst of the dangers that surround them on all sides.182  

The letters in the Postulation Archives attest to these spiritual fruits on the 

part of the youth themselves. Two wrote to thank him for the rule of life which 

Eugene had given them and which they intended to keep to so as to be able to 

live a truly Christian life.183 Others told him about their faithfulness to their 

religious duties, thanked him for having led them to the way of virtue, and asked 

him for prayers to be able to continue in goodness, and to be able to persevere 

despite the evils of Babylon (Paris).184 When some of the former congregants 

kept in touch with each other they spoke about their father and common 
                                                 

181 Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 26 June 1814.  
182 Ibid., 15 August 1814. 
183 Régusse (letter written on 12 September 1816), and from Guyon: “Quant au règlement de vie que 
vous avez bien voulu me tracer je ne l’oublierai jamais et je ferai tout mon possible de le suivre de 
point en point afin de me conduire comme doit le conduire tout bon chrétien”(13 July 1820). OMI 
General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
184 Letters from Bayle (22 September 1816); Liautaud (30 May 1821); Giraud (14 August 1826 and 
26 August 1826); and Guirand (15 April 1818). OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
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benefactor and they cherished the memories of the times they had spent 

together.185 Some speak of having taken Eugene as a model of their lives.186  

There are thirty letters from Hippolyte Leblanc (who had been a 

congregant since 1814) to Eugene, dating from 1817-1822, and Eugene picked 

up the contact again in 1837. Like the others he also constantly expressed his 

appreciation for his friendship with Eugene (whom he claimed to love more than 

his parents)187 and also wrote about his spiritual life. While he was studying law 

in Aix he lived in the house of the Missionaries of Provence, and had been led to 

develop sufficient spiritual maturity in the Youth Congregation to exclaim: “Oh, 

how happy are those who can dedicate themselves entirely to God, and to live 

absolutely only for him. What happiness!”188 Here he echoed the very aim of 

Eugene’s life: to live only for God. Leblanc was forced to move to Paris where 

he had to give up his dream of being a Missionary of Provence and go to the 

Seminary of St. Sulpice, from where he continued to communicate with Eugene. 

Then, there was silence until Eugene was nominated Bishop of Marseilles, when 

Father Leblanc wrote to him in April 1837, Eugene noted his pleasure in his 

Diary and reminisced about the Congregation as he noted the contents of this 

letter. He writes about him: “It originates with a good priest that I esteem as 

much as I have always liked him and it goes back to the first years of my 

ministry when Leblanc was among the most fervent disciples of my beautiful 

Christian youth congregation of which he was one of the first.”189 

A year later, on receiving another letter from Leblanc, he mused: 

                                                 
185 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 18 February 1838 in EO 17. 
186 For example the undated letter of Amédée Barret to EM in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
187 From H. Leblanc to E. de Mazenod 12 November 1817 in OMI General Archives, Rome, (LM). 
188 “O! qu’ils sont heureux ceux qui peuvent se consacrer entièrement à Dieu, et ne vivre absolument 
que pour lui. Quel bonheur!” (Ibid.) 
189 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 11 April 1837 in EO 16. 



 79

He immediately became a true model of the virtues of his age, and was among 
the small number of those who were not content with ordinary piety, but who 
devoted themselves to the highest virtues of Christianity from one feast to the 
other. From that time he felt called to the ecclesiastical state and more 
especially to the Congregation of the missionaries whose works he saw first 
hand. Family matters prevented him from carrying out these holy plans.190 

The formation received by these young men did help them to become 

leaven in their world through their careers191 and through their charitable 

work.192  

6.5  CLOSE LINKS WITH THE MISSIONARIES OF 
PROVENCE 

For three years from 1813 until the end of 1815, the major energies of 

Eugene were concentrated on the work with the youth, and thereafter once the 

Missionaries of Provence had been founded, he continued to direct the youth as 

well as the Missionaries. Both were intertwined until he left Aix definitively in 

1823.  

The register of entries into the novitiate193 shows that the first four 

novices of the Missionaries had been members of the Youth Congregation.194 Of 

                                                 
190 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 18 February 1838 in EO 17. 
191 Transcript of a letter of recommendation written by Eugene for Gustave Laboulie, who had been 
one of the original seven founder members, but who had fallen out with Eugene for many years 
afterwards: “Je me fais donc un vrai plaisir, monseigneur, de vous recommander cet homme de bien 
dont les talents précoces ont déjà été si utiles dans nos contrées à l'innocence opprimée et si 
redoutable à l'injustice. Vous le verrez toujours soutenir dans la Chambre les intérêts de la religion et 
de la vérité, et je ne crains pas d'assurer qu'il se rangera en première ligne parmi les bons députés dont 
la France attend l'appui contre toutes ses misères” (E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 11 July 1844 in EO 
21). 
192 Léon Jules de Saboulin (1801-1871) was ordained priest in Aix in December 1852. He entered the 
Oblate novitiate in May 1853 and made his oblation on June 15, 1854. Léon stayed single and, after 
his brothers’ deaths, looked after his mother until her death. He divided his time between study and 
good works. He published some works, introduced into the Aix diocese the works of Propaganda 
Fide and St. Francis de Sales. He was also a member of the conferences of St. Vincent de Paul, gave 
his time to children’s catechism in rural areas, the work of the Petits-Ramoneurs, etc. (Footnote in 
Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 6 November 1814).  
193 Handwritten register, Prises d’habit 1818 –1850, in the OMI General Archives, Rome, (F.M. H.B. 
14). 
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the other Youth Congregation members, another ten entered the novitiate of the 

Missionaries, three of whom persevered and became Missionaries,195 and a 

fourth who left the Missionaries to become a diocesan priest.196 Seventeen of the 

Youth came to live at the Mission House from 1816 onwards either as postulants 

(“apostoliques”) or as students of the colleges in Aix. Of these, six became 

diocesan priests and one a Brother of Saint John of God.197 Over and above 

those who did join the Missionaries, or went as postulants or novices, we have 

the letters of seven other congregants who wrote and expressed their desire to 

join the Missionaries, but for various reasons were unable to.198 

It is interesting to note that those who joined the Missionaries, and had 

not been members of the Youth Congregation formerly, became members once 

they were at Aix.199 When the novitiate was moved away from Aix this pattern 

ended. It does show the unity that existed between the two groups, not only in 

Eugene’s case as director of both, but also in the interaction between the two. 

The meetings of the Youth were held on Thursdays and Sundays at the Mission 

House in Aix, using the same chapel, house and grounds. When Eugene was 

away from Aix, one of the other Missionaries would take his place at the 

                                                                                                                                              
194 Hippolyte Courtès, who after his ordination remained close to Eugene for the rest of his life; 
Hilarion Bourrellier was ordained but after three years left the Missionaries to join the Diocesan 
Clergy; Jean Baptiste de Bausset left the Missionaries after two years, but continued to reside with 
them while studying law at the university; Casimir Carles also did not persevere. 
195 J.J. Marcou, J.B. Honorat and L. de Saboulin. 
196 François Xavier Alphonse Coulin. 
197Beaudoin gives the following details about those who became Diocesan Clergy: L.M. Maffée de 
Foresta (Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, 25 April 1813, footnote 2); Gaetan Guilelmy 
(Ibid.), S. Lambert (Ibid., 6 June 1813 footnote 2), E.L. David (Ibid., 6 April 1815 footnote 2). H.J. 
Leblanc (Ibid., footnote 1), and E. Maurin (Ibid.,21 November 1814 footnote 1). P. Magalon became 
a Brother of St. John of God (EO 14 n. 44 footnote 2). 
198 Bouron (letter of 25 June 1819), Carpentier (13 November 1817), Castellas (4 December 1818), 
Germain (6 March 1822), Leblanc (25 November 1818), and Léon de Saboulin (end of 1817). The 
latter eventually joined the Oblates much later in life in 1853. 
199 The Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation shows the names and dates of inscription of 
Tempier (25 December 1816), Deblieu (25 December 1816), Maunier (4 July 1816), Dupuy (30 
March 1817), Suzanne (December 1817), Moureau (21 June 1818), Touche (25 December 1818), 
Sumien (26 June 1819). 
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meetings.200 The house was large and some of the rooms were occupied by 

congregants who were studying in the city - thus emphasizing the bond even 

further.  

With these close links it is easy to understand how Eugene communicated 

the heart of the same spirit to both groups. At the end of his period of formation 

each member of the Youth Congregation was admitted to full membership by 

professing an Act of Consecration and signing it. The consecration was done 

through the intercession of Mary Immaculate, and the heart of the consecration 

prayer was the heart of Eugene’s own spirit which the congregants took as their 

own spirit: “Once again, through this official document, we boldly declare that 

we acknowledge Our Lord Jesus Christ as our God and Saviour, sovereign Lord 

and Master, whose faithful disciples we wish to be for our entire life.”201 

7 CONCLUSION 
Twenty-six years after the foundation of the Youth Congregation Eugene 

recalled:  

I therefore answered the Bishop of Metz that my sole ambition was to dedicate 
myself to the service of the poor and the children. I made my first debut in the 
jails, and my training consisted in surrounding myself with young children 
whom I instructed. I trained a good number of them in virtue. I saw some 280 
of them gathered around me, and those who today still remain faithful to the 
principles that I had the happiness of instilling in their souls and who do honour 
to their faith in every rank of society or in the sanctuary, will uphold for a long 
time, either in Aix or in the other places where they are dispersed, the 

                                                 
200 Cf the Diary of the Aix Christian Youth Congregation, and some of the letters written by the 
congregants to Eugene. When Eugene was away they let him know that they missed him. Leblanc 
commented to Eugene that no matter how much zeal Tempier put in as Director, he just could not 
produce the good effect that was produced by Eugene’s presence alone. (From Leblanc to Mazenod, 
12 November 1817, OMI General Archives, Rome, LM). 
201 The original copy containing the signatures of the congregants is in the OMI General Archives, 
Rome, (DM VIII 3). 
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reputation that this congregation had rightly acquired for itself while I was able 
to care for it.202 

When Eugene became Vicar General of Marseilles in 1823 and had to 

leave Aix en Provence the strength of the Youth Congregation began to wane. It 

did continue as one of the ministries of the Aix Missionaries, but never again 

with the similar numbers and vigour of the years when it had the strong 

personality of Eugene to sustain it. For the development of the Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate these ten years, 1813-1823, are important in that Eugene’s activities 

with the youth were the seed-bed and filter for the ideas and impetus he was to 

give to his Missionaries of Provence. Eugene came out of St. Sulpice bursting 

with idealism and enthusiasm to give himself to the ministry of the Saviour. He 

was able to pour it all into the countless hours he dedicated to the young people. 

From this crucible he was able to be moulded himself by his Saviour whose 

generous instrument he was.  

Eugene thus came to his mission of being a founder of a religious 

congregation of missionaries with the experience of communicating an ideal, of 

the formation of people, of how to organise groups, and of how to inspire these 

groups to live by the ideals that were so close to his heart. He had tried and 

tested methods of composing a rule of life, of organising the administrative 

structures of a group, and of communicating methods of conveying a spirit and 

ideal to others. 

                                                 
202 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 31 March 1839 in EO 20. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SPIRIT OF EUGENE DE MAZENOD 
SHARED WITH OTHERS AND INCARNATED 

IN THE RULE FOR HIS MISSIONARIES 
 

The previous chapter traced the development of Eugene’s apostolic 

vocation to be a follower of Christ the Saviour, and to be the Saviour’s 

instrument of salvation for others. As he became increasingly more involved in 

apostolic ministry, so did his ideas and methodology become more clearly 

focussed. In this chapter the direction of study is how Eugene was led to invite a 

group of like-minded priests to join him in his ministry. This helped him to 

clarify his identity by using the expression “co-operator of the Saviour” to refer 

to himself and to those who joined him in his life and mission – and to express 

this in a Rule. 

1 THE APOSTLE SHARES HIS VISION AND 
SPIRIT WITH OTHERS AND INVITES THEM 
TO JOIN HIM: THE BIRTH OF THE 
MISSIONARIES OF PROVENCE 
During the first years of Eugene’s ministry he worked alone. A serious 

illness forced him to rethink his approach to ministry and to discern God’s will 

in changing circumstances. 
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1.1 1814: A SERIOUS ILLNESS AND ITS AFTER-
EFFECTS FOR EUGENE 

In March 1814 Eugene contracted typhus from the Austrian prisoners to 

whom he was ministering. On the point of death, he received extreme unction on 

March 14, and fell into a state of delirium. His eventual recovery was regarded 

by him as a miracle of God attributed to “the countless novenas, communions 

and Masses that were made and said for me”203 especially by the members of the 

Youth Congregation. His convalescence was slow and the experience of having 

touched death had marked him.204 His writings from this time onwards show an 

ongoing reflection about himself, his situation and the direction he needed to 

take with his life.205 With a noticeable tiredness206 he discerned within himself 

whether he was called to follow the attraction he had to become a member of 

one of “the religious Orders that limit themselves to the sanctification of the 

individuals who follow their Rule and attend to that of others only by prayer,”207 

or to continue to give himself fully to the intense needs of the poor through an 

active ministry.  

                                                 
203 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 23 April 1814 in EO 15, n. 123. 
204 The retreat notes of 1814 contain several references to his brush with death. Years later he still 
mentioned this event – for example, in 1839 he wrote: “lors de la maladie qui me mit à deux doigts de 
la mort” (Diary entry of 31 March 1839 in EO 20), and in 1847: “I know what prayers are worth 
against this malady, as for everything, for I was stricken myself by it in a cruel manner in 1814 and it 
was prayer which snatched me from death. I contracted it from the poor Austrian prisoners who 
brought it to us in as malignant a form as that which the unfortunate Irish have possibly brought to 
Canada and which they are spreading everywhere…” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 26 August 1847 
in EO 1, n. 87). 
205 Taché writes: “Ce contact avec l’éternité, cette expérience du don total le marqueront pour la vie, 
et il considérera toujours cette maladie de 1814 comme une étape dans sa vie spirituelle. Par dessus 
tout, il en retiendra la nécessité de ne vivre que pour Dieu, et plus tard, sinon dès ce moment, il 
réalisera que ce n’est pas la forme du don qui compte, mais bien la charité qui l’inspire” (TACHÉ, 
A., La vie spirituelle d’Eugène de Mazenod, Fondateur des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie 
Immaculée aux origines de la Société (1812-1818). Étude historico-doctrinale, Rome, 1960, 
typewritten doctoral thesis for the Pontifical Gregorian University, p. 142-143).  
206 “My illness has played havoc with me …” (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 28 October 1814 
in EO 6, n. 2).  
207 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 12 September 1814 in EO 15, n. 128. 
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The meeting of his friend Forbin Janson with Pope Pius VII in July-

August of 1814 was to have significant effects on Eugene. Here the Pope 

expressed his view that the major need of the Church of France was for the 

preaching of missions. The impulsive Forbin-Janson was quick to put into 

practice by involving himself in the formation of the Missionaries of France for 

this purpose. Eugene was attracted to joining him in his preaching, but his 

concern for his family affairs and his actual ministry made it difficult for him to 

leave Aix.208 On consulting Duclaux, he was counselled against this step and 

advised to continue the good works he was doing where he was in Aix.209 In a 

letter to Forbin-Janson on October 28, 1814, Eugene showed that he was already 

thinking of an alternative for Provence, modelled on what Forbin-Janson was 

doing:  

You can see for yourself how tied down I am. The second plan, however, 
seems to me more useful, given the dreadful plight to which the people have 
been reduced. Several considerations have held me back until now, the absolute 
lack of means being not the least drawback in this affair. Those who might be 
able to join me have nothing at all and I myself have little for, out of my 
pension of a thousand francs, I have to pay my servant who, for that matter, 
will soon leave me and return to the Trappist monastery. That’s a new 
inconvenience because I was counting on him for our mission house. The 
community, which in any event, only exists in my head, would be set up in my 
house. Mother, as far as I can see, would not be loath to yield to me, for the 
time being, the house by the city gate in which I live alone at present. There is 
enough room to lodge eight missionaries. We would subsequently look for a 
larger place, etc. I also have in mind some rules to propose for I insist that we 
live in a completely regular manner. That’s as far as I have got. As you see, it 
has not progressed very far.210 

                                                 
208 “But what must be remembered is that our regions are without any help, that their peoples offer 
hopeful signs of being converted and must not therefore be abandoned. Yet abandon them we would 
if we joined you because we alone, and not you, can help them. We have to speak in their own tongue 
in order to be understood by them. We have to preach in Provençal” (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin 
Janson, 28 October 1814 in EO 6, n. 2). 
209 A. Duclaux to E. de Mazenod, 1 December 1814 (REY, A., Histoire de Monseigneur Charles 
Joseph-Eugene de Mazenod, Volume I, Maison Générale, Rome, 1928, p. 170). 
210 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 28 October 1814 in EO 6, n. 2. 
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He continued to say that perhaps the group of missionaries he was 

dreaming about would eventually be affiliated to Forbin-Janson’s group, but 

whether they did or not, all that mattered was that God be glorified and souls be 

saved. 

Approximately six weeks later, in a letter of December 1814 to his father, 

he recalled the reasons for which he had gone to the seminary. His description, 

still vividly portrayed six years after the event, indicated that the same 

motivation for looking for good priests to save the Church was still a 

preoccupation for him in Provence: 

I devoted myself to the Church because she was suffering persecution, was 
abandoned, because, after 25 years, she could no longer confide the divine 
ministry, which before had been sought after by the highest in the land, to any 
but poor workers, wretched peasants, because, seeing us heading pell-mell 
towards a schism that I believed was inevitable, I feared it would find but few 
generous souls with the capacity to sacrifice their comfort and even their lives 
to preserve the integrity of the faith, and because it seemed to me that God 
would give me strength enough to dare to brave all these dangers.211 

Now, however, it was not a matter of his own personal response only, but 

of forming a group of priests for a collective response. 

In the same letter he gave another reason for having gone to the seminary: 

“I entered the clerical state only to try to make reparation for my sins by doing a 

little good, working for the salvation of souls.” It was this idea which he picked 

up again when he began his annual retreat212 a few days later, and on which he 

expanded by giving what he came to regard as the unquestionable precondition 

necessary for its success: “in order to work for the salvation of souls, I have to 

                                                 
211 E. de Mazenod to his father, 7 December 1814 in EO 15, n. 129. 
212 Taché identifies this book as “F. NEPVEU, Retraite selon l’esprit et la méthode de saint Ignace 
pour les ecclésiastiques.” It was a retreat on the apostolic spirituality of Saint Ignatius for priests 
(TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p. 41). 
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be holy, very holy … because without this it would be useless to attempt to 

convert anyone.”213 

The notes he wrote show that, having been marked by his closeness to 

death, his retreat was an encounter with the love of God, despite his sinfulness. It 

is in this context that he recalled and wrote about the indelible experience of the 

Good Friday, several years before: how the experience of the love of God the 

Saviour had led him to understand his sinfulness and the power of redemption.214 

It was this experience which led him to exclaim, while doing the Ignatian 

meditation on the Kingdom of Jesus Christ: “Yes, my King, I seem to burn with 

desire to distinguish myself by some striking feat of arms, my every desire is to 

wash away in my blood the shame of my past defections and to prove to you, if 

need be, in fighting for you that your magnanimity has found the way to triumph 

over an ingrate and his treachery.”215 A few months later Eugene would return to 

using this metaphor of battle in order to invite others to join the Missionaries to 

destroy the power of evil among the poor of Provence216 – here would be his 

response to the call of his King to take up arms. But, at the time of the retreat 

itself he concentrated on himself and his spiritual life: his response was to try to 

love God more deeply by imitating more fervently the virtues of Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps this is what he would be referring to as the “strong impulse from 

without”217 which would shock him into realising that the battle was not to be 

                                                 
213 E. de Mazenod, Retreat made in the Aix seminary in EO 15, n. 130. This pre-requisite was to 
become one of the foundational ideas for the Missionaries of Provence. 
214 The redeemed sinner who had encountered the love of God now wanted every aspect of his life to 
be a response: “Let me at least make up for lost time by redoubling my love for him. May all my 
actions, thoughts, etc., be directed to that end. What more glorious occupation than to act in 
everything and for everything only for God, to love him above all else, to love him all the more as 
one who has loved him too late” (Ibid.).  
215 Ibid.  
216 For example “what blows we would strike at hell” (E. de Mazenod to H. Aubert, 1815 in EO 6, n. 
3), and “in the midst of all the sorrows that hell has brought upon me since I have positioned strong 
batteries to destroy its empire” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7).  
217 Cf. E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 23 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 5, and footnote 17 below.  
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waged within himself but that he had to go out of himself to wage war against 

the power of evil at work in the society of Provence? 

1.2 1815: THE VOCATION TO MISSION PREACHING 
BECOMES A REALITY 

In January 1815 the Missionaries of France were approved in Paris and 

Forbin-Janson sent a copy of their Rule to Eugene, in the hope that he would 

join them.218 From March to June, the return of Napoleon prevented any mission 

work, but the definitive return of King Louis XVIII to Paris made the preaching 

of missions possible once again. The way was now open for Eugene to be able to 

define his ideas and he experienced a strong stimulus which led him to make a 

definite decision – a force which he described thus: “it is the second time in my 

life that I see myself moved to resolve something of the utmost seriousness as if 

by a strong impulse from without. When I reflect on it, I am convinced that it so 

pleases God to put an end to my irresolution.”219 Finally the decision had been 

made which led to the formation of a group of missionaries who would preach in 

Provence and use Provencal as its language medium.  

From now on he busied himself energetically with the practical 

implications of his decision. His search for a suitable house to accommodate the 

meetings of the ever-growing numbers of youth belonging to the Congregation 

on one hand, and to house the community of Missionaries of Provence220 on the 

other, led him to buy part of the Carmelite convent and church, prominently 

situated on the Cours Mirabeau. 

                                                 
218 REY, Histoire I, p. 172-173. 
219 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 23 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 5. The first time would have 
been when he was impelled to set into motion his decision to become a priest. With similar force he 
was impelled to bringing about the group of missionaries.  
220 Hereafter in the text I will use the word “Missionary” or “Missionaries” to indicate the 
Missionaries of Provence. 
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2 HOW EUGENE PRESENTED THE SPIRIT 
UNDERLYING THE FOUNDATION OF THE 
MISSIONARIES OF PROVENCE (October 
1815-January 1816) 
Eugene’s next step was to search for suitable companions to join him. 

Only two of these letters exist today: the first letter to Henri Tempier (a priest 

working in Arles) of 9 October 1815,221 and an undated letter of this same period 

to Hilaire Aubert222 (a priest-director of the Seminary of Limoges). From these 

and other writings of the four month-period between October 1815 and January 

1816223 it is possible to understand the spirit which animated Eugene in founding 

the Missionaries of Provence – the contents of what he described as existing in 

“my mind and my hopes.”224 These were the basic ideals that were to be lived 

and which would eventually form the basis of the Rule to be completed nearly 

three years later. 

                                                 
221 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
222 E. de Mazenod to H. Aubert, 1815 in EO 6, n. 3. 
223 The documents studied are Eugene’s letters to H. Aubert, in EO 6, n. 3; to H. Tempier, 9 October 
1815, in EO 6, n. 4; to C. Forbin-Janson, 23 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 5; to his father, 8 November 
1815 in EO 13, n. 1; to H. Tempier, 15 November 1815 in EO 6, n. 6; to H. Tempier, 13 December 
1815 in EO 6, n. 7; to C. Forbin-Janson, 19 December 1815 in EO 6. n. 8; Request for authorization 
addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix, 25 January 1816 in EO 13, n. 2. Pielorz researched 
the contents of a Prospectus for the Missions which was drawn up for the purpose of raising funds 
from the faithful. He also discussed the text of an announcement of the formation of the Missionaries 
of Provence sent to a Paris newspaper by Guigou, Capitular Vicar General of Aix. Both documents 
reflect the same spirit of the letters examined here (PIELORZ, J., in “Nouvelles Recherches sur la 
Fondation de notre Congregation” in Missions 83 (1956), p. 239-248). 
224 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 November 1815 in EO 6, n. 6. 
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2.1 THE FOCAL POINT: GOD THE SAVIOUR WHO 
CALLS PEOPLE TO BRING ABOUT SALVATION 

Eugene was unwavering on his fundamental conviction225 that the 

foundation was the work which the Lord inspired him to undertake.226 Thus he 

was able to announce to Forbin Janson that after his hesitation between two 

courses of action, God had finally led him to a decision: “When I reflect on it, I 

am convinced that it so pleases God to put an end to my irresolution.”227  

According to Eugene, it was God who initiated the work by also putting 

the same dispositions into the hearts of the other missionaries. It was God who 

had chosen Tempier,228 for example. Therefore Tempier was necessary for the 

work of God and he was to listen only to God, and trust in Providence as he 

reflected on what was demanded in the interests of the glory of God and the 

salvation of souls. Tempier’s response recognized this principle: “I think that 

God's grace has given me this desire.”229 Accordingly Eugene could officially 

say to the Capitular Vicars that the Missionaries of Provence were a group of 

priests “responding to the call which summons them to consecrate themselves to 

this arduous ministry.”230 Because of his conviction that it was God’s work, 

                                                 
225 Throughout his life he always referred to the foundation as being God’s work. For example, he 
wrote to Archbishop de Bausset of Aix: “I was in that state of perplexity when the Lord inspired me 
with the plan of establishing a society of missionaries at Aix who, as a priority, would undertake to 
evangelize the poor country people, even in the smallest Provencal hamlets” (E. de Mazenod to 
Archbishop de Bausset, 16 December 1819 in EO 13, n. 27). 
226 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
227 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 23 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 5. 
228 Since Tempier had been involved with the seminary and minor seminary in Aix at the time when 
Eugene was involved with the seminarians, it seems probable that they knew each other or about each 
other. Thus Eugene was able to say, “you were the man the good God had set aside to be my 
consolation” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7).  
229 H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, 27 October, 1815 in REY, Histoire I, p. 183. 
230 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
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Eugene was not overcome by hardships, but could declare: “I expect new 

difficulties but the good God protects us. I fear nothing.”231 

At the basis of the call, and central to everything, was Christ the Saviour 

who was inspiring them to become apostles of salvation. The aim of their 

ministry was conversion: to bring those who had been led astray out of their 

state of numbness and deafness to God’s salvation.232 It was a reiteration of what 

Eugene during his retreat, a few months before, stating that priests “were 

installed only to extend the Kingdom of J.C., to procure his glory which consists 

in making him known and loved.”233 Undoubtedly the purpose and content of the 

ministry of this small group of missionaries was to make the Saviour known and 

loved, and consequently to strike against hell and destroy the effects of evil.  

Significantly, Eugene asked Tempier to place himself at the foot of the 

Crucifix while he proposed what he interpreted as being God’s will for him. 

While contemplating his Saviour, as Eugene himself had done, Tempier had to 

ask himself what was “demanded in the interests of his glory and of the salvation 

of souls from a priest”234 like himself. Tempier’s reply showed a perfect 

harmony with the ideal and spirit that Eugene had proposed to him. He 

expressed his gratitude for having been judged worthy to work with Eugene “for 

the glory of God and the salvation of souls… and by all other means which can 

establish the reign of Jesus Christ in souls” and declared himself ready to follow 

in the footsteps of the Apostles and work for the salvation of souls.235 In the 

                                                 
231 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 November 1815 in EO 6, n. 6. 
232 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
233 E. de Mazenod, Retreat made in the Aix seminary in EO 15, n. 130. 
234 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
235 H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, 27 October, 1815 (REY, Histoire I, p. 183). The close bond which 
was to exist between Eugene and Tempier throughout their lives was referred to from the beginning 
of the correspondence between them. Eugene wrote on December 13: “My heart felt a presentiment, 
my dear, good friend and brother, that you were the man the good God had set aside to be my 
consolation ….” In the same letter he reports what he had said to the Vicar Guigou about Tempier: “I 
let him know my resolution not to continue the undertaking if I were not sure that you would be one 
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same reply, Tempier joyfully echoed Eugene’s own enthusiasm when he 

exclaimed: “May the good God be blessed for having inspired you to prepare for 

the poor, for the inhabitants of our countryside, those who have the most need of 

instruction in our religion, a house of missionaries who will go and announce to 

them the truths of salvation.” 

2.2 THE SITUATION OF THE CHURCH WHICH 
DEMANDED A RESPONSE 

With his customary approach of analysing a situation, while using 

strongly emotive language indicating the extent to which he was “deeply moved 

by the deplorable situation,”236 Eugene examined the situation of the Church, 

“given the wretched state” in which France found herself.237 The religious 

situation of the inhabitants of the small towns and villages of Provence was one 

where “the apostasy that daily spreads wider with dreadfully ravaging effects”238 

had caused a loss of faith. These abandoned people had become “callous and 

indifferent”239 and religion was practically extinct. It was a “flood of evil,” a 

situation of “disasters”240 which had to be countered by being “ceaselessly 

engaged in destroying the empire of the demon.”241 The normal means employed 

by the Church in her concern for the salvation of these people had not 

succeeded. Eugene was moved by their plight and could not sit back idly and do 

nothing about the situation: “these people who have gone astray can be brought 
                                                                                                                                              

of us. I told him what I think: that your dispositions and character guaranteed to me the constancy of 
your resolutions, that I regarded you as the one on whom I ought to count for the love of order and 
regularity, that I needed to have you as the confidant of my aspirations for good, that in advance we 
were of one mind; in a word, I repeated that without you I did not feel courageous enough to go 
further” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7). 
236 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
237 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
238 Ibid. 
239 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
240 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
241 Ibid. 
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out of their degradation.”242 There was a sense of urgency in his descriptions: “to 

remedy the most pressing ills,” there was “nothing more urgent.”243  

2.3. WHAT WAS EXPECTED OF THE GROUP OF 
APOSTOLIC MEN 

Having presented the situation, Eugene then communicated what was 

expected of his prospective companions. 

2.3.1 PREACH THE WORD OF GOD 

Guided by the conviction of the Pope that “only missions can bring 

people back to the faith they have practically abandoned,”244 Eugene responded 

by gathering a group of priests, modelling themselves on the apostles who would 

continually preach the Word of God. They were to travel through the rural areas 

of Provence and preach missions in the Provencal language.  

When not preaching missions outside, they would continue to preach the 

Word in Aix through the various activities connected with their house and 

church, and would pray and study. He specifically mentioned “preaching and the 

direction of youth,”245 which were the activities he had been engaged in for 

nearly three years, and which would become the ministry of the whole 

community. Tempier’s letter of acceptance to join the Missionaries also showed 

that the ministry of proclaiming the Word was not to be limited to preaching 

missions: “True, I can make no claim to any talent for preaching, which is so 

essential in a missionary, but, alius quidem sic, alius vero sic, what I cannot do 

in eloquent sermons, I shall do in catechism classes, conferences, in hearing 

                                                 
242 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
243 E. de Mazenod to H. Aubert, 1815 in EO 6, n. 3. 
244 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
245 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
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confessions, and by all other means which can establish the reign of Jesus Christ 

in souls.”246 It thus appears that the aim of their ministry was always to work for 

conversion: to bring those who had been led astray out of their state of numbness 

and deafness to God’s salvation.247  

2.3.2 BECOME HOLY PRIESTS DEDICATED TO BRINGING 
SALVATION 

Eugene’s aims were lofty and no less than those of the Saviour Himself. 

To achieve these aims he needed a specific type of priest because, generally, the 

priests serving the villages were few and not always up to their task. He realised 

that the needs of the poor required more than the local clergy was able to 

provide,248 and thus the Missionary of Provence had to be more devoted and 

better prepared than other priests. He confessed that it was “not so easy to come 

across men who are dedicated and wish to devote themselves to the glory of God 

and the salvation of souls.”249 When he encountered these qualities in Tempier, 

Eugene wanted him as collaborator and stressed how essential he was for the 

work. Eugene recognized in Tempier a man who shared the same spirit and was 

thus able to say: “We need perfect unanimity of sentiments, the same goodwill, 

the same disinterestedness, the same devotedness – that sums it up.”250 

                                                 
246 H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, 27 October, 1815 (REY, Histoire I, p. 183). 
247 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
248 “What clergy we are getting today! Not a man of note among them; we are reduced to the poorest, 
most wretched, most abject in society. One can only hope that they will make up by their virtue what 
they lack in other departments, but they will need a lot of it” (E. de Mazenod to his father, 15 
September 1815 in EO 15, n. 134). Also: “Now are there many priests who thus wish to be saints? 
Only by not knowing them could we believe that they do. I myself know the contrary. Most wish to 
go to heaven by a road other than that of abnegation, renunciation, forgetfulness of self, poverty, 
fatigue, etc.” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7). 
249 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
250 Ibid. Tempier’s reply to this letter echoes these sentiments and shows their unanimity: “I share 
your views completely, my dear brother, and far from needing any urging to enter this holy Society 
which satisfies my own desires so completely, I assure you that, had I known of your plans before 
you mentioned them to me, I would have been the first to speak of my joining your Society. Thus, I 
feel that I owe you a debt of gratitude for judging me worthy to work with you for the glory of God 
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His men were not to be merchandise cheaply picked up in a market, 

salesmen who preached a message alloyed with their self-interest,251 they had to 

aim at becoming saints and had to be prepared to live the obligations of the 

interior life which were more demanding when they appreciated the 

requirements of their priestly state. The more was demanded by the needs of the 

people, the greater was the responsibility of the priest to be devoted so as to save 

them.252 They had to be men who had the “will and courage to walk in footsteps 

of the apostles,”253 and had to be prepared to sacrifice their comfort and pleasure 

so as to accept the hardships, “sorrow and all else that the Saviour announced to 

his true disciples.”254 Among these hardships he listed: abnegation, renunciation, 

forgetfulness of self, poverty, and fatigue. But it would all be worth it, he 

pointed out enthusiastically, because of “the happiness that awaits us,” and the 

“spiritual delights we will savour together.”255 He had no doubt that they would 

become saints in their Congregation, and while doing so he dreamed of the 

results.256 

In what could be regarded as the “first Rule”257 of the Missionaries, 

Eugene and his five companions stated unequivocally that they did not consider 

                                                                                                                                              
and the salvation of souls… Besides, what you want most in those you choose as your collaborators 
is priests who will not get into a rut of routine and daily hum-drum, and, as Father Charles’ 
predecessor used to say, plod along day after day without accomplishing anything; you want priests 
who will be ready to follow in the footsteps of the Apostles and work for the salvation of souls with 
no other reward here on earth but hardship and fatigue. I think that God's grace has given me this 
desire. If not, then I wish with all my heart that I will have it, and working with you will make it all 
the easier to attain.  You can, therefore, count entirely on me” (H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, 27 
October, 1815 in REY, Histoire I, p. 183). 
251 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7. 
252 Ibid.  
253 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
254 Ibid. 
255 Ibid. 
256 For example: “…what blows we would strike at hell” (E. de Mazenod to H. Aubert, 1815 in EO 6, 
n. 3). 
257 In the Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix he says that in 
this document itself he indicates the principal points of a future Rule they were to live under. 
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themselves merely as a group of priests who came together solely for the 

purpose of preaching missions – there was a twofold aim: 

The end of this Society is not only to work for the salvation of one’s neighbour 
by dedicating itself to the ministry of preaching; its chief aim also includes 
providing its members with the means necessary to practice the virtues of 
religion to which they are so strongly attached that the greater number of them 
would have consecrated themselves for life to their observance in some 
religious order, did they not nurture the hope of finding in the Missionaries’ 
community more or less the same advantages as in the religious state to which 
they wanted to pledge themselves.258 

In this way the two personal desires of Eugene, for a regular life of prayer 

and for apostolic work among the poor, began to find an equilibrium in the 

proposed lifestyle of the Missionaries. In order to attain these high ideals, the 

Society existed not only to provide preachers who knew Provençal, but to 

furnish Provence with fervent missionaries, whose lives were founded on the 

practice of the virtues of religion. They were to be a noyau: a nucleus,259 a life-

giving kernel or seed that would attract the most zealous of the diocese. The 

Society aimed at producing priests who were saints, “men of interior life, truly 

apostolic men.”260 

In practice, he envisaged that the life of the missionary would be divided 

into two parts, mirroring his own zeal to achieve complete perfection and 

sanctity while at the same time desiring to give himself completely to his zeal 

for the salvation of souls – and his struggle to integrate both in his life. One part 

would be lived for the conversion of people by going to the small towns and 

preaching, and the other part would be spent in the community, to acquire the 

virtues and knowledge necessary so as to be good missionaries and saints. 

“When their apostolic journeys are over, they will return to the community to 

                                                 
258 Ibid. 
259 E. de Mazenod to H. Aubert, 1815 in EO 6, n. 3. 
260 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7. 
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rest from their labours by exercising a ministry that is less demanding, and to 

prepare themselves through meditation and study for a more fruitful ministry 

when next called upon to undertake new work.”261 The time in community was 

to concentrate on “prayer, in meditating the sacred truths, in practising the 

virtues of religion, in studying Sacred Scripture, the holy Fathers, dogmatic and 

moral theology, in preaching and in the direction of youth.”262 All this was to be 

done in obedience to a superior and the regulations. 

2.3.3 FORM AN EXEMPLARY COMMUNITY MODELLED ON 
THE APOSTLES 

The model for the life of the Missionaries was that of the apostles around 

Jesus. In his invitation to Tempier to join him, Eugene used the expression that 

he was looking for men who had “the will and the courage to walk in the 

footsteps of the apostles.”263 It struck a chord in the heart of Tempier who 

generously replied affirmatively to the invitation, by using the same apostolic 

vocabulary.264 Eugene’s response to this generosity was to tell him how 

necessary he was to ensure the regularity of the house which, in his mind and his 

hopes, had to reproduce the perfection of the first disciples of the apostles on 

which “I base my hopes on that much more than on eloquent discourses. Have 

they ever converted anyone?”265 A month later Eugene again spoke to Tempier 

about the necessity of being apostolic men so as to win people for God.266 To the 

                                                 
261 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
262 Ibid. 
263 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
264 H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, 27 October, 1815 (REY, Histoire I, p. 183). 
265 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 November 1815 in EO 6, n. 6. 
266 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7. 
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Vicars of Aix he described the mission preaching of the Missionaries as 

“apostolic journeys.”267 

Years later, in his Mémoires, Eugene repeated the same idea when he 

reflected on the origins of the Missionaries: “My intention when I devoted 

myself to the ministry of the missions, working especially to teach and convert 

the most abandoned souls, had been to imitate the Apostles in their life of 

dedication and self-denial. I had reached the conviction that to obtain the same 

results in our preaching we had to walk in their footsteps and practice the same 

virtues in the measure possible for us.”268 

Thus the ideal of the priest as the Saviour’s apostle, which Eugene was 

moulded into at St. Sulpice and which inspired his personal ministry, was now to 

become the ideal to be lived together by the group of Missionaries of Provence. 

2.4 THE PURPOSE OF THE RULE OF LIFE 

“Happiness awaits us in this holy Society which will have but one heart 

and soul.”269 To translate this into reality, Eugene and Tempier set down a 

program for themselves: “We must begin together the year of 1816. We will 

begin by working on ourselves. After, we will rule on the kind of life we will 

adopt for the city and for the missions. Then we will become saints.”270 Once the 

rule of life had been drawn up it was presented to the Diocesan Vicars for their 

approval of the project. It contained the main points of the practical regulations 

regarding the stability of the Society. They would bind themselves by a Rule and 

by a commitment to life-long perseverance, but there was no mention of 

                                                 
267 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
268 RAMBERT, T., Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod, évêque de Marseille, 
fondateur de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée, Volume I, Tours, 
Mame, 1883, p. 187. 
269 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
270 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7. 
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vows.271 Mention was briefly made of the duties of the members to the Society 

and the responsibilities of the Society towards its members as well as the 

formation and incorporation of new members who were “judged fit for the work 

of the missions.”272  

Just as he had understood and presented the Youth Congregation within 

the model of being a mother to the youth, so too did he use the same vocabulary 

to visualize the Congregation for the missionaries as “a congregation for which 

they have the same affection as for their mother.”273  

2.5 THE BEGINNINGS 

As always, before undertaking any important step in his life, Eugene had 

consulted his spiritual director, Duclaux. The reply that he received was 

encouraging, and was to be faithfully put into practice through the goals and 

achievements of his disciple: 

“Preach, instruct, enlighten the French regarding the cause of the evils which 
devastate them. May your voice be listened to throughout Provence. The good 
God awaits only our conversion so as to fill us with his graces. Above all, 
uphold the ecclesiastical spirit among the priests. Unless there are excellent 
priests at the head of the parishes you will only achieve a little good. For that 
reason, lead all the ecclesiastics to commit themselves to be saints. Let them 
read the lives of Saint Charles and Saint Vincent de Paul and they will 
understand whether it is permissible for a priest to live apathetically and 
without zeal. I assure you that I never cease to think about you and to thank the 
good God for the courage that he gives you. I hope that you will achieve much, 
because you sincerely love the good God and the Church.” 274 

                                                 
271 Pielorz shows that the draft copy of this Request for Authorization contained the phrase: “Les 
Missionnaires sont libres; ils ne font point de voeux” [The Missionaries are free; they do not make 
vows”], but that this was omitted in the definitive submitted text, thus leaving the way open for 
eventually introducing them in the future. (PIELORZ, in Nouvelles Recherches … p. 145-146). 
272 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix. 
273 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. 
274 A. Duclaux to E. de Mazenod, 28 October 1815 (REY, Histoire I, p. 184). 
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The spiritual master and the disciple shared the same spirit: love of God, 

the good of the Church, the need to instruct people and lead them to conversion, 

and the importance of holy priests. This spirit was incarnated with the 

cooperation of the first Missionaries with the definitive official coming together 

of the group to live together in community in Aix on 25 January 1816.  

There was no shortage of work awaiting them: “Even if we were twenty, 

we would not suffice for the work there is to do. We are requested on all sides. I 

refer the demands to the good God. Let us hope he will at last look upon these 

entreaties.”275 

The Request for Authorization was dated 25 January 1816, and the 

Vicars’ approbation was signed 29 January 1816. 

3 THE APOSTLES SHARE THEIR SPIRIT WITH 
OTHERS 
The first activity of the newly constituted Missionaries of Provence was 

to do a ten-day retreat. The early biographers liken this group to the apostles 

being prepared to be sent out to preach. Rey says that Eugene directed this 

retreat and that they had understood that in order to exercise the apostolic 

ministry they had to be prepared in as similar a way as possible as the Son of 

God had done.276 Rambert also used the image of the apostles to describe the 

retreat.277 He likened the group to the apostles who, at the end of their stay in the 

                                                 
275 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 December 1815 in EO 6, n. 7. 
276 “M. de Mazenod et ses premiers compagnons avaient compris que pour se rendre dignes d’exercer 
saintement le ministère de l’apostolat, il leur fallait une préparation se rapprochant autant que 
possible de celle qu’avait le Fils de Dieu. Ils unirent la mortification à la prière, l’éloignement du 
monde à un retour sérieux sur eux-mêmes et avant de se lancer dans la carrière apostolique, ils firent 
ensemble une retraite de dix jours dont tous les exercices furent présidés par le nouveau supérieur” 
(REY, Histoire I, p. 193). 
277 “Ainsi, à l’exemple des apôtres dans le cénacle, les nouveaux missionnaires passèrent dans le 
recueillement et la prière les quelques jours qui les séparaient de l’exercice public de leur saint 
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cenacle, were filled with the Spirit of God and thus were impelled to leave for 

their first mission. 

The mission in Grans lasted five weeks278 and Eugene spoke 

enthusiastically of the successes attained.279 Two weeks into the mission, on 

February 24, he described the spirit among the missionaries in a letter to 

Tempier: “Between us missionaries... we are what we ought to be, that is to say, 

we have but one heart, one soul, one thought. It is admirable! Our consolations, 

like our hardships, are unequalled.”280 Some authors suggest that the idea of 

making vows would have occurred to the Founder in a practical way during this 

mission, so as to be able to assure and maintain this unity and spirit that they had 

lived.281  

Eugene wrote about the period between the coming together of the 

Missionaries and Holy Thursday of 1816 in his Mémoires.282 There was no 

doubt for him that the foundation principle of the Missionaries of Provence was 

the model of the Apostles with Jesus, and that in order to live according to their 

model it was necessary to imitate all their virtues – which he understood as 

being fulfilled in the evangelical counsels – hence he was convinced of the 

necessity of professing these in the vows.283 He described how he discussed this 

with Tempier, who responded by indicating his willingness to make vows. The 

others were not in favour, and so on Holy Thursday (11 April 1816), Eugene and 
                                                                                                                                              

ministère … Puis, remplis de l’esprit de Dieu, ils partirent pour leur première mission” (RAMBERT, 
Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, p. 179). 
278 11 February-17 March 1816. Cf. PIELORZ, J., “Premières missions des Missionnaires de 
Provence (1816-1820),” in Missions 82 (1955), p. 550-551. 
279 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 24 February 1816 in EO 6, n. 10; E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 11 
March 1816 in EO 6, n. 11; E. de Mazenod to his father, 1 May 1816 in EO 13, n. 3. 
280 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 24 February 1816 in EO 6, n. 10. 
281 REY, Histoire I, p. 195, COSENTINO, G., “L’introduction des voeux dans notre Congrégation” 
in Études Oblates, 13 (1954), p. 292-293, and TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p 264-267. 
282 The original of the Mémoires has been lost, but Rambert has the text in Vie de Monseigneur 
Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, p. 187. 
283 RAMBERT, Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, p. 187 - 188. 
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Tempier made private vows. Eugene never specified what the content of these 

vows was, but Jeancard identified them as vows of mutual obedience.284 After 

pronouncing the vows “we prayed this divine Master that if it was his will to 

bless our endeavour, to lead our present companions and those who, in the 

future, would join us to fully grasp the value of this oblation of one’s entire self 

to God when it was one’s wish to serve him exclusively and to consecrate one’s 

life to the spreading of the Gospel and the conversion of souls.”285 

Sometime around May-June of 1816 the whole house of Aix became 

available to the missionaries. With more rooms available, five members of the 

Youth Congregation expressed their desire to follow Eugene’s example and 

share his spirit by joining the Missionaries. Rey recounts that they were admitted 

not to do a novitiate as such, but a type of postulancy that he calls an “apostolic 

school” focussed on the person of Eugene and his zeal.286 From 1816 until 1820 

the novitiate was in Aix with Eugene and Tempier personally imbuing the 

novices with the spirit of the Missionaries of Provence. Between 1815 and 1818 

                                                 
284 JEANCARD, J., Mélanges historiques sur la Congrégation des Oblats de Marie Immaculée à 
l’occasion de la vie et la mort du R. P. Suzanne, Tours, Mame, 1872, p. 104. 
285 “La difficulté était de faire goûter à mes compagnons cette doctrine un peu sévère pour des 
commençants, dans un temps surtout où l’on avait perdu la trace de cette tradition, au sortir d’une 
révolution qui avait dispersé et je dirai presque détruit, tous les ordres religieux. Je m’en ouvris 
pourtant au premier d’entre eux, le P. Tempier, que j’avais choisi pour mon directeur et qui m’avait 
pris pour le sien. Il fut charmé de cette proposition, qui répondait à ses propres pensées, et nous 
convînmes, M. Tempier et moi, de donner suite à ce projet. Je ne trouvai pas M. Deblieu si docile à 
cette inspiration; l’indigne Icard avait été chassé dès le retour de notre première mission; je ne sais où 
se trouvait en ce moment le bon P. Mie, vraisemblablement en mission quelque part, car c’était pour 
lui un besoin d’être toujours en action. Bref, le père Tempier et moi nous jugeâmes qu’il ne fallait pas 
différer davantage, et le jeudi saint (11 avril 1816), nous étant placés tous les deux sous 
l’échafaudage du beau reposoir que nous avions élevé sur le maître-autel de l’église de la mission, 
dans la nuit de ce saint jour, nous fîmes nos voeux avec une indicible joie. Nous savourâmes notre 
bonheur pendant toute celle belle nuit en la présence de Notre Seigneur, au pied du trône magnifique 
où nous l’avons déposé pour la messe des présanctifiés du lendemain, et nous priâmes ce divin 
Maître, si sa sainte volonté était de bénir notre oeuvre, d’amener nos compagnons présents et ceux 
qui, dans l’avenir, s’associeraient à nous, de comprendre tout ce que valait cette oblation de tout soi-
même, faite à Dieu, quand on voulait le servir sans partage et consacrer sa vie à la propagation de son 
saint Évangile et à la conversion des âmes. Nos voeux furent exaucés” (RAMBERT, Vie de 
Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, p. 187). 
286 Rey quotes Jeancard: “… avait songé en même temps à former autour de sa personne comme une 
école apostolique…” (REY, Histoire I, p. 199-200). 
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nineteen entered the novitiate and fourteen persevered.287 Rey names the 

following Missionaries, who became prominent in the history of the Oblates, as 

having spent some time in formation in the 6 years that Eugene was in Aix and 

thus being personally moulded in his spirit: Courtès, Suzanne, Moreau, Honorat, 

Sumien, Marcou, Jeancard, Martin, Jourdan, Guigues, Arnoux, and Guibert.288 

4 EUGENE’S RETREAT OF 1816: AN 
IMPORTANT PERSONAL SHIFT OF 
PERSPECTIVE 
Fatigued by his activities, Eugene was forced to take a break at the 

insistence of the community. During the time he spent at Bonneveine in July-

August of 1816 he took the opportunity to make his annual retreat and to review 

his recent experiences. Several times in his notes he referred to how he had 

allowed the pressing demands on his time and energy to lead him to physical 

exhaustion, and to insufficient time for personal reflection.289  

To evaluate his progress he focussed sharply on his basic ideals and 

applied them to himself: 

But I cannot cast off the mental attitude, less again the feeling of my heart, that, 
as my desire is to win the glory of God and the salvation of the souls he 
ransomed with his blood, by every means in my power, should it cost me my 
life, I cannot believe that this good Master will not grant me some 
consideration especially when I consider that my faults arise precisely from the 
fact that I am busy, it seems to me according to his will, with the works of his 
glory and the salvation of my neighbour.290 

                                                 
287 Prises d’habit 1818-1850, in the OMI General Archives, Rome, (F.M. H.B. 14). 
288 REY, Histoire I, p. 226 
289 E. de Mazenod, Annual Retreat made at Bonneveine, July-August 1816 in EO 15 no. 139. 
290 Ibid. 
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As opposed to his previous retreats where he had constantly blamed 

himself for being a sinner and not doing enough for God, he now indicated an 

acceptance that it was God’s will that “I am destined to busy myself continually 

with my neighbour’s salvation.” There was a healthy integration – in the midst 

of the tumult of business, it was God who had to help him grow in virtue. He 

observed the good that had come from the ministry that God had placed him in a 

position to do for the youth and in the missions. Things would have gone even 

better had he been more docile to God’s inner voice, and thus in his resolutions 

for the future one sees how he wished to live his life and ministry: 

I must above all be really convinced that I am doing God’s will when I give 
myself to the service of my neighbour, immerse myself in the external business 
of our house, etc., and then do my best without worrying if, in doing work of 
this kind, I am unable to do other things which I would perhaps find more to 
my taste and seem more directly adapted to my own sanctification. … I will try 
to arrive at a loving preference for what is conformed to the will of the Master, 
which alone must rule not only my actions, but even my affections. 

The retreat notes also show that he had come to realise that whereas until 

recently he had been a private person who had to work for his own salvation, 

now his position had changed and he had to understand his role as a superior:  

Today, if I am not fervent and holy, the works the Lord has confided to me will 
feel the effect, good will languish, and I will be responsible for all the 
consequences of this disorder. A powerful means to move me to renew myself 
in the spirit of my vocation and take efficacious measures to become holy.  

He was realistic about the difficulties that his ministry imposed on his 

prayer and came to an important conclusion that would underlie many of his 

later actions:  

Since I am so regularly disturbed and it is very often impossible for me, with 
the best will in the world, to do certain exercises at the prescribed times, and I 
am even sometimes obliged, to my great regret, to excuse myself, it is 
indispensable that I find a way to make up for it and obviate this drawback. The 
only way, I believe, is to act always in a perfect dependence on God’s will, in 
perfect liberty of spirit, in union with God by an interior movement of adhesion 
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to what it pleases him to ordain at that moment, in the persuasion that that is 
what he wants me to do, and absolutely nothing else. 

The “perfect liberty of spirit in union with God” in the midst of activity 

was an acceptance of God’s will – it was no longer necessary to go to a 

contemplative community to find God. (Although he did confess to Forbin-

Janson that, humanly, in the midst of all the difficulties he was living he still 

hankered to shut himself up in seclusion).291 He realized that even his penances 

and attempts to mortify his body had to be less exaggerated and more at the 

service of God’s glory and the salvation of souls: “If I sleep and eat, I am 

persuaded my chest will stop paining me. I should balk at nothing for the welfare 

of this instrument that is indispensable to a missionary.” 

The “perfect liberty of spirit in union with God” was going to keep him 

going during the trials that awaited him in 1817 and later. As the spirit of the 

apostolic man developed, so was it to permeate his ministry and that of his 

companions. 

5 THE MISSIONARIES OF PROVENCE: 1816-
1818 
Between the foundation in 1816 and October 1818 the Missionaries 

conducted six missions and one return of mission.292 During this period the 

group experienced severe opposition from some of the Pastors of Aix. This was 

caused by the activities of the Youth Congregation and also because of the 

situation of the Missionaries with their services in the Mission Church being 

exempt from the jurisdiction of the local parish. In order to remedy their 

                                                 
291 E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, July-August 1816 in EO 15, n. 138.  
292 Grans – five weeks (11 February-17 March 1816); Fuveau – four weeks (1-29 September 1816); 
Marignane – four weeks (17 November-15 December 1816); Mouriès – 5 weeks (9 February-15 
March 1817); Arles – 6 weeks (2 November-16 December 1817); Puget – 4 weeks (3-31 January 
1818), with a return of mission to Mouriès. (Cf. PIELORZ, Premières missions, p. 550-554). 
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precarious situation, Eugene spent four months of 1817 in Paris attempting to 

receive approbation for the Society of the Missionaries of Provence from the 

King. In this he was unsuccessful, but a fruit of this visit was his role in putting 

forward the name of Fortuné de Mazenod to be appointed Bishop of Marseilles. 

The Society would now have an episcopal protector to assure its continuation. 

The second benefit of this nomination was that Fortuné returned to France at the 

end of 1817, accompanied by Charles Antoine, the father of Eugene, thus 

reuniting father and son after 15 years of separation. In fact Fortuné was only 

made Bishop in 1823, and lived in the Mission House in Aix until then. 

In August 1818 the Vicar General of Digne wrote to Eugene telling him 

that the Bishop had bought the Marian shrine of Laus and wished to invite the 

Missionaries to take responsibility for it.293 Astutely he pointed out that because 

of the difficulties the Missionaries were experiencing in the Archdiocese of Aix, 

it would be wise to establish a foundation in another diocese as well – so that if 

relations with one of the administrations were not going well, they could take 

refuge in the safety of the other.294 It would be an opportunity for permanent 

ministry in the shrine, especially the confessions of the numerous pilgrims in the 

summer – as they were doing in the Church of the Mission in Aix – as well as 

being a base from which to preach missions in the surrounding villages. 

Eugene described the reaction of the Missionaries: 

I felt that I should summon to an extraordinary council, all those who then 
comprised my little band, even the younger members who were not yet in 
Major Orders. I wanted to convince them that if we were to answer the call to 
another diocese to establish a new foundation, we should have to broaden the 
regulation we were following, draw up more extensive Constitutions, tighten 
our bonds and establish a system of hierarchy; in other words, coordinate 
everything in such a way that we should have but one mind and one code of 
action, They all felt as I did and urged me to devote my time earnestly and 

                                                 
293 M. Arbaud to E. de Mazenod, 16 August 1818, quoted in RAMBERT, Vie de Monseigneur 
Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, p. 278-279. 
294 Ibid. 
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immediately to the task of drafting the Constitutions and Rules that we should 
have to adopt.295 

Accordingly Eugene spent fourteen days in September putting the 

finishing touches to a Rule at St Laurent de Verdon.296 Two years earlier, on 

December 15 1816, Eugene had charged Tempier to spend two hours per day 

working on the Rule.297 On the basis of a letter written to Tempier on 4 

November 1817, Deschâtelets argues the existence of a Rule already at this time, 

and questions whether there was a complete text or a rough draft in existence.298 

This letter to Tempier deserves to be quoted fully because most of its ideas 

closely reflect the ideas, vocabulary and spirit of the Rule of 1818, and thus 

attest to the existence of a somewhat substantial version of a rule a year earlier. 

Its purpose was “to form the spirit of the house” in every possible detail of the 

life of its members in accordance with the spirit of Eugene: 
As the number of young people who belong to the house has increased, 
exactness and regularity must grow in proportion. This is the time to form the 
spirit of the house that I have discussed with you in another letter. You have to 
beware of frivolity, of self-sufficiency, indiscipline, independence... I quite 
insist that all give a good example at the seminary... They ought not to forget 
that we are a Congregation of regular clerics, that we ought in consequence to 
be more fervent than simple seminarians, that we are called to replace in the 
Church the piety and all the virtues of the religious Orders, that all their actions 
ought to be done with the dispositions in which the apostles were when they 
were in the Cenacle waiting for the Holy Spirit to come and enflame them with 
his love and give them the signal to go forth swiftly and conquer the world, etc. 
They ought to be more holy than the pupils of the Fathers of the Retreat who 
have only their own sanctification to think of while ours must make provision 
thereof doubly, both for themselves and for those whom they will have to lead 
to the knowledge of the true God and to the practice of virtue. 

                                                 
295 Mémoires (Ibid,. p. 282). 
296 PIELORZ, J., in “Le séjour du Fondateur à St-Laurent et la rédaction de nos Règles (Août-octobre 
1818)” in Missions 84 (1957), p. 307. 
297 “Busy yourself with our Statutes. We need not take much from those of Paris since they concern a 
Society composed of several houses whereas ours will never have more than one. Spend two hours 
every day at this occupation. I see that the Minister’s intention would be that we form but one society 
together with that of the Missionaries of France. Read again St. Philip of Neri and the Petition that we 
have presented to the Vicars General” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 December 1816 in EO 6, n. 
16). 
298 DESCHÂTELETS L., “L’Histoire de nos Saintes Règles,” in Études Oblates 1 (1942), p. 15. 
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In the meanwhile, until we decide what must be added to the Rules, as soon as 
the bell for departure has been rung, the student novices must present 
themselves before the superior to receive his blessing; they will thence proceed 
to the church to adore Our Lord; after that they will leave and go in silence to 
the seminary, two by two or three by three, but not in a group. They can 
however break silence to speak in a low voice and without gesticulating, only 
with their companion and about class subjects. Once arrived at the seminary, if 
it is not time to enter into class, they will go into the church to adore the most 
holy Sacrament. If they are obliged to wait, they will study their lesson and 
continue to observe the strictest silence. In class they will follow the seminary 
rules exactly and will leave as soon as it is ended, again entering the church to 
thank Our Lord. They can never penetrate within the seminary to speak even 
with a director without having obtained permission before leaving the house 
and when they are in the superior’s presence. He will give such permission 
only reluctantly because the others would be obliged to wait for whoever had 
gone into the seminary so that all can always return together in silence. In the 
case of not having foreseen the need to speak with someone at the seminary 
and this being truly indispensable, permission should be asked from the most 
senior who would be obliged to refer the matter to the superior on reaching the 
house; it is to him that they present themselves after having adored the Blessed 
Sacrament. If anyone commits some fault against the Rule during the walk or at 
the seminary, he will accuse such to the superior on returning.299 

6  THE APOSTOLIC MAN GIVES FLESH TO HIS 
SPIRIT: THE RULE OF 1818 AS THE RULE 
FOR THE CO-OPERATOR OF THE SAVIOUR 
When Eugene compiled the Rule for the Missionaries it became the 

occasion to put into words the spirit according to which he had lived during the 

events of the preceding years. In doing so, he defined the core aspect of the 

vocation of the Missionary: to be the co-operator of the Saviour. In the concept 

“co-operator” one finds the key to understanding the vocation of Eugene and the 

Missionaries, and of interpreting all aspects of their lifestyle and mission. 

6.1 THE ORIGIN OF THE RULE 

In compiling the Rule of the Missionaries of Provence in 1818, Eugene 

walked on solid ground. Firstly he drew on his own experience of the sound 
                                                 

299 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 4 November 1817 in EO 6, n. 29.  
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formation he had received at St. Sulpice and on how he had lived this in practice 

in his life and ministry for nearly seven years since his ordination. His ideals and 

rules for the Youth Congregation had been tried and tested and he brought this 

experience with him. To this was added the experience of nearly two years of 

existence of the Missionaries of Provence and their practice of community living 

and ministry of proclamation of the Word of God through missions in Provence 

and ministry in Aix. It was all this which Eugene brought with him and 

incarnated in the Rule. Throughout the Rule he aimed at communicating that 

which imbued him to act and the attitude that was particular to this group of 

missionaries. By means of the Rule as a guide and instrument of formation he 

aimed at communicating the spirit that was to imbue their life and ministry. 

Secondly, the Rule of 1818 drew from the source of the Rules of other 

religious Congregations, especially that of St. Alphonsus Liguori300 who 

preached missions from the perspective of Christ the Redeemer, also of Saints 

Ignatius, Charles Borromeo, Philip Neri, Vincent de Paul,301 as well as the 

Sulpicians. All these figures were admired by Eugene for their zeal either in 

mission preaching, or devotion to the poor, or ministry to youth, or foreign 

missions, or pastoral care etc. Eugene built on solid rock here as well because he 

made use of Rules that had been approved by the Church, and which contained 
                                                 

300 Taché comments: “La Règle des Rédemptoristes, de même que leurs Statuti Capitolari, 
constituent la base de la future Règle des Missionnaires de Provence. Le Fondateur admirait dans 
saint Alphonse l’idéal qu’il voulait lui-même réaliser, celui, qui, par la sainteté de sa vie autant que 
par l’intensité de son action apostolique, le convainquait de la possibilité de mener cette vie mixte 
vers laquelle il se sentait poussé par Dieu. La Règle des Rédemptoristes renfermait une longue 
expérience que lui-même n’avait pas encore, et devant l’urgence de rédiger son propre texte de Règle, 
il ne voyait guère mieux à faire que d’adopter du grand missionnaire napolitain ce qui conviendrait 
aux exigences particulières de sa propre vocation et de son apostolat, comme aux contingences du 
milieu à évangéliser” (TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p. 399-400). 
301 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 October 1815 in EO 6, n. 4. Taché discusses Eugene’s use of all 
these sources and concludes, “il a cherché cependant auprès des saints la façon de s’en bien acquitter, 
il a interrogé leurs expériences telle qu’ils pouvaient la lui livrer dans leurs Règles, il en a pris ce qui 
lui semblait acceptable et adaptable. L’idéal de perfection et d’apostolat de M. de Mazenod est si 
embrasé par cet exemple des saints, qu’on peut retracer la figure de cet idéal à partir de ses sources 
historiques. Au lieu d’y voir un manque d’originalité, voyons plutôt une des marques de l’authenticité 
divine de son esprit qui s’insère comme vraie vie spirituelle dans la tradition de l’Église, et dont 
l’exemple des saints est une des mesures les plus sûres” (TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p. 400-401). 
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the lived experience of other and older Congregations.302 The sections which 

Eugene adapted and made his own clearly expressed his own spirit in a tried and 

tested manner, and thus together with the Missionaries of Provence whose Rule 

it was, we need to see these Rules as their own reality which expressed the spirit 

with which God led them to respond to God’s call. 

From 1818 onwards various additions and slight modifications were made 

to the text leading up to the version completed in 1825, which was then 

translated into Latin to be presented to the Pope for approbation. This version 

was approved in 1826 with some modifications. As the 1818 Rule was the first 

attempt to capture and codify the spirit of the Missionaries, it is this text that I 

will favour as the basis of this study. Where there are significant divergences 

between the 1818 text and the Church-approved version of 1826 I will indicate 

these only insofar as they shed light on the theme under study. 

The 1818 Rule303 consisted of a Foreword, and three Parts: Part I (The 

ends of the Institute; the missions; other exercises); Part II (The particular 

obligations of the Missionaries; the spirit of poverty, and of the vows of chastity, 

obedience and perseverance; Silence, recollection, mortification and bodily 

penances); Part III (The government of the Society; qualities necessary to be 

admitted to the Society; the noviciate; oblation; expulsion from the Society). 

6.2 THE SPIRIT IN WHICH TO LIVE THE RULE: THE 
FOREWORD 

In the opening words of the Rule of 1818, the Foreword, Eugene 

presented the spirit with which the contents that followed needed to be accepted 
                                                 

302 COSENTINO, G. Histoire de nos Règles. Tome I: Rédaction et sources de nos Règles (1816-
1818), Ottawa 1955. The author analyses and identifies the source of these Rules, section-by-section. 
303 The original text was handwritten, and is in the OMI General Archives, Rome (DM 11). It was 
printed and published as “CONSTITUTIONS ET RÈGLES DE LA SOCIÉTÉ DES 
MISSIONNAIRES DE PROVENCE,” in Missions 78 (1951) p. 1-97. From here onwards this printed 
text will be referred to as the 1818 Rule. 
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and lived.304 In the Foreword and in the Rule he communicated to his first 

companions his own vocational journey, which had begun some ten years 

previously, and invited them to share in the same spirit. The content and 

objectives of his preaching and work in Provence was based on his own personal 

experience of being called by God, of being a redeemed sinner, and of being 

called to the mission of inviting others to share in this same experience of 

redemption. Now, he invited the Missionaries of Provence to participate in the 

same journey, not only as recipients of his ministry, but also to be formed to be 

agents of the same ministry. 

In the same way that Eugene had no doubt that God had called him 

personally, so too was it from God that some priests had received “the desire to 

unite themselves”305 to the Missionaries of Provence. His had been a call to 

work “for the salvation of souls,” his “own sanctification,” and “to do some 

good the Church,” just as theirs was. Now “to work more effectively” in this 

mission, God was calling together other priests to join him by living in 

community in order to share this same mission.  

Having outlined the objectives of their coming together, in broad outlines, 

Eugene continued to share with them on the spirit with which they were to 

“imbue themselves deeply” in order to live out their vocation – exactly as he had 

                                                 
304 “Si les prêtres à qui le Seigneur a donné le désir de se réunir en communauté pour travailler plus 
efficacement au salut des âmes et à leur propre sanctification, veulent faire quelque bien dans 
l ‘Église, ils doivent premièrement se pénétrer profondément de la fin de l’Institut qu’ils vont 
embrasser, de la grandeur du ministère auxquels ils sont appelés, et des fruits immenses de salut qui 
peuvent résulter de leurs travaux, s’ils s’en acquittent dignement.” [If the priests to whom the Lord 
has given the desire to unite themselves in community so as to work more effectively for the 
salvation of souls and for their own sanctification, want to do some good in the Church, they must 
first of all imbue themselves deeply with the objectives of the Institute which they wish to embrace, 
with the greatness of the ministry to which they are called, and the immense fruits of salvation which 
are capable of resulting from their labours, if they conduct themselves fittingly] (1818 Rule, 
Foreword). 
305 Ibid. 
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done for the members of the Youth Congregation.306 He used the expression se 

pénétrer profondément: this spirit must penetrate them deeply, soak into them, 

fill them and take root in their lives. Firstly they had to “imbue themselves 

deeply with the objectives of the Institute which they wish to embrace.” The first 

articles of the Rule would present these objectives plainly, so that there would be 

no doubt in their minds as to what they were and why they were joining the 

Missionaries. They were invited to mirror Eugene’s own clarity regarding his 

vocation and mission. Secondly, they had to imbue themselves deeply with “the 

greatness of the ministry to which they are called.” Again, they were invited to 

participate in and mirror the wonder which Eugene himself experienced 

whenever he reflected on the call that God had given him to priesthood and to 

mission.307 Thirdly, they had to imbue themselves deeply with “the immense 

fruits of salvation that are capable of resulting from their labours, if they conduct 

themselves fittingly.” For two years they had been experiencing these tangible 

fruits in the various works they had been involved in.308 Thus, in order to give 

themselves generously, they always needed to keep in mind the results they 

could achieve through their oblation.  

                                                 
306 Here he shared with them the ideals he was at that time helping the youth to live by, as there is a 
great similarity between this in the Rule and what he had prescribed for the Youth Congregation: “Ils 
tacheront de se bien pénétrer de la sainteté de leur vocation à la religion de Jésus-Christ, et ils feront 
tous leurs efforts pour conformer leur vie à celle de leur divin Modèle, pour qui ils font profession 
d’avoir la plus tendre dévotion, en reconnaissance de tous les bienfaits dont il les a comblés” 
(“Règlements et Statuts de la Congrégation de la Jeunesse chrétienne établie a Aix par l’Abbé de 
Mazenod au commencement de l’année 1813. Premier Règlement,” in Missions 145 (1899) p. 19). 
307 He was inviting them to enter into his own experience of wonder at his vocation. Cf. above in 
Chapter One, Section 2.1.4. “The Glory of God: the spirit of joyful enthusiasm in God’s service.”  
308 Those who had participated in mission preaching would have had no difficulty in keeping these 
results in mind. Cf. Eugene’s enthusiastic description of the results of the mission in Grans in the 
letter to his father of 1 May 1816 in EO 13, n. 3, and also the Diary of the Marignane Mission: 
November 17-December 15, 1816 in EO 16. 
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6.3 THE PURPOSE OF THE RULE 

The Foreword thus firstly presented the purpose of the Rule as containing 

the aims, or ends, of their life and mission and the spirit with which they were to 

live it. Secondly, the Foreword continued to explain the function of the Rule309 

by presenting it as the means to be used to maintain themselves in the “sanctity 

of their vocation” and to ensure the success of their “holy undertaking.” Because 

their call came from God, it was holy, and they had to be holy in response. The 

Rule would direct them on how to do this.  

Thirdly, Eugene presented the Rule as aiming to maintain good order in 

the Society and at ensuring the unity of “all the members who compose it in a 

uniform practice and a common spirit.” For him it was this unity of spirit that 

“constitutes the strength of the body, maintains its fervour and insures its 

continuation.” 

6.4 FOCAL POINT OF THE RULE: JESUS CHRIST THE 
SAVIOUR WHO TRANSFORMS THE 
MISSIONARIES INTO CO-OPERATORS 

Eugene’s Rule offered to the Missionaries of Provence the very same 

focal point which was at the centre of his own life: Christ the Saviour. Thus, 

together with Eugene, the focal point of the Missionary’s existence and of the 

Rule according to which he lived had to be Christ the Saviour.310 Two years 

                                                 
309 “To achieve this objective which is so advantageous, they must equally apply themselves with 
great care to take the most appropriate means which will lead them to the goal which they propose for 
themselves, and not to diverge from the rules which are prescribed to ensure the success of their holy 
undertaking and to maintain themselves in the sanctity of their vocation.” 

“The example of the saints and reason itself make it amply clear that in order to maintain good order 
in a Society certain rules of life must be established which unite all the members who compose it in a 
uniform practice and a common spirit; it is this which constitutes the strength of the body, maintains 
its fervour and insures its continuation.” 
310 Eugene took over these first two articles directly from Alphonsus Liguori’s Rule, but made one 
change, by using the word “Saviour” instead of “Redeemer.” To be “saved” is a concept which is 
closer to the understanding of simple people than the concept to be “redeemed.” 
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prior to the writing of the Rule Eugene had emphasized this to the members of 

his community when he wrote: “We must say Christe Salvator. That is the 

aspect under which we ought to contemplate our divine Master. Our particular 

vocation is such that we are associated in a special manner with the redemption 

of men.”311 Beaudoin elucidates Eugene’s use of “Saviour” by saying: “Jesus 

Christ is seen especially through the aspect of his love which became mercy and 

zeal for the salvation of men.”312 Love, mercy, zeal and salvation – these four 

words occur throughout the Rule, and were lived and preached right through the 

lives of the Missionaries.  

Imitation of Christ the Saviour was the purpose which defined them: “The 

end of the Institute of the Missionaries of Provence is first of all to form an 

association of secular priests living together and seeking to imitate the virtues 

and example of our Saviour Jesus Christ principally by preaching the Gospel to 

the poor.”313 Their primary aim was not specifically to be preachers, but it was 

to imitate the Saviour who preached. The Rule, however, took the “imitate” a 

step further than a mere superficial copying of actions, they were actively to 

become: “the Saviour’s co-workers, the co-redeemers of mankind.”314 In this 

way the aim of their lives was to be transformed internally to “become other 

Jesus Christs by spreading abroad everywhere the fragrance of his amiable 

virtues.”315 

As men totally given to the Saviour and to the mission of salvation, even 

their dress had to proclaim this focal point: “They will have no other 

distinguishing sign except for that which is proper to their ministry, that is to say 

                                                 
311 E. de Mazenod to “Our dear brothers, the missionaries at Aix,” July 1816 in EO 6, no. 12. 
312 BEAUDOIN, Y., in “Ends of the Congregation” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, Association of 
Oblate Studies and Research, Rome, 2000, p. 271. 
313 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §1 Article 1. 
314 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3.  
315 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §4.  
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the crucifix which they will always wear upon their breast …his crucifix will 

serve as the credentials of their ambassadorship to the peoples to whom they will 

be sent.”316 

6.5 THE INTIMATE BOND BETWEEN THE SAVIOUR 
AND THE CHURCH AND CONSEQUENTLY 
BETWEEN THE MISSIONARY AND THE CHURCH 

The Nota Bene ardently portrayed Eugene’s sentiments for the Church, 

and his suffering with her. It was the attitude that he wished to cultivate in his 

missionaries so that they would also feel impelled to action. 

6.5.1 THE SITUATION OF THE CHURCH: THE SAVIOUR’S 
SPOUSE WHO HAS BEEN CRUELLY RAVAGED 

The dynamic of Eugene’s own experience of conversion and call was the 

dynamic that he invited others to share in. From the personal experience of the 

love of the Saviour, to the awareness of being called to respond in love to his 

Saviour, Eugene had been led to understand that the field of action of his 

vocation was the same as that of the Saviour himself: the Church. She was “that 

glorious inheritance purchased by the Saviour at the cost of all his blood,” and 

hence she was the “beloved Spouse of the Son of God.”317 Thus any response to 

the call of the Saviour had to be lived out in the amphitheatre of the Church’s 

life and activity. 

Being fully appreciative of the dignity of the Church and of the destiny 

that each baptised member was called to participate in, Eugene suffered with the 

Church to see the actual situation at the time in which he lived and he could not 

remain unmoved. As we have seen above, in Chapter One, it was this painful 

                                                 
316 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §4.  
317 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3.  
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realisation that had led him to the seminary and the priesthood. It was this same 

situation that he laboured to remedy for the first years of his priesthood. 

Similarly, it was as a response to this same anguish that he was led to bring into 

existence the Missionaries of Provence so that the response to the cry of the 

Church would be a shared and more effective one. This entire journey was 

reflected in the Rule of 1818. 

In the Nota Bene318 his analysis of the situation of the Church used 

passionate language. The Church was in a “lamentable state,” she had been 

“cruelly ravaged,” and instead of bearing Christian children for her Spouse she 

produced “monsters” and the situation was that apostasy would soon be the 

norm for its members. In order to be able to apply the correct remedy he 

analysed “the causes of the depravity which is presently making men slaves of 

their passions.” He listed three causes: the weak and nearly extinguished faith, 

the ignorance of the people, and the priests who were corrupt. He concluded that 

the third cause, tainted priests, was to be considered as the “main one and the 

root of the other two.” 

6.5.2 THE SITUATION OF THE CHURCH: ALMOST 
DESTROYED BY CORRUPT PRIESTS 

In painting this dark picture of the situation of the Church in the section 

on the reform of the clergy319 in which the Nota Bene is contained, Eugene 

added pathos by portraying the Church crying for help to her priests “to whom 

she has entrusted the most precious interests of her Divine Spouse,” and 

                                                 
318 The Nota Bene occurs in Part 1, Chapter 1 of the Rule. In the 1826 version of the Rule this Nota 
Bene was taken out of this section and placed, together with the Foreword of 1818, at the beginning 
of the Rule under the heading, “Preface.” This Preface has been placed in that position in every 
subsequent edition of the Rule, until the present day, because it is universally regarded as the most 
powerful expression of the spirit of the Founder. Before the final approval of the Rule in 1826, 
Eugene had toned down some of the vocabulary he used to describe the priests. The full text of the 
Nota Bene is appended at the end of this chapter. 
319 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
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discovering that “it is the majority of those very ministers who by their 

reprehensible conduct aggravate even further the ills from which she suffers.”  

While acknowledging that the near-destruction of the religion of the 

French was caused by the Revolution he added, “nevertheless, if the clergy had 

remained firmly that which they should never have ceased being” religion would 

have withstood the conflict. He had harsh words for them: they were “putrid and 

festering sick persons,” they were lazy, indifferent and corrupt. They 

compounded the miserable situation of the Church through their “lack of care, 

their avarice, their impurity, their sacrileges, their felonies, and heinous crimes 

of every description.”  

6.5.3 THE SITUATION OF THE CHURCH: HEALED BY GOOD 
PRIESTS WHO ARE THE SAVIOUR’S IMITATORS AND 
CO-OPERATORS  

The present evils were caused by the clergy not being what they should 

have been, and this is where the role of the Missionaries of Provence figured: 

“The real purpose of our Institute is to remedy all these evils, as much as 

possible to restore order in all this confusion.” In other words, “to rekindle the 

sacred fire of pure love which is nurtured only by a small number of holy 

ministers who carefully guard the final sparks which will soon become 

extinguished with their passing.” 

What the bad priests were not, Eugene’s Missionaries would be. “A no 

less important end of their Institute, an end they will as zealously strive to 

achieve as they do the main end, is that of clergy reform and of repairing to the 

full extent possible to them the evil caused in the past and still being caused by 

unworthy priests who ravage the Church.”320 

                                                 
320 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 1. Also: “Dissolute or bad priests are the great plague of 
the Church. Let us wholly exert ourselves to mitigate this cancerous growth” (E. de Mazenod to H. 
Tempier, 12 August 1817, in EO 6, n. 20). 
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His masterful portrayal of the suffering Church, compounded by his 

strongly worded condemnation of the situation of the priests could not leave the 

listener unmoved. In his Nota Bene he fully expressed the passion of his 

personal response and the group response of his companions, the Missionaries. 

The strong language served to highlight the urgency of a response and the beauty 

of the vocation of the Missionary. 

Eugene was convinced that the secret of reforming the Church was to be 

found in the leaven provided by good priests.321 In his ideal, the Society of the 

Missionaries of Provence existed precisely for this purpose. He and his 

companions would be those good priests for whom the Church yearned. Here is 

the kernel of what the purpose of the Rule of 1818 was. It was not primarily a 

manual of how they had to perform their ministry, but a manual of how to 

become the type of minister who would give his life for God, for the Church and 

for the salvation his own and of as many other souls as possible. It was the 

manual of the man called to be nothing less than a co-operator of the Saviour, a 

co-redeemer. 

6.6 THE MISSIONARY AS A CO-OPERATOR WITH 
CHRIST THE SAVIOUR 

6.6.1 THE CO-OPERATOR IS FORMED IN THE APOSTOLIC 
SCHOOL OF JESUS 

When listing the qualities necessary to be admitted to the ranks of the 

Missionaries, Eugene stated as the first condition, that which was his own 

conviction about himself, that it was “necessary to be called by God.”322 To be 

the Saviour’s co-operator was not a personal project, but a response to the 

                                                 
321 “And as we have seen that the real source of the evil is the indifference, the avarice and corruption 
of the priests, once these abuses will have been reformed, the others will cease as well” (Nota Bene). 
322 1818 Rule Part 3, Chapter 2, §1 Article 18. 
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initiative of the Saviour himself. In this sense of having been called into 

existence, Eugene was able to declare confidently that “their Founder is Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God himself.”323 The Missionaries received the vocation from 

Jesus Christ their Founder to “walk courageously in the footsteps of so many 

apostles who have left us such fine examples of virtue in the exercise of a 

ministry to which, like them, we are called.”324 

Consequently, in order to be able to measure up to the standards of this 

vocation, the aspiring candidate needed to have “an ardent desire for his own 

perfection, and a great love for Jesus Christ and his Church, and a burning zeal 

for the salvation of souls”325 as the solid foundation on which to build. Once the 

aspiring missionary made himself available, it was the Saviour who formed him 

because by putting “into practice the same means our Saviour employed when 

he wanted to convert the world; you will achieve the same results. What did Our 

Lord Jesus Christ do? He chose a certain number of apostles and disciples whom 

He formed in piety and filled with His spirit; and after having trained them in his 

school and the practice of all virtues, He sent them forth.”326 

By means of the Society and its Rule Eugene was creating the “school of 

Jesus the Saviour,” so that by living the Rule, they would be filled with the spirit 

of Jesus, which was the very same spirit which Eugene tried to live fully: the 

spirit of co-redemption, of cooperation with the Saviour. One part of their lives 

would be dedicated to the “works of active zeal,”327 while the other to prayer, 

community life and study so as to “renew themselves in the spirit of their 

                                                 
323 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
324 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
325 1818 Rule Part 3, Chapter 2, §1 Article 19. 
326 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
327 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §4. 
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vocation.”328 The use of the word, “part” is not to be interpreted in mathematical 

terms.329 Both “parts” were equally important and could not be divorced from 

each other – they were a call to equilibrium and to unity of life. It is the concept 

of Jesus and the apostles in Mark 3,14: being with Jesus and being sent at the 

same time.  

6.6.2 THE CO-OPERATOR IMITATES THE VIRTUES OF THE 
SAVIOUR 

“What did Our Lord Jesus Christ do?” Eugene asked himself. He brought 

salvation – therefore the Missionary’s vocation as his imitator was to be the 

herald of salvation and the instrument to be used by the Saviour to bring 

salvation. For that reason the Missionary was no less than a co-saviour with 

Jesus in all that he did and was: his vocation was to incarnate the love of Jesus 

the Saviour that became mercy and zeal for the salvation of others. Eugene 

believed that just as Jesus formed the apostles, so too Jesus would form the 

Missionaries in the same way to become his apostles to heal the Church in 

Provence.330 Thus, the Rule showed that the more the Missionary worked for his 

own perfection, the more successful would he be in his apostolate:  

The achieving of this end will require the forming of apostles, who, after 
having become convinced of the necessity of their own reform: attende tibi, 
should work with all their strength to convert others: atttende tibi et doctrinae, 
insta in illis: hoc enim faciens, et te ipsum salvum facies, et eos qui te audiunt 
(I Timothy 4:16). And as we have seen that the real source of the evil is the 
indifference, the avarice and corruption of the priests, once these abuses will 

                                                 
328 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §4. 
329 Initially there appeared to be a struggle in the life of Eugene as to how to balance these two 
aspects, but he came to integrate them into a unity of life. Cf. LAMIRANDE, E., “Les ‘deux parts’ 
dans la vie de l’homme apostolique d’après Mgr de Mazenod,” in Études Oblates 25 (1966), p. 177-
204. 
330 Beaudoin says: “In the 1837 Chapter, he declared: ‘What other fanciful idea of perfection might 
one conjure up if this idea did not consist in walking in the way that Jesus Christ, the Apostles and 
the first disciples travelled before us? That is our end. Other Orders may have more exacting ends 
than this one, but there is none more perfect’” (BEAUDOIN, Y., in “Ends of the Congregation” in 
Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 277). 
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have been reformed, the others will cease as well. See to it that you have 
zealous, altruistic and solidly virtuous priests and soon you will bring back to 
the fold the people who have wandered away from their duties. In a word, put 
into practice the same means our Saviour employed when he wanted to convert 
the world; you will achieve the same results.331 

Because of the background that Eugene used to present the picture of the 

ideal minister, the insistence on the importance and necessity of the virtues was 

highlighted as being the only possible antidote to the evil in the Church. The 

Rule catalogued various lists of virtues in several places, and Labelle332 specifies 

that the basis of these listings are the nine key virtues presented in Olier’s 

writings and which were one of the foundations of the seminary training Eugene 

received in St. Sulpice. Of these, three were stressed as bringing the person 

closest to the imitation of Jesus Christ: humility, mortification and poverty, and 

the Rule had much to say on each of these and how they were to be lived in 

practice by the Missionaries. The other main virtues listed by Olier were 

penance, purity, patience, gentleness and obedience and charity. Eugene 

constantly stressed the latter two as being the unifying force of the Society: 

“They will be united through the bonds of the innermost charity and in perfect 

subordination to their superiors, under whose direction they will live the 

exacting practice of holy obedience.”333 All these virtues were the exact 

opposites of the descriptions of the vices of the bad priests, hence the more they 

were cultivated, the more profound their effect would be on the Church. 

Yenveux concluded: “It is only after having dressed his missionaries from head 

to foot in this solid armour of virtue” that Eugene allows himself to send them 

into combat.334 

                                                 
331 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
332 LABELLE, J.T., “The Making of an Apostolic Man: 1808-1818 within the Formation of Saint 
Eugene de Mazenod O.M.I.” in Vie Oblate Life 58 (1999), p. 609-613. 
333 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §4. 
334 Quoted by BEAUDOIN, Y., in “Preface of the Rule” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 760. 
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6.6.3 THE CO-OPERATOR IS A RELIGIOUS IN VOWS 

To complete the picture, Eugene wanted the Missionaries to be religious 

priests because he saw the practice of the evangelical counsels as being the 

means to imitate Christ the Saviour most closely. The Rule of 1818 was the ideal 

opportunity to introduce religious life. Many years later, in his Mémoires335 

Eugene wrote about his intentions at that time:  

My intention in dedicating myself to the ministry of the missions to work 
especially for the instruction and conversion of the most abandoned souls, was 
to follow the example of the Apostles in their life of devotedness and self-
denial. I became convinced that, in order to obtain the same results from our 
preaching, we had to walk in their footsteps and as far as we could, practice the 
same virtues. Hence I considered choosing the evangelical counsels, to which 
they had been so faithful, as indispensable, lest our words be no more than 
what I have noticed about the words of those who proclaim the same truths, 
namely sounding brass and tinkling cymbals. My consistent thought had even 
been that our little family should consecrate itself to God and to the service of 
the Church through the vows of religion.  

Taché draws attention to how Eugene had to move with extreme prudence 

in introducing religious life to the Missionaries who were secular priests.336 The 

Rule introduced the vow of obedience, because Eugene understood it as being 

the only way to ensure strict cohesion among the various communities and a 

unity of spirit. The vow of perseverance was essential to ensure the stability of 

the group, which was of diocesan right, in the face of possible discouragement 

when hardships were encountered and when the bishops opposed the 

Missionaries and wanted their priests to return to their dioceses of origin. The 

vow of chastity presented nothing new as they were already bound to this 

through their priesthood. Finally, Eugene did not dare to complicate the 

resistance by introducing the vow of poverty until 1821, thus the 1818 Rule 

deals with the “Spirit of Poverty” and leaves no doubt as to its fundamental 

                                                 
335 Mémoires quoted by RAMBERT, Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod I, 
p.187. 
336 TACHÉ, La vie spirituelle, p. 418-421. 
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importance in counteracting the evils in the Church: “Moreover, since 

covetousness is one of the vices which causes the most harm in the Church, let it 

be observed that the spirit of our Institute, which is a spirit of atonement, urges 

us to offer to God – as a compensation for this vice – voluntary poverty in 

imitation of the saints who went before us.”337 

Together with Christ the Saviour as one of the foundation pillars of the 

religious life of the Missionaries, Eugene always insisted on community as the 

second foundation pillar. The opening words of the Rule presented this reality: 

“If the priests to whom the Lord has given the desire to unite themselves in 

community so as to work more effectively….”338 The whole Rule continued this 

thought by presenting all aspects of the life of the Missionaries within the 

framework of a community modelled on the apostles with Jesus.339 

6.6.4 THE CO-OPERATOR’S MINISTRY IS APOSTOLIC 

The ministry of the Missionaries of Provence was primarily to “devote 

themselves to providing spiritual assistance for the poor people scattered over 

the country districts, and for the inhabitants of the small rural villages deprived 

of spiritual help.”340 They were to do this by means of missions, catechetical 

instructions, retreats and other spiritual exercises. A second objective was to fill 

the gap which the Revolution in France had caused in the Church by the 
                                                 

337 1818 Rule Part 2, Chapter 1, §1. 
338 1818 Rule Foreword. 
339 Many authors have exhaustively studied the topic of apostolic community so I do not write about 
it as a specific topic. It is an essential element of the vision of Eugene and of the living of his spirit 
and will be constantly referred to throughout the thesis. Cf. BEAUDOIN, Y., “Communauté et 
mission d’après Mgr de Mazenod et chez les premières générations d’Oblats en Europe,” in Vie 
Oblate Life 49 (1990), p. E179-181; CIARDI, F., “Fisionomia e natura della comunità oblata nel 
periodo di fondazione (1815-1818)” in Claretianum, 16 (1976), p. 252-258; LAMIRANDE, Emilien, 
“Les ‘deux parts’ dans la vie de l’homme apostolique d’après Mgr. de Mazenod,” in Études Oblates, 
25 (1966), p. 177-204; SANTOLINI, G., “Mission through Apostolic Community according to our 
Constitutions and Rules,” in Vie Oblate Life 1990, p. E 201-230; SANTUCCI, F., “Community” in 
Dictionary of Oblate Values, p.170-192. 
340 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §1. 
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destruction of the Religious Orders.341 They were to do this by the quality of 

their lives and by their ministry as the successors of the tradition of the Orders. 

In third place, but according to Eugene no less important than the first, was “that 

of clergy reform and of repairing to the full extent possible to them the evil 

caused in the past and still being caused by unworthy priests who ravage the 

Church by their lack of care, their avarice, their impurity, their sacrileges, their 

felonies and heinous crimes of every description.”342 This ideal was to be 

achieved by their exemplary lives and prayer, by preaching retreats to priests and 

by welcoming them into their community, which was to be a life-giving and 

cleansing place for them. 

The Rule continued by spelling out what form the spiritual assistance to 

the poor was to take. An entire chapter dealt with the preaching of missions: 

“Since the missions are one of the principal ends of the Institute, all will strive 

principally to fulfil this task well.”343 Detailed prescriptions followed on how the 

missions were to be conducted. 

The following chapter dealt with seven further works of spiritual 

assistance, related to the objectives he had stated above, which were to be part of 

the ministry of the Missionaries. They are an unmistakable example of how the 

Missionaries were participating in Eugene’s own ministry. Beaudoin 

encapsulates this:  

One has the impression that he wanted to venture out only on ground that was 
very familiar and solid because the seven exercises he set forth were precisely 
those he lived from the time of his return to Aix in 1812. He preached, heard 
confessions in various places, including the major seminary, successfully 
directed youth, cared for prisoners and often for the dying; he recited the 

                                                 
341 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §2. 
342 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3. 
343 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §1. 
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Divine Office with Brother Maur and conducted public ceremonies in the 
church of the Mission.344 

The rest of the Rule was concerned with the type of person the 

Missionary had to be in order to fulfil the mission of the Society. The second 

part thus dealt with the vows and religious life, while the third dealt with 

government and structures of the group. 

6.6.5 THE PREACHING OF THE CO-OPERATOR 

Finally, the Rule of 1818 codified the spirit of the contents of the message 

of the co-operators. It had been the content of Eugene’s own ministry before 

1816, and then became the patrimony of all the Missionaries. 

In all their missionary activities they were to “maintain in view 

exclusively the glory of God, the building of the Church, the salvation of 

souls.”345 With the frequency with which Eugene constantly used this trilogy, it 

is not surprising that it occurred often in the Rule as well: here it was a question 

of what was the content of their message and activity. The Nota Bene, after 

analysing the abysmal situation of the Church concluded that the “people are 

wallowing in crass ignorance of all that pertains to their salvation.” Thus the 

content of their preaching was to teach these people who Jesus is and what he 

meant and “to snatch them from the slavery of the demon and to show them the 

way to heaven, to extend the Saviour’s empire, to destroy the reign of hell, to 

prevent millions of mortal sins, to hold virtues in honour and to see to it that they 

are practiced in all their varied forms, to lead men to act as creatures of reason, 

then as Christians, and finally to help them become saints.” Here, in a nutshell, 

was the ideal towards which they were aiming, and all their activities had to 

fulfil these aims.  

                                                 
344 BEAUDOIN, Y., in “Ends of the Congregation” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 274. 
345 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
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In the section on preaching, for instance, they had to “seek only to instruct 

the faithful” to “preach Jesus Christ and him crucified” and they had to do it in 

such a manner as to show that they had been penetrated by what they taught.346 

Their preaching was to lead their listeners to the confessional, where they could 

complete the work they had begun in their preaching, because it was there that 

the Lord had given them the commission to set the poor free. Through their 

preaching and hearing confessions they were co-redeemers par excellence. Every 

other work had the same goal in mind as, for example, the work to be done in the 

churches attached to their houses. Each evening “by an instruction or meditation, 

in which, by degrees, will be set forth all the principles of the Christian life and 

of earnest piety, so that souls may be brought to the love of God and his Son 

Jesus Christ.”347  

7 PAPAL APPROBATION OF THE SOCIETY 
AND ITS RULE 
As the Missionaries lived in accordance with to the Rule, new demands 

and changing situations necessitated new responses. This section examines the 

changes that were made to the text and to its status.  

7.1 THE EVENTS BETWEEN 1818 AND 1826 WHICH 
LED TO CHANGES TO THE RULE 

On October 24, 1818 the first General Chapter of the Missionaries was 

held. The Founder read the newly composed Rule to the six priests present, who 

were in agreement with its contents until they reached the question of the 

                                                 
346 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 3, §1. 
347 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 3, §7. This is examined in detail below in Chapter Three. 
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vows.348 Then, when there was lack of unanimity on this question, three of the 

students, who were already acolytes, were called in and given a deliberative 

vote. The Rule was officially accepted and voted in, Eugene de Mazenod was 

elected Superior General, the office-bearers were elected, and the foundation at 

Notre Dame du Laus was accepted. From October 25 onwards they held their 

annual retreat. On November 1, eight Missionaries made their perpetual vows, 

one made vows for a year, and the other decided to delay taking vows. The 

Missionaries of Provence had now become religious in spirit and in fact, but 

since they were not a canonically established institute, the vows they professed 

of chastity, obedience and perseverance had the status of private vows.  

Soon thereafter, in January 1819, Tempier opened the first community of 

the Missionaries outside of Aix in the shrine of Notre Dame du Laus. In 1820 

the novices and postulants were transferred there. The second establishment of 

the Missionaries outside of Aix was in May 1821 when they took over the 

Calvaire in Marseilles and were installed as chaplains to the Providence 

Orphanage. In October 1821 the second General Chapter was held in Aix and 

resolved to include the vow of poverty as obligatory in the list of vows. Fortuné 

de Mazenod’s appointment as Bishop of Marseilles took place in January 1823, 

and he insisted that Eugene and Tempier be his Vicars general. Fortuné was 

consecrated in July and the two Vicars went to live in Marseilles in August, 

triggering a severe crisis in the Missionaries of Provence. Eugene had supported 

the episcopal appointment of his uncle because it would give the Missionaries of 

Provence security in the climate of uncertainty in which the Society was living. 

Eugene’s hopes for a positive reaction from the Missionaries to this step 

were not fulfilled. In October one of the priests, Deblieu, announced his 

departure from the Society and his return to the newly re-established Diocese of 
                                                 

348 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur, Volume I, Editions des Études 
Oblates, Ottawa 1968, p 9. On the basis of available documentation Pielorz has reconstructed the 
events. 
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Fréjus. In a letter to Eugene, Deblieu copied the ruling made by the Diocese of 

Fréjus on the status of the vows made by the members of the Missionaries of 

Provence, which underscored the precarious situation of the Society: 

The Council has unanimously decided that your supposed vows are null: 1) 
through lack of power on the part of your Superior who cannot, without 
authorization from the Holy See, impose any obligation upon those belonging 
to his worthy society; 2) because the vow of stability in the Mission Society 
makes illusory the obedience you promised your bishop at the time of your 
ordination to the priesthood, and a vow can never be made to the prejudice of a 
third party.349 

Another priest, Maunier, also fell into the same category and followed 

Deblieu by not renewing his vows. At the same time the Archbishop of Aix 

announced his intention of recalling his priests from the Society as well, thus 

signalling the death knell of the Missionaries. If Eugene wished to guarantee the 

continuation of the Missionaries of Provence, firm action was needed. He was 

successful in gathering his men around him and definitively bringing to an end 

the internal crisis.350 He was also able to come to an arrangement with the 

Archbishop of Aix regarding the recalling of his priests. The canonical status of 

the Missionaries of Provence was however in the balance. As Leflon concluded: 

“Neither the Rule nor the vows pronounced in 1818 were approved by any 

competent authority. Thus they were merely private vows like all others at that 

time, when Canon Law recognized only solemn vows as religious vows. 

Consequently, the right to dispense from them belonged to the bishop to whom 

these secular priests had promised obedience.”351  

                                                 
349 REY, Histoire I, p. 315-316. 
350 In November 1823 during the retreat and then again in the third General Chapter which was held 
in 1824, and in which the Missionaries gave unanimous approval to the question of Eugene being 
Vicar General in Marseilles. Cf. PIELORZ, J., Les Chapitres généraux I, p. 27-38. 
351 LEFLON, J., Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles, Founder of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate, 1781-1861, Volume II, Fordham University Press, New York, 1966, p. 246. 
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The question of canonical status would have to be submitted to the Holy 

See for its decision. To this end the Rule was translated into Latin by Albini and 

Courtès during the first part of 1825. 

7.2 THE EVOLUTION OF THE RULE 

Eugene had hurriedly put together the text of the Rule of 1818, so it is not 

surprising to find that from as early as 1819 the Missionaries began working at 

improving the text. Four manuscripts exist from this time until the definitive 

approbation in 1826. The first352 can be dated around 1819 to 1820, before the 

introduction of the vow of poverty. The text was better divided into paragraphs 

and sections, some of the contents were moved to different places, and there 

were some additions and omissions.353 A new situation, the acceptance of Ignace 

Voitot as a postulant lay brother in 1819, necessitated a section on lay brothers 

to be inserted into the Rule.  

The second manuscript354 was written before the introduction of the vow 

of poverty at the General Chapter of 21st October 1821, and the notes added later 

in the margins and the crossings out show that this was the text worked on until 

early 1825.355 It was intimately linked with the 1823 crisis in the Society and the 

realization of the necessity for the Missionaries of Provence to receive pontifical 

approbation. The many notes in the margins, additions and corrections, in 

Eugene’s handwriting, show his serious intention to work at improving the text 

                                                 
352 The first manuscript, known as the “Honorat manuscript” because it was in his handwriting, is in 
the archives of the Scholasticate in Ottawa. The numerous annotations in its margins testify to the 
work put into improving the text. Cf. COSENTINO, G., Histoire de nos Règles II. Perfectionnement 
et approbation de nos Règles (1819-1827), 1955, Edition des Études des Oblates, Ottawa, p. 18. 
353 Cf. COSENTINO, Histoire de nos Règles II, p. 17-23. 
354 Referred to as Manuscript II, it is in the OMI General Archives, Rome (DM 11). The handwriting 
is that of Honorat, and there are many notes (additions and corrections) in the margins in Eugene’s 
handwriting. 
355 Several of the letters of Eugene refer to the topic of changes to the Rule: e.g. E. de Mazenod to H. 
Courtès, 24 July 1824 in EO 6, n. 147. 
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in order to reflect their lived missionary and community experiences in a 

definitive way. From this work would come the definitive text. The contents 

were further divided into clear paragraphs and articles, and material was added 

to meet the changing needs of a group that was growing numerically and 

expanding geographically.356 The section on poverty was changed from The 

Spirit of Poverty to The Vow of Poverty in keeping with the introduction of this 

vow as being obligatory for the Missionaries. Many new functions were 

introduced with prescriptions relating to their implementation: the novice 

master, the director of scholastics, the spiritual prefect of the brothers, the 

sacristan, the bursar, infirmarian, librarian etc. – all reflecting the growing 

organizational needs of the Missionaries and practical questions which needed to 

be clarified.357  

The third manuscript incorporated the changes of the previous manuscript 

with nothing much added.358 The fourth manuscript,359 compiled in 1825, 

became the definitive French text from which was made the Latin translation to 

be presented to the Holy See. The Latin translation of this manuscript was 

finalised in 1825 and it was this that Eugene took to Rome.360 Of significance 

here was the change of name of the Missionaries of Provence because in March 

1825 they had made a foundation in Nimes, which was not in Provence. They 
                                                 

356 At the time of the 1818 General Chapter there were 16 members of the Society (cf. PIELORZ, Les 
Chapitres généraux I, p. 12), and at the time of the 1821 General Chapter the Society counted 25 
members (cf. Ibid., p. 20). In 1824 there were 21 members, the decrease mirroring the crisis around 
the events of 1823 (cf. Ibid., p. 34). 
357 Cf. COSENTINO, Histoire de nos Règles II, p. 23-31. 
358 Kept in the OMI General Archives, Rome (DM 11), and referred to as Manuscript III. Cf. 
COSENTINO, Histoire de nos Règles II, p. 31-33. 
359 The text has been published by LESAGE, M., and WOESTMAN, W.H., La Règle de saint Eugène 
de Mazenod/ The Rule of Saint Eugene de Mazenod, Faculty of Canon Law, Saint Paul University, 
Ottawa 1997. 
360 This manuscript, Constitutiones, Regulae et Instituta Societatis Oblatorum Sancti Caroli, Gallo-
Provincia dictorum is in the OMI General Archives, Rome (DM 11). The text was published as 
“CONSTITUTIONES, REGULAE ET INSTITUTA SOCIETATIS MISSIONARUM 
OBLATORUM SANCTISSIMAE ET IMMACULATAE VIRGINIS,” in Missions 78 (1951) p. 323-
479. From here onwards it will be referred to as the “1826 Rule.” 
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chose to call themselves Oblates of Saint Charles, in honour of the personal 

patron of Eugene, St. Charles Borromeo, but were destined to use this name for 

less than a year.  

Eugene entrusted Jeancard with the task of neatly copying and binding the 

Latin manuscript that was to be presented to the Holy See for approbation.361 

Before going to Rome he submitted the Rule to the bishops in whose dioceses 

the Oblates of St. Charles were working so as to obtain decrees of approval from 

them. These seven decrees gave a positive reaction to the spirit of Eugene and 

his fellow Oblates as it had been communicated and was perceived.362 

7.3 TWO SIGNIFICANT CHANGES TO THE 1818 RULE. 

7.3.1 OBLATES OF MARY IMMACULATE 

When the Rule that Eugene brought to Rome was completed, the name of 

the Congregation was Oblates of Saint Charles. Yet by the time that it was 

presented to the Pope, Eugene had changed the title and had made the request to 

be called Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Officially he gave the reason that he 

wished his Society to be differentiated from other Societies having a similar 

name,363 however, nowhere in the existing documentation can we find what it 

was that triggered his decision to change. There are two possible reasons for the 

change. On his way to Rome, Eugene had stopped in Turin to explore with Fr. 

Lanteri a merger with the Congregation of the Oblates of the Virgin Mary. This 

possibility was in the air throughout Eugene’s time in Rome, and may have 
                                                 

361 This manuscript, which was signed by each member of the Oblates and which contained the 
decrees of approbation of the Bishops where the Oblates worked, had to be left with the Holy See. It 
has been unable to be located in Rome. 
362 Missions 79 (1952), p. 411-413. 
363 This was the reason which was given in the Pope’s Apostolic Letter of Approbation: “… to honour 
it with the title of Missionary Oblates of the Most Holy and Immaculate Virgin Mary, so that it may 
not be confused with those other Societies which also bear the name of Oblates of St. Charles” 
(Missions 79 (1952), p. 568). 
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influenced him to choose a Marian title for his Congregation. Secondly, Eugene 

was in Rome during the period of the feast of the Immaculate Conception on 

December 8, and participated in the octave of this feast.364 Perhaps this also 

influenced him. Although we do not know what exactly led to the name 

change,365 there is no doubt that Eugene enthusiastically launched into this and 

into the significance of the name for himself and for the spirit of the Oblates: 

“Let us renew ourselves especially in devotion to the most holy Virgin and 

render ourselves worthy to be Oblates of the Immaculate Mary. But this is a 

passport to heaven!”366 Lubowicki’s reflection on the significance of this title 

shows its importance as an expression of the spirit of Eugene and his 

Missionaries: 

the title of a religious family usually expresses its nature, essence and function. 
It really seems that the choice of the title “Missionary Oblates of the Most Holy 
and Immaculate Virgin Mary” must have been the culmination of a new and 
deeper insight into the mission of the Congregation on the part of Father de 
Mazenod. He discovered Mary as the person who was the most committed to 
the service of Christ, the poor and the Church and saw her as the most 
comprehensive model of apostolic life as required by his Congregation. In the 
letter he began to write to Father Tempier on December 22, 1825, one is struck 
by two of his reflections: a certain fascination with the new title as well as a 
regret that he had not thought of it sooner. He seems to become aware of the 
fact that, even if he had always loved Mary, he had not yet understood the 
essential role she played in the plan of Redemption. In searching for the patron 
who best expressed the goal of his Congregation – that is a person walking in 
the footsteps of Christ, committed to the apostolate of service and to the 
instruction of the poor – he had not thought of Mary. While in Rome, he 
understood who Mary really was. The title of the Congregation was thus born 
from a discovery that, in order to respond in an authentic way to the urgent 
needs of the Church, its members should identify with Mary Immaculate “to 
offer themselves” to the service of God's plan of salvation like she did.367 

                                                 
364 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 December 1825 in EO 6, n. 211. 
365 From now on in this thesis, the word “Oblate” will be used to designate an individual member of 
the Congregation in vows, while “Oblates” will be used to designate the Congregation as a whole, or 
as the plural of “Oblate.” 
366 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 22 December 1825 in EO 6, n. 213. 
367 LUBOWICKI, C, and BEAUDOIN, Y., “Mary” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 534. 
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7.3.2 THE PREFACE AS THE SYNTHESIS OF THE SPIRIT OF 
THE OBLATE 

A noteworthy change to the 1818 version of the Rule was the fusing of 

the Nota Bene from the section on the reform of the priests368 and the Foreword. 

In the manuscript presented for papal approbation these two were placed 

together at the beginning of the Rule. This fusion has since then been known as 

the Preface,369 and has been an integral part of each version of the Constitutions 

and Rules until today. Some of the severe language used in 1818 to condemn the 

situation of the French priests had been toned down in this version, and 

furthermore the Cardinals had requested a few modifications of expressions.370  

In his study of the Preface,371 Beaudoin stresses the important role which 

the Preface has had in forming and maintaining the spirit of the Oblates from the 

time of Eugene until today, and he lists eleven authors who have published 

detailed commentaries on it. He quotes Yenveux’s 1903 commentary on the 

Rules: “The Preface is an answer to this question: What were the interventions 

of Providence and the motivating factors for the founding of the Congregation? 

Among all the writings of the Founder, none are more worthy of admiration than 

these pages where Bishop de Mazenod laid out the lofty goal he had in mind 

when he founded the Congregation, the very fine project he had conceived and 

the high standard of perfection he set for his spiritual sons....”372  

In 1929 Jean-Marie Rodrigue Villeneuve wrote in his commentary: “In 

this Preface one can find the spirit of our venerated Founder and in some way 

we can also find the basic characteristics of his spirituality as they are 
                                                 

368 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3. 
369 The full text of the Preface is to be found at the end of this chapter. 
370 Cf. COSENTINO, Histoire de nos Règles II, p. 104-107. 
371 BEAUDOIN, Y., in “Preface of the Rule” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, p. 751. 
372 YENVEUX, A., Les saintes Règles de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie 
Immaculée d’après les écrits, les leçons et l’esprit de Mgr. C.-J.-E. de Mazenod, Paris, 1903, vol. I, 
p. 14. 



 135

subsequently laid out in the various articles....”373 In 1958 Joseph Reslé’s 

commentary on the Preface said, “Although it contains no disciplinary 

directives, for us, it is of the greatest importance: it unveils for us the spirit and 

heart of our Founding Father, the model or the ideal of the genuinely apostolic 

man or the Oblate as he perceived him.”374 

In 1992 Jetté’s commentary said: “The Preface of our Constitutions in its 

own way and according to our Founder’s experience takes up these same 

elements which the Founder had lived and pondered… This Preface is a text that 

is meant to be read again and again, one we ought to make thoroughly our own, 

for it gives us the true meaning of our Constitutions.”375 

7.4 APPROBATION OF THE RULE AND ITS SPIRIT 

On 17 February 1826 Leo XII approved the Institute as a Congregation 

with simple vows, its Rule, and the new name of Missionary Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate,376 and issued the Apostolic Letter of Approbation on 21 March 

1826.377 The letter was basically the composition of Eugene himself,378 and 

closely resembled the request for approbation that he had written to the Pope on 

8 December 1825. With the Pope having made it his own,379 this document 

became the expression of the Church – a recognition of God’s intervention in the 

                                                 
373 VILLENEUVE, Jean-Marie-Rodrigue, Etude analytico-synthétique de nos saintes Règles... avec 
comparaison des diverses éditions et rapprochements des décisions capitulaires, actes de visite et 
tradition de famille en guise de commentaire, Ottawa, (1929) vol. 1, p. 105, typewritten. 
374 RESLÉ, Joseph, Commentarium privatum Constitutionum et Regularum..., prima pars, Ottawa, 
Oblate Studies Edition, 1958, p. 11, typewritten. SCRIS, March 25, 1982. 
375 JETTÉ, F., O.M.I. The Apostolic Man: A commentary on the 1982 edition of the Oblate 
Constitutions and Rules, Rome, General House, 1992, p. 23-24. 
376 Missions 79 (1952), p. 538 – 539. 
377 Reproduced in Missions 79 (1952), p. 567 – 574. 
378 Cf. E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 5 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 228. 
379 “Given at Rome, at St. Peter’s, under the Fisherman’s Ring, on the twenty first day of March, 
1826, in the third year of Our Pontificate” (Missions 79 (1952), p. 573). 
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religious situation of post-revolutionary France through the person of Eugene de 

Mazenod.  

The Apostolic Letter was a summary of the history, mission and spirit 

entrusted to Eugene. It began by describing the anti-religious forces in France in 

language that evoked the emotive language of the Nota Bene.380 It went on to 

recall how eleven years earlier Pope Pius VII had expressed the wish that 

“preachers of the Gospel were needed for the work of recalling to the right path 

of salvation the sheep that had gone astray.” A small group of priests had 

responded by undertaking this ministry of salvation in Aix and were filled with 

awe at the “astonishing success with which Divine Providence was pleased to 

crown their efforts.” Other dioceses called for their services, “so, the 

missionaries, favoured as they were by divine blessings, redoubled their efforts 

to follow in the footsteps of the saints, to toil earnestly in the pursuit of their own 

perfection, while at the same time labouring with all their heart for the salvation 

of souls.” All this was the familiar language which Eugene had been using and 

putting into practice for nearly twenty years. 

The Apostolic Letter continued by summarizing in one paragraph the 

objectives of the Society as they were expressed in the Rule,381 as well as the 

                                                 
380 “We think of no more fitting occasion to do this than at the present when crimes of every kind, 
issuing like hideous monsters from the dark recesses of the past, again rear their heads and boldly 
spread their ravages from day to day, threatening to overthrow all rights, human and divine, and 
completely to efface, were it possible, every vestige of religion” (Ibid., p. 567). 

381 “This Society has for its aim the following objects: its members, who are bound by simple but 
perpetual vows of poverty, chastity, obedience, and perseverance in the Institute itself, (from which 
vows they cannot be dispensed except by the Superior General or the Roman Pontiff), devote 
themselves principally to the work of preaching missions to the poorer classes in the common tongue, 
especially in places destitute of the aid of religion; they give assistance to the clergy by providing 
them with suitable training in seminaries, and by being continually ready to assist parish priests and 
other pastors in the work of reforming the morals of the people through preaching and other spiritual 
exercises; they generously bestow devoted care on the young, and they strive to withdraw this chosen 
portion of the Christian people from the seductions of the world by forming them into pious 
associations; lastly, they preach the divine word and administer the sacraments to those in prison, and 
accompany to the scaffold those condemned to death” (Ibid., p. 568 – 569). 
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current status of the Society’s commitments,382 and then gave the papal 

approbation: “We hereby with a ready and willing mind, establish it, and wish it 

to be known by the name of the Congregation of the Missionary Oblates of the 

Most Holy Virgin Mary, conceived without sin…Moreover, having consulted in 

council the Congregation of Our Venerable Brothers, the Cardinals of the Holy 

Roman Church, who have charge of the Affairs and Questions of Bishops and 

Regulars, We, with the plenitude of Our Apostolic Authority, approve and 

confirm its Constitutions … In addition, We, by Our Apostolic Authority, supply 

and remedy whatever defects of right or fact may have crept into the framing of 

these same Rules.” 

The Apostolic Letter ended by recalling Jesus Christ on the Cross giving 

birth to the Church – the very place where Eugene’s ideals and spirit had come 

into existence and continued to be lived: 

In conclusion, We firmly hope that the members of this holy Family, who are 
employed in the ministry of the word of God under Rules so well fitted to form 
hearts to piety, and who claim as their patroness the Virgin Mother of God 
conceived without sin, will strive with all their strength and especially by their 
example, to bring back to the bosom of the Mother of Mercy those men whom 
Jesus Christ on His Cross willed to give her as sons. 

The spirit of Eugene had been recognised by the Church as coming from 

God, not only as a personal enterprise but as being worthy of being shared by 

others as the vocation and spirit of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate: co-

operators with Christ the Saviour for the glory of God, the salvation of souls and 

the good of the Church. 

                                                 
382 “When, indeed, the great benefits flowing from this Society were perceived by all, its priests soon 
came to be spread far and wide, so that at this time they have four houses and a hospice, and their 
sacred ministry is exercised in six dioceses. They attend the hospitals of Aix, and likewise the prisons 
in that city and in Marseilles. At the present moment they have invitations to undertake the direction 
of several diocesan seminaries in various places” (Ibid., p. 569). 
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7.5 “THIS ENTERPRISE WHICH NOW WE CAN CALL 
DIVINE” 

Once the Congregation had received papal approbation in 1826, it was 

necessary for Eugene to remain in Rome to fulfil a number of requirements 

regarding the re-writing of the corrected text and to receive the brief of approval. 

During this period his letters from Rome show the spirit with which he was 

living these events: filled with a profound appreciation for the Oblate vocation 

and a sense of wonder and gratitude at what God had done for him and for the 

Oblates, and consequently what God now expected. There was a coming 

together of the life and journey of Eugene himself, together with the life and 

journey of the Oblates, which now had received God’s seal of approval through 

the action of the Church. What God had done in the life of Eugene by calling 

him and bringing him to birth at the foot of the Cross to make him an instrument 

of salvation for others as a priest, God had repeated for the Oblates. Eugene had 

had no doubts about the divine origin and purpose of his priestly vocation, and 

the grace of this conviction had been extended to the Oblates.  

In August 1822, Eugene had had a powerful experience and insight into 

what the Society was, while in prayer before a Statue of Mary Immaculate:  

I believe I owe to her also a special experience that I felt today, I will not go so 
far as to say more than ever, but certainly more than usual. I cannot describe it 
too well because it comprised several things but all related, however, to a 
single object, our dear Society. It seemed to me that what I saw, what I could 
put my finger on, was that within her lies hidden the germ of very great virtues, 
and that she can achieve infinite good; I found her worthy, everything pleased 
me about her, I cherished her rules, her statutes; her ministry seemed sublime 
to me, as it is indeed. I found in her bosom sure means of salvation, even 
infallible, such is how they looked to me.383  

The same sentiments that he had expressed about himself, he experienced in 

prayer about the Missionaries, and these were confirmed by the Church through 

                                                 
383 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 August 1822 in EO 6, n. 86. 
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her approbation. It is these sentiments that he expressed in his correspondence 

with the Oblates from Rome.  

The letter to Tempier in which he announced the approbation can be 

viewed as a hymn to the greatness of God: “Let us acknowledge that the conduct 

of divine Providence in this matter has been admirable and that none of us 

should ever become oblivious of how evident his protection has been…. All my 

steps, all my overtures seemed guided by a supernatural light that led me to do 

and say precisely what was necessary to please, to persuade…. It is true that I 

have always put all my confidence in the goodness of God...”384 On the day after 

the approbation he wrote to the whole community and invited them to exult with 

him in “this enterprise which now we can call divine,” and invited them “to stop 

and consider only the infinite goodness of God and the designs of his Providence 

on our behalf.”385 In the light of the approbation everything was to be seen 

through the eyes of the divine, all their efforts as mere instrumentality because 

God acted in order “to show the path he wanted to be followed by those whom 

he had predestined and preordained for the work of his mercy, in calling them to 

form and maintain our poor, little and modest Society.”386 

He continued, “How is it not possible to see the supernatural in this?” and 

then he proceeded to underscore the spirit with which the convincing proofs of 

the protection of the Lord had to be accepted and lived: “Now is the time to 

adopt this esprit de corps which incites us not to be surpassed by any other 

community in regularity, etc…”387 Perhaps one of the most poignant summaries 

of this spirit is to be found in the letter he wrote to Nicolas Ricardi, whose 

behaviour and desire to leave the Oblates had caused distress to Eugene. This 

                                                 
384 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 16 February 1826 in EO 7, n. 224. 
385 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 18 February 1826 in EO 7, n. 226. 
386 Ibid. 
387 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 229. 
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letter was written from Rome on 17 February, the very day of the approbation, 

when Eugene was full of the greatness of God and could not possibly understand 

how anyone did not want to be fully a part of these graces: 

I did not doubt you would be enamoured right from the start with all the delight 
to be found in a family devoted to God and to the Church, making great strides 
in the ways of perfection, of which some of the members were preparing 
themselves by the practice of the most excellent virtues to become worthy 
ministers of the mercy of God to the people, while the others, by assiduous 
work and efforts of zeal that would be admirable in the greatest saints, 
reproduce the marvels operated by the preaching of the first disciples of the 
Gospel.388 

7.6 THE HAPPY BEGINNING OF A NEW ERA FOR 
THE SOCIETY 

On his return to Marseilles, Eugene convoked an Extraordinary General 

Chapter from July 10-13. In his opening address he recalled the events leading 

up to the papal approbation and dwelt on their significance. Just as he had 

always been profoundly convinced that his own vocation came directly from 

God, so too could he now have the same conviction about the coming into 

existence of the Oblates. Their existence and approbation was the work of God. 

After this event he considered the Rule no longer as the work of a human author, 

but as the work of God who had made this work his own by inspiring the Pope to 

give them their character of their divine authority. The minutes of the 

proceedings continue: “He assured us, that for him, he saw nothing of the man, 

and that he was so persuaded that they had been inspired by Heaven, that it was 

impossible for him to recognise himself except as the instrument of Divine 

Providence.”389 The extraordinary means that had taken place in Rome, in a 

climate where new foundations were not approved, was an even further 

confirmation of God’s providence.  

                                                 
388 E. de Mazenod to N. Riccardi, 17 February 1826 in EO 7, n. 225. 
389 PIELORZ, J., Les Chapitres généraux I, p. 57-58. 
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At the conclusion of the Chapter, all renewed their vows and listened to 

the concluding exhortation of the Founder: “This is the happy beginning of a 

new era for the Society. God has ratified the plans which we have drawn up for 

his glory….”390 

                                                 
390 Ibid., p. 76. 
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ADDENDUM: THE PREFACE OF THE RULE 
SUBMITTED TO THE HOLY SEE IN 1825: 

The391 Church, that glorious inheritance purchased by Christ the Savior at the 
cost of his own blood, has in our days been cruelly ravaged. This beloved 
spouse of the Son of God at the present time hardly bears for him but 
monsters.392 The ingratitude of humans is at its peak; apostasy is nearly 
generalized, except for the fact that the sacred deposit of faith will be preserved 
intact until the end of the world, practically nothing remains of Christianity but 
the traces of what it was. So much so, that one could truly say that because of 
the malice and corruption of today’s Christians, the state of most of them is 
worse than that of the gentiles before the cross destroyed the idols. 

Faced with such a deplorable situation,393 the Church earnestly appeals to the 
ministers whom she herself enrolled in the cause of her divine Spouse, to do all 
in their power, by word and example, to rekindle the flame of faith that has all 
but died in the hearts of so many of her children. Alas, few heed this urgent 
plea. Indeed, many even aggravate things by their own disgraceful conduct and, 
instead of trying to lead people back to the ways of justice, they themselves 
must often be reminded of their own duties. 

The sight of these evils has so touched the hearts of certain priests, zealous for 
the glory of God, men with an ardent love for the Church, that they are willing 
to give their lives, if need be, for the salvation of souls. 

They are convinced that if zealous priests could be formed, priests not given to 
their own interests, solidly grounded in virtue – in a word, apostolic men 
deeply conscious of the need to reform themselves, who would labor with all 
the resources at their command to convert others – then there would be ample 
reason to believe that, in a short while, people who had gone astray might be 
brought back to their long-unrecognized responsibilities. “Take great care 
about what you do and what you teach,” was Paul’s charge to Timothy, 
“always do this, and thus you will save both yourself and those who listen to 
you” (1 Tim 4:16). 

                                                 
391 LESAGE, M., and WOESTMAN, W.H., La Règle, p. 13*. 
392 This sentence was changed by the commission of cardinals entrusted with the task of examining 
the proposed CC&RR to read: ‘Hæc dilecta unigeniti Filii Dei sponsa, filiorum quos peperit turpi 
defectione lugens, terretur’ (CC&RR 1826); “The beloved spouse of God’s only-begotten son is torn 
with anguish as she mourns the shameful defection of the children she herself bore” (CC&RR 1982). 
LESAGE and WOESTMAN, La Règle p. 13*. 
393This Latin text was changed by the cardinals from “Divinis rebus ita flebiliter compositis” to “In 
hoc miserrimo rerum statu,” which is closer to the original French text. Cf. COSENTINO, Histoire II, 
p. 104); LESAGE and WOESTMAN, La Règle, p. 13*.  
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How, indeed, did our Lord Jesus Christ proceed when he undertook to convert 
the world? He chose a number of apostles and disciples whom he himself 
trained in piety, and he filled them with his Spirit. These men he sent forth, 
once they had been schooled in his teaching, to conquer the world which, 
before long, was to bow to his holy laws. 

And how should men who want to follow in the footsteps of their divine Master 
Jesus Christ conduct themselves if they, in their turn, are to win back the many 
souls who have thrown off his yoke? They must strive seriously to be saints. 
They must walk courageously along the same paths trodden before them by so 
many apostolic laborers for the Gospel who, while carrying out the same 
ministry to which they themselves now feel called, handed on such splendid 
examples of virtue. They must wholly renounce themselves, striving solely for 
the glory of God, the good of the Church, and the edification and salvation of 
souls. They must constantly renew themselves in the spirit of their vocation, 
living in a state of habitual self-denial, seeking at all times to reach the very 
summit of perfection, by working unremittingly to become humble, meek, 
obedient, lovers of poverty, penitent, mortified, free from inordinate attachment 
to the world or to family, filled with zeal, ready to sacrifice all their goods, 
talents, ease, self, even their life, for the love of Jesus Christ, the service of the 
Church, and the sanctification of their neighbor. And thus, filled with 
unbounded confidence in God, they are ready to enter the combat, to fight even 
unto death, for the greater glory of his most holy and sublime Name. 

How vast the field that lies before them! How worthy and holy the 
undertaking! The people are caught up in crass ignorance of all that pertains to 
their salvation. The consequence of their ignorance has been a weakening of 
the faith and a corruption of morals with all the license which that inevitably 
entails. Thus, it is supremely important, it is urgently imperative, that we lead 
the multitude of lost sheep back to the fold, that we teach these degenerate 
Christians who Jesus Christ is, that we rescue them from Satan’s power and 
show them the way to eternal life. We must spare no effort394 to extend the 
Savior’s empire and to destroy the dominion of hell. We must check the 
manifold crimes and establish the honored observance of every virtue. We must 
lead the people to act like human beings, first of all, and then like Christians, 
and, finally, we must help them to become saints. 

Such are the great works of salvation that can crown the efforts of priests 
whom God has inspired with the desire to form themselves into a Society in 
order to work more effectively for the salvation of souls and for their own 
sanctification. To bring all this into being, they must carry out their duty 
worthily, faithfully fulfilling their sublime vocation. 

                                                 
394The literal translation of the French is: “One must do everything….” This was translated into Latin 
as: “Nil liquendum inausum ….” It would seem that the Latin text may have led to interpretations of 
this text not based upon St. Eugene’s words. The present translation has kept the expression found in 
the translations of CC&RR 1928 and CC&RR 1982. (LESAGE and WOESTMAN, La Règle p. 15*). 
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But it is not enough for them simply to be convinced of the greatness of the 
ministry to which they have been called. The example of the saints and reason 
itself make it amply clear that the success of such a holy undertaking as well as 
the maintenance of discipline in any society make certain rules of life 
absolutely necessary for unity of thought and action among the members. Such 
unity is a body’s strength, keeping up its fervor and insuring that it lasts. 

Wherefore, while pledging themselves to all the works of zeal which priestly 
charity can inspire-above all, to the work of the missions, which is the main 
end of their association-these priests, joined together in a society, resolve to 
follow a rule and constitutions which are unanimously proper to obtain all the 
benefits that they embrace for their own sanctification and for the salvation of 
souls. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SPIRIT OF EUGENE DE MAZENOD 
PUT INTO PRACTICE THROUGH THE 

RULE AND THE PREACHING OF MISSIONS 

(1818-1841) 
 

The central focus of this chapter, which explores how Eugene and the 

Oblates put his spirit into practice, is the period 1818 to 1841. The cut-off point 

is when the undertaking of foreign missions led to a significant increase in the 

number of the Oblates.395 It is an artificial division; therefore while 

concentrating on this period it will be necessary to refer to some of the 

developments in France that took place after 1841 so as to give a more complete 

picture.  

During the period under review it was the glory of God and the salvation 

of souls which were the guiding principles that Eugene and the Oblates used in 

order to evaluate and respond to requests to open new houses and centres for 

mission.396 The first expansion of the Society was to Laus in 1819, then to 

Marseilles in 1821. In 1823 Eugene and Tempier were appointed Vicars General 

to Bishop Fortuné de Mazenod in Marseilles, and they accepted in order to 

ensure a solid base of episcopal protection for the Congregation. For the same 

reason Eugene went to Rome to seek Papal approbation, which he received in 

1826, and which gave the small Congregation the security it needed. The 

                                                 
395 From now on I use the word “Oblate” to refer generically to those who were known as 
“Missionaries” from 1816 until 1825, and as “Oblates” thereafter. 
396 “I will ignore everything that was crude in adopting a plan in which I seek only the glory of God 
and the good of neighbour” (E. de Mazenod to Madame Roux-Bonnecorse, 11 April 1821 in EO 13, 
n. 37). 
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guiding principle for accepting or refusing invitations to mission was affirmed in 

a letter from Rome: “When I return, we will arrange a lot of matters, keeping in 

view principally and solely the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls. 

The moment that these two elements are brought together, one must put aside 

immediately any particular thought or interest.”397 On this same basis he had 

accepted to make a foundation in Nimes in 1825.398 

The political upheaval caused by the 1830 July Revolution brought in a 

government that was not favourable to the Church. This led to the Oblates 

having to give up their house in Nimes. Another effect of the revolution was the 

opening of a house in Billens, in Switzerland, in 1830 to remove the students 

from the anti-clericalism of France. They returned to France in 1832, and the 

house was closed in 1837. The hostile new government made known its 

intention to close the Diocese of Marseilles on the death of Fortuné. In order to 

prevent this, Fortuné arranged for Eugene to be consecrated in Rome as Titular 

Bishop of Icosia in 1832, and then to live in Marseilles and to assist him. The 

government objected and insisted that Eugene resign as Vicar General, initiating 

a period of intense suffering for him. In 1836 the matter was sorted out and 

Eugene was reconciled with the King. He was able to return to Marseilles to 

assist his uncle. On the resignation of Fortuné, he was appointed Bishop of 

Marseilles in 1837. 

New foundations were made in Osier (1834), Corsica (1835), and 

Lumières (1837). The Oblates were forced to give up the sanctuary of Laus in 

1841. It was in this same year that Eugene accepted foreign missions, thus 

opening a new chapter in their history and expansion. 

In the previous chapter it was seen that by splitting his Missionaries into 

two communities it became essential that both communities have a Rule through 
                                                 

397 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 23 June 1825 in EO 6, n. 186. 
398 Cf. E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 7 April 1825 in EO 6, n. 176. 
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which the same spirit of Eugene could be lived.399 For Eugene the Rule had a 

twofold purpose, which he described clearly in his application to the Pope for 

approbation on 8 December 1825. Firstly a Rule was necessary in order to 

ensure the same spirit among all the Oblates: it set “common rules which would 

be like the bond of their new-born Society” as it spread into more than one 

community and more than one town.400 Secondly, he continued, “The experience 

of almost ten years proves that these Rules are suitable for helping the members 

of the Society achieve the goals they have set for themselves.”401 In other words 

it was to ensure that the spirit of Eugene was maintained by all who were called 

to live according to this same spirit, and that their style of life and ministry be a 

united one. The means to achieve this were all contained in the articles of the 

Rule. 

A THE RULE TRANSMITS THE SPIRIT OF 
EUGENE, AND FORMS AND UNITES 
ALL OBLATES IN THE SAME SPIRIT 
For Eugene, the primary aim of his Rule was to transmit his spirit to the 

Oblates and to ensure that all lived according to it in a unified way. Living the 

Rule was so important that the outside ministry had to be cut down if necessary 

in order to achieve the regularity demanded by the Rule.402 Eugene’s strong 

                                                 
399 In his writings Eugene uses the word “Rule” and “Rules” interchangeably in the singular and 
plural to refer to the same reality of the Constitutions and Rules. 
400 It summarizes what he had written in the 1818 Rule: “The example of the saints and the reason 
itself offer sufficient proof that to ensure the good order of a society what is called for is to set certain 
rules of conduct which bind together all the members of the group in a uniform practice and a 
common spirit. That is what gives groups their strength, maintains their fervor and ensures their 
continued existence” (1818 Rule Foreword). 
401 Also in the 1818 Rule Foreword: “To attain this so desirable an objective, they must apply 
themselves as well with the greatest care to adopt the most appropriate means to lead them to the goal 
they have set before themselves and to never depart from these prescribed rules to ensure the success 
of their holy undertaking and to maintain themselves in the holiness of their vocation.” 
402 In 1825, for example, Eugene wrote to Tempier about the Marseilles community: “Let them pay 
more attention than ever to the strict observance of the Rules. Keep a tight watch over that at 
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feelings emerge when he observed that the young Father Martin was not 

managing to give sufficient time to living the regularity demanded by the Rule:  

Only Father Martin, who has no more courage than he has common sense, 
finds it difficult to reconcile the work that he has been given and the regularity 
that I demand. The world will not be won with apostles of this kind. If I had 
been like that at 25 years of age, I think I would have begged God to let me 
drown in a lukewarm bath as a punishment for such cowardice.”403  

Two months after this observation, Eugene underlined the pre-eminence of the 

Rule when he was forced to conclude that he  

cannot keep Father [Martin] here, as the assignments he has been given overly 
distract him from his principal duties which are the fulfilment of his Rule. He 
must be given the help necessary to put him back on his feet.404  

The one called to be a co-operator of Christ the Saviour needed a regular 

lifestyle based on the Rule so as to be able to imbibe more deeply the life and 

virtues of the Saviour and in this way to become co-operator. 

1 THE NECESSITY OF A RULE TO MAINTAIN 
UNITY OF SPIRIT IN THE YOUNG CO-
OPERATORS 

As the number of communities increased over the years, so did strict 

adherence to the Rule become increasingly more essential in order to maintain 

the spirit that Eugene was convinced came from God, and of which he was the 

custodian. Eugene was relentless in insisting on total obedience to the Rule, not 

because he had produced it, but because he was certain that it had come from 

God, whose instrument he had been. Ecclesiastical approbation in 1826 indelibly 

                                                                                                                                              
Marseilles: things have never been as I have wanted. Cut out all that can be an obstacle in the way of 
regularity. Never mind if a little less is done exteriorly; there is much to gain from perfecting oneself” 
(E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 26 November 1825 in EO 6, n. 208). 
403 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 6 March 1831, in EO 8, n. 386. 
404 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 17 May 1831, in EO 8, n. 391. 
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confirmed his conviction,405 and as a result he was unyielding in insisting on the 

centrality of the Rule. 

Those who gathered around Eugene to live his spirit with him were not 

numerous. They were 6 in 1816, 8 priests in vows in 1818 when they approved 

the Rule of the Missionaries, and 22 in vows at the chapter which approved the 

Rule of the Oblates in 1826. By 1837, at the chapter preceding the undertaking 

of the foreign missions, the numbers had risen to only 41 Oblates in vows.406 For 

this Eugene described them as “our so young and recent Society”407 when he 

wrote to them all after the Papal Brief of Approbation was granted. The young 

and recent Society was small and fragile and needed to be nurtured into 

maturity.408 Moreover the members were young, and Eugene had to choose from 

among them the superiors for the communities. Tempier was 30 when he was 

made superior of Laus, Courtès was 25 when he became superior of Aix, 

Suzanne 25 in Marseilles, Guibert 28 in Laus, Mille 23 in Billens, Guigues 29 at 

Osier, Semeria 26 at Vico etc. These young and inexperienced men who were in 

charge of others in their communities, needed guidance themselves so as to 

develop into mature Oblates: 

The comparison between our own practice and the abuses permitted to enter 
our houses by our young superiors and encouraged by their own example only 
fills me with distress. Acting in accordance with their ideas, local superiors 
have just about managed to re-fashion the Congregation. I no longer recognize 
my spirit in the houses I have just visited, and indeed how could it be found 
when no one bothers any longer to consult me? Haven’t I told you often 

                                                 
405 “He whom God has used to draw them up disappears; it is certain today that he was merely the 
mechanical instrument which the Spirit of God put into play in order to show the path he wanted to 
be followed by those whom he had predestined and preordained for the work of his mercy, in calling 
them to form and maintain our poor, little and modest Society” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 18 
February 1826 in EO 7, n. 226). 
406 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur, Vol. I, Editions des Études Oblates, 
Ottawa 1968, p. 12; 47; 118. 
407 E. de Mazenod to the Reverend Fathers and very dear Oblate Brothers of the Congregation of the 
Most Holy and Immaculate Virgin Mary, 25 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 232. 
408 Cf. BEAUDOIN, Y., “Les «jeunes pères» au temps du fondateur: problèmes, mesures prises pour 
une meilleure formation,” in Vie Oblate Life 59 (2000), p. 161-190. 
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enough, you young superiors, that necessity forced me to place you at the head 
of our communities long before you were fit to exercise authority, that your 
major defect has been to follow your own ideas, instead of taking your lead 
from what has been the practice prior to your arrival. If you had taken pains to 
follow in our footsteps, you would not have brought in all the abuses that I am 
having such trouble in rooting out.409  

Eugene could not be with each one constantly to nurture him, but the 

spirit that God had given him was incarnated in the Rule, and that was to be their 

constant guide: 

You are, as it were, newly born. The oldest among you, to whom such serious 
responsibilities have been entrusted, has not yet reached 30 years and, if I am 
not mistaken, two are only 25 years old. I remind you of this in order to make 
you reflect: you cannot maintain yourselves at the height of this position which 
the Lord has entrusted to you, unless you live regularity at all costs, in the 
constant practice of all the virtues, in a word, with an attitude which is really 
religious. Then we will not recall your young age, but we will see only your 
example. Thus will God be doubly glorified by you.410  

For this reason the living of the Rule became a point of paramount importance 

because “our Rule embraces every action of our lives, and the spirit which must 

animate them.”411  

Fidelity to the Rule was his constant preoccupation until the time of his 

death. In the more than 2000 letters he wrote to the Oblates that we still have he 

speaks implicitly of this theme in nearly all of them, and explicitly speaks of the 

Rule in over 200. Despite his exasperation that he no longer recognized his spirit 

in some of the houses, he patiently continued to mould and inspire and, when 

necessary, to chide. When he recognised that the Oblates were doing well, he 

joyfully encouraged, as for example to the community in Vico: “Ah! My spirit is 

                                                 
409 E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 23-25 August 1836 in EO 8, n. 579. 
410 Act of Visitation of the house of N.D. du Laus, October 18, 1835. (Copy Post. DM IX 4). 
411 E. de Mazenod, Annual Retreat of October 1831 in EO 15, n. 163. 
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present in the midst of this loved portion of my family! You are my consolation 

and my joy…”412 

In 1853, when the revised Rule was presented to the Oblates, Eugene 

wrote a circular letter urging all his sons to closer observance and love for the 

Rule. He felt obliged to bring them more into harmony with his spirit on some 

points: “But we have to admit that, if the majority have a right to praise and fill 

my heart with consolation, some imperfections have for some years now subtly 

made their way into certain communities, which imperfections are such that I 

cannot conceal them today when I must speak to the whole Congregation.”413 

Four years later, the 75 year-old Eugene wrote again to the whole Congregation: 

“Thanks be to God, the great majority of you have understood this well. Yet, I 

say this in sorrow, too many still leave much to be desired in this matter. One 

would say that our Rules and Constitutions are for them a sealed book which 

they have never opened or never understood.”414 He concluded by urging them 

to greater faithfulness to his spirit incarnated in the Rule: “Do you not have in 

your code all that is required to reach the perfection of your sacred state? Read 

this precious book diligently, attentively; meditate its maxims, advice, counsels, 

the precepts it contains, and you will save your souls as you work for the 

sanctification of others.”415 Just as Eugene had experienced the effects of 

salvation in a personal way before leading others on the same journey, so too did 

he want his Oblates to do likewise – and by living the precepts of the Rule they 

were assured of being able to do this. 

                                                 
412 E. de Mazenod to F. Semeria, 27 December 1841 in EO 9, n. 755.  
413 E. de Mazenod, 2 August 1853 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 2. 
414 E. de Mazenod, 2 February 1857 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 1. 
415 Ibid. 
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2 THE RULE AS THE MOST APPROPRIATE MEANS 
TO LEAD THE CO-OPERATORS TO ACHIEVE 
THEIR GOAL 

In discussing the spirit of Eugene it is fundamental to lay emphasis on his 

motivation for constantly hammering fidelity to the Rule. At a superficial glance 

it could appear that he was a rigorist who believed in unconditional obedience to 

the Rule for the sake of legalism. To interpret his attitude in this way is to 

misunderstand him. He insisted on absolute obedience to the Rule because he 

believed fully that God had inspired the Rule and that it consequently enshrined 

God’s will to be embraced with full liberty of spirit. To obey the Rule was to 

obey God – for the Oblate to find his source of guidance in the Rule meant that 

he possessed a guaranteed route to experiencing and living the love of the 

Saviour. The Rule was meant to lead to happiness in a well-lived personal and 

community life characterised by charity. Faithfulness to the Rule meant 

faithfulness to the apostolate of the co-operator of the Saviour according to the 

mind of the Saviour Himself. To lose sight of this is to misunderstand Eugene’s 

intentions. 

2.1 THE RULE IS A MANIFESTATION OF WHAT GOD 
WANTS THE OBLATE TO BE 

Papal approbation in 1826 was a confirmation that the Rule which the 

Missionaries had been living since 1818 as a model of life was indeed the means 

of continuing to be fruitful and strong “bearers of the Word and bringers of 

life.”416 Now that the Church had approved this Rule, Eugene approached it with 

a sense of awe and gratitude because in it he recognised the presence of God. In 

his 1831 retreat, which he spent meditating on the Rules, he was in awe once 

again that “God alone indisputably is their author. The person who consigned 
                                                 

416 E. de Mazenod to the Reverend Fathers and very dear Oblate Brothers of the Congregation of the 
Most Holy and Immaculate Virgin Mary, 25 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 232. 



 153

them to writing does not recognize anything in them as coming from himself.” 

Thus he would relentlessly urge himself and all his followers: “So let us hold 

this precious Rule in high esteem, have it always before our eyes, and even more 

in the heart, let us continually nourish our souls with the principles it contains, 

let us do nothing, say nothing, think nothing that is not in conformity with its 

spirit. It is only in this way that we shall be what God wants us to be and make 

ourselves worthy of our sublime vocation.”417  

2.2 THE RULE IS A MEANS TO REACH SALVATION 

Because the Rule was God-given, it contained all that the Oblate needed 

to encounter God the Saviour during life and after death: “Aligning yourself in 

all things with docility and faith with the spirit of our holy Rules, thanks to 

which we ought to arrive in heaven, after having served God and the Church on 

earth.”418 When the first Oblates died, they edified Eugene by the manner in 

which they embraced death: “Their happy death is a new sanction of the Rules 

through which they sanctified themselves and an encouragement to those who 

still live to imitate their virtues.”419 Reflecting on those who have died: “we will 

receive our part of this fullness if we render ourselves worthy of them by our 

fidelity in practising constantly this Rule which has helped them to arrive where 

they are. Their holy death is, in my opinion a great sanctioning of our Rules; 

they have received thereby a new seal of divine approbation. The gate of Heaven 

is at the end of the path along which we walk.”420 In 1853 he went even further 

                                                 
417 E. de Mazenod, Annual Retreat of October 1831 in EO 15, n. 163. 
418 E. de Mazenod to Honorat, 6 October 1827 in EO 7, n. 286. 
419 E. de Mazenod to Bishop de Bruillard, 21 July 1828 in EO 13, n. 70.  
420 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 22 July 1828 in EO 7, n. 307.  
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to say that the Rule is the norm that God would use to judge an Oblate after his 

death.421 

2.3 THE RULE IS THE GUIDELINE TO SHAPE EACH 
OBLATE’S EVERYDAY LIFE 

Just as reference to the Rule and its spirit is found in the majority of 

Eugene’s letters, so too is the concept of “regularity” invariably linked with it, 

and is used over 300 times in the letters we still have on hand. Eugene used the 

word “regularity” when applying the Rule to the life of the Oblate. He defined 

this concept in 1831: “By regularity I mean fidelity in shaping one’s life 

according to the spirit and the letter of the Rule.”422 For Eugene, “regularity” 

encompassed all the attitudes and practices that helped the Oblate to imitate the 

life and virtues of Jesus Christ the Saviour: the vows, prayer, mortification, 

silence, community life and every other aspect of his life.423 “As for myself,” he 

wrote, “I see brought together in a few pages everything that can constitute 

perfection on earth and consider that our Constitutions present us with ‘this 

everything’ as the prototype of the true Oblate of Mary.”424 Thus for the Oblate, 

regularity was essential because “we belong to the Rule which must control us, 

we can only belong to God through it, outside everything is a sin for us.”425 

Eugene, the Superior General, insisted on the living out of regularity through his 

personal example, his contacts with the Oblates, and his visitations to the 

communities, as this passage illustrated:  

                                                 
421 E. de Mazenod, 2 August 1853 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 2. 
422 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 10 January 1831 in EO 8, n. 378. 
423 Cf. above, Chapter Two, Section 6 “The Missionary as a Co-operator with Christ the Saviour” in 
which the Rule was presented as the “school” of Christ the Saviour. By living according to its 
precepts the co-operator was formed to imitate the virtues, lifestyle and ministry of Jesus – put into 
practice in a religious community of members in vows. 
424 E. de Mazenod, Annual Retreat of October 1831 in EO 15, n. 163. 
425 E. de Mazenod to H. Bourrelier, 27 August 1821 in EO 6, n. 71. 



 155

I have spent two days at Calvaire… Before crossing the threshold I heard each 
one in private. In the presence of the Blessed Sacrament I pondered on the 
persons and matters concerned. Then, with the Rule in my hand, I proceeded to 
re-establish the good order without which I would have had no title to enter the 
house. It must be said, to everyone’s credit, that the matter needed only a half-
hour conference in the course of which I put everything in its rightful place and 
from that moment everything has gone perfectly.426 

2.4 REGULARITY: THE RULE SHAPES THE OBLATE 
COMMUNITY ACCORDING TO THE SPIRIT OF EUGENE 

As long as there was only one community it was relatively easy for 

Eugene to form its members according to his spirit through personal contact on a 

daily basis. When more than one community came into existence, the element of 

direct personal formation by Eugene was no longer possible. Hence the critical 

importance of the local superior, who would represent Eugene and through 

whom the community could be formed and maintained in his spirit. The obvious 

choice for this task in Laus was Tempier, of whom Eugene was to say: “First 

companion of mine, you have from the first day we came together grasped the 

spirit which must animate us and which we must communicate to others; you 

have not deviated in the slightest from the path we resolved to follow; everyone 

knows this in the Society and they count on you as they count on myself.”427 

When Tempier was appointed the first superior of the new community, he 

was charged to “maintain in everything a most exact discipline; you are 

beginning to form a community in regularity, do not let abuses creep in.”428 

Eugene’s correspondence with the Oblates in Laus continued to insist on this 

and when there was something which he saw as being contrary to his spirit he 

reacted. In 1821, for example, he fulminated to Tempier: “Have we become a 

republic or a representative government? Does it pertain to you to establish new 

                                                 
426 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 6 March 1831 in EO 8, n. 386.  
427 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 15 August 1822 in EO 6, n. 86.  
428 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 22 February 1819 in EO 6, n. 40. 
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usages and has the community of Notre Dame du Laus the right to deliberate, to 

present the least thing even in a body? Certainly not. So everything that has been 

done must be regarded as null, as an abuse and diametrically contrary to the 

spirit of our Constitutions.”429 In the same mood on the following day he wrote 

to Courtès, who was acting-superior at Aix during an absence of Eugene: “You 

yourself ought, in your decisions, to make them in conformity with the spirit 

which guides me in my administration because, as long as I am superior, it is I 

who must give the guidance which all should follow, whatever they may 

think.”430 

For the rest of his life, Eugene’s communications with the local superiors 

always insisted on the maintenance of the Rule – this was the way in which his 

God-given spirit was communicated and lived. He wanted all Oblates to be 

permeated with his spirit even if he himself were not physically present: “I hope 

that each will have told himself that he is rigorously obliged to observe our Rule 

strictly. Where would we be if we were only faithful to it in the houses that I can 

supervise myself? … we must be filled with our spirit and live only by it.”431  

Eugene’s insistence on the observance of the Rule was always evident in 

his handling of the local superiors as he communicated his spirit to them and 

moulded them. Because they represented him and were the vehicles through 

which the spirit of the Congregation was communicated to the members of the 

local communities on a day-to-day basis, he was relentless in his expectations in 

their regard. The only way to fulfil their responsibility was by fidelity to the 

Rule. One of the most dramatic illustrations of the unyielding necessity to “be 

filled with our spirit and live only by it”432 occurred in the life of Marius 

                                                 
429 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 March 1821 in EO 6, n. 63. 
430 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 14 March 1821 in EO 6, n. 64. 
431 E. de Mazenod to H. Guibert, 29 July 1830 in EO 7, n. 350. 
432 Ibid. 
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Suzanne. This young man enjoyed a special relationship with Eugene from the 

time they met on the mission at Fuveau in 1816, and he became one of the first 

vocations to the newly founded Missionaries of Provence and was the “apple of 

the eye” of Eugene, as Eugene’s reaction after his untimely death was to show. 

Being a capable person, Suzanne was entrusted with many responsibilities in 

Marseilles: local superior, mission preacher, the one responsible for the Calvaire 

shrine and for the fund-raising and building of the church there. Because of his 

many involvements it was not always possible for him to live strictly the 

regularity demanded by the Rule. In January of 1827 Eugene intervened in the 

chapter of faults of the community of Marseilles and severely reprimanded 

Suzanne for his lack of regularity as superior, and publicly removed him from 

this office. This was a gesture that caused much pain to both of them in their 

friendship, yet Eugene chose to suffer this rather than allow the Rule and its 

prescriptions to be ignored. It was a lesson that would have had an unforgettable 

and enduring impact on the members of the Congregation during Eugene’s 

lifetime.433  

2.4.1 AN EXAMPLE OF THE RULE AS THE INSTRUMENT OF 
FORMING OBLATE SUPERIORS IN THE SPIRIT OF EUGENE: 
EUGENE BRUNO GUIGUES 

An examination of Eugene’s correspondence with Bruno Guigues gives a 

clear example of the process of being formed by the Rule. He was 23 years old 

when circumstances forced him to be appointed novice master in 1828, one 

month after his priestly ordination. Six years later, at the age of 29, he was 

appointed the first superior of the newly founded community of Notre Dame de 

L’Osier.434 For the occasion Eugene wrote to the community:  

                                                 
433 REY, A. Histoire de Monseigneur Charles Joseph-Eugene de Mazenod, Volume I, Maison 
Generale, Rome, 1928, p. 421-422. 
434 Because of his young age, Eugene was constrained to write: “Remember that you have to 
compensate for your youthfulness, and I will venture to say your childlike appearance, with a special 
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I want Father Guigues to have a thorough grasp of all the obligations 
incumbent upon him. If he fails to institute perfect regularity in his community, 
he will have to answer for it to God and the Society. I permit no re-
interpretation. The Rule should be followed in all its details and by everyone… 
Keep me up to date in everything and consult with me often. Father Dassy will 
make the superior’s task easier by his obedience and his zeal for regularity. He 
will be his co-operator in laying the firm foundations of an institution that can 
prosper and bring honour to our Congregation only in so far as it is instituted 
on this basis.435  

Instituted on the basis of absolute faithfulness to the Rule, Eugene had no doubt 

that fidelity to the Rule would ensure that the new community would “diffuse 

abroad the good odour of Jesus Christ,” and he admonished Guigues:  

This is your responsibility, dear Father Guigues, the man I have named superior 
of this new house and to whom I am confidently imparting a large share in the 
solicitude that is mine. It is for you to open the book of the Rule so that each 
one may draw his inspirations from it, and knowledge of the style of conduct 
he must pursue. Put aside all counsels of human prudence. There is no true 
wisdom outside the fulfilment of one’s duties, and duties are fixed and 
sanctioned by the infallible authority that has imposed them.436 

It was the Superior’s task to open the Rule for all to draw inspiration 

therefrom. A few weeks later Eugene wrote to encourage Guigues to continue 

this approach that was bringing success to the ministry at Osier. It was God who 

was rewarding Guigues’ zeal and devotion: “Interior regularity and your fidelity 

to the Rule have brought you this grace that you are relishing.”437 Two months 

later, using the Rule as his guide, the ever-vigilant Eugene chided him for his 

lack of organization of the missions to be preached from Osier, “from now on 

arrange everything in advance, as the Rule requires.”438 Guigues kept him 

                                                                                                                                              
exterior gravity, which is not inconsistent with courtesy” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 6 October 
1834 in EO 8, n. 488). 
435 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues and to L. Dassy, 18 August 1834 in EO 8, n. 484. 
436 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 3 September 1834 in EO 8, n. 485. 
437 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 9 October 1834 in EO 8, n. 489. 
438 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 18 December 1834 in EO 8, n. 498. 
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informed439 on the progress of their preaching and Eugene responded with 

enthusiasm and gratitude.440  

When corrections had to be made, it was the Rule that Eugene appealed 

to. For example, when the community overloaded itself with engagements, 

Eugene reminded Guigues that, “this unremitting application to works of the 

exterior ministry is absolutely against the Rule.”441 The Rule insisted that the 

missionaries regularly went “back to the bosom of the community to renew 

yourselves in the spirit of your vocation, otherwise it is all up with our 

missionaries, they will soon be no more than sounding cymbals. The 

responsibility falls on you. It is my duty to alert you to it. Hold fast to the 

observance of the Rules.”442 Nothing was allowed get in the way of regularity: 

when workmen were doing alterations at Osier, Eugene was happy when they 

had finished “for I yield to none in insisting that everything that could damage 

perfect regularity should be removed straightaway.”443 He always insisted: “I 

                                                 
439 Eugene, however was not satisfied with the regularity of the reports: “I’m not prepared to absolve 
you of the obligation of sending me reports on personnel and events at least once monthly. In that 
respect your letters leave a lot to be desired. I’m completely in the dark about the situation of the 
members of your community and even your own” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 27 May 1835 in EO 
8, n. 516). Again he underlines this: “Your correspondence falls far short of what is expected of a 
man in your position. There is no call for you to grudge the time you have to spend in writing to me. 
Putting it briefly, let me remind you that through your correspondence you must make every thing 
that happens to you, or rather, in your house, present to me. You don’t keep me sufficiently in the 
picture as to all the things that concern me, be it in the moral or the economic sphere of the house; 
once a month, the superior must give me a report not only of all its domestic affairs, but he must 
address me each time about each member of the community, and he must do this not in a superficial 
way, but in such a way as to make me informed and able to form a judgment just as if I were present” 
(E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 8 October 1835 in EO 8, n. 547). The insistence on regular reports 
was the means used by Eugene to ensure that his spirit was being lived, and to make corrections when 
he judged that they were moving away from the Rule. 
440 “I am captivated by the account of your missions or retreats and it awakens in my heart very lively 
feelings of gratitude towards the Lord who is everywhere working marvels by the ministry of our 
dear missionaries” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 7 April 1835 in EO 8, n. 510). 
441 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 27 May 1835 in EO 8, n. 516. 
442 Ibid. 
443 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 13 August 1835 in EO 8, n. 532. Similarly, “The most efficacious 
means of being heard is for us to be everything we are called to be. This duty is shared by everyone, 
but in a very special way and with an awesome responsibility it weighs upon superiors who are bound 
sub gravi to maintain regularity in their communities by their example and authority” (E. de Mazenod 
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recommend you to be very flexible as to formalities but rigid when it comes to 

what is basic, for everything that pertains to the Rule or the spirit of the 

Congregation… I make the same requirement in all our houses. Independently of 

the obligation that rests on all of the Fathers, and on you in particular as 

superior, to observe the Rule and to be faithful to all I have prescribed, the good 

that results from this with regard to the outside world is incalculable. I know this 

here by experience.”444 Thus Eugene was training him that it was not a matter of 

obeying the Rule for the sake of obeying, but because this attitude - of rigidity in 

essentials and flexibility in formalities - brought fruitful results for the Oblates 

and through them for the most abandoned.  

When in doubt, Guigues was told, “Adopt the practice of consulting 

rather than interpreting.”445 Any differing interpretations or changes to the 

practices in the Rule required Eugene’s explicit permission – this was not a 

question of Eugene’s being authoritarian but rather of wanting to ensure the 

safeguarding of his spirit and, in the case of changes, that all Oblates receive the 

same treatment regarding similar situations.446 On this question Eugene scolded 

Guigues in 1838: “I shall limit myself to telling you that if you held a little less 

to your views, if you had more respect for those of your superiors, which have at 
                                                                                                                                              

to E. Guigues, 3 September 1835 in EO 8, n. 540). Cf. also E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 24 April 
1837 in EO 9, n. 616: “I urge you to be very vigilant about the regularity of your community.” 
444 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 8 October 1835 in EO 8, n. 547. 
445 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 13 May 1836 in EO 8, n. 568. 
446 “I urge you not to deceive yourself to the point of believing that the Fathers of L’Osier are wiser 
than their predecessors in the work of the holy mission. Don’t make any change in your customs 
without having obtained my consent. All the local and temporary superiors of missions must know 
quite well that I have never intended to nor was ever able to give full power to anyone and that they 
cannot suppress as they like what has been hallowed by our tradition. Among these practices are 
some that are considered as essential and others that can be taken as contingent. What is prescribed in 
the Rule as for example the entry of missionaries into a place they are going to evangelize, cannot be 
suppressed, even temporarily, except by an explicit authorization from me... When some 
modifications are to be made for good reasons, and if they could be foreseen and there is the time to 
consult with me, you should not fail to do so. If it was impossible to consult with me, you must 
inform me that you felt obliged to go ahead regardless, giving me the reasons that determined you to 
take this position. I always reserve to myself the right to judge if they were sufficient, if they should 
obtain my approval or disapproval, since my decision has to serve as the rule for other similar cases” 
(E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652). 



 161

least the Church’s approval, you would precisely act in that spirit of faith which 

you admit you don’t possess, and the good Lord will take the trouble of proving 

to you that he blesses, at Grenoble as elsewhere, fidelity to the Rules and 

simplicity… My dear son, a quarter of an hour of meditation will put you back 

on the right track.”447  

As Guigues grew older, so did he appear to show more self-assurance to 

act on his own ideas. When he began a building project at Osier without 

Eugene’s agreement, he was told to demolish what he had put up, no matter the 

cost because “expenses matter little to me when good order is at stake.”448 A 

month later Eugene discovered that Guigues still had not demolished what had 

been put up, and thundered: “I persist in condemning the building you have done 

without my authorization and against my wishes. Even if you had succeeded in 

building a palace, I hold order a greater value than comfort, beauty or wealth. I 

will never consent to the local superior considering himself the master of the 

house over which he presides and acting against the spirit and letter of our Rules 

independently of the Superior General.”449 Writing to Dassy about this issue, 

Eugene commented on the breach of the Rule: “For the very fact that it was done 

without apprising me beforehand, it must be destroyed.”450 On the question of 

personnel for his mission in Osier, Guigues showed a stubbornness that earned 

him Eugene’s reprimand: “I realize that I am not fortunate enough to have you 

share my views. No matter what I say, you continue to consider matters only 
                                                 

447 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 26 January 1838 in EO 9, n. 657. 
448 “Today I learn indirectly that someone feels obliged to do precisely what I had rejected. I find it 
difficult to convince myself that people can forget themselves to this degree. Nevertheless, I must not 
fail to write you immediately, and spare you the trouble of destroying what you may have built and 
the double expenses of demolition after building. I make no comment on the fact of building. You 
will have to examine your conscience as to whether you can order a job of this nature without 
consulting me. Whatever it may be, on receiving my letter you will have to demolish all that has been 
done and to restore this space to its original state... I request you not to delay in doing this work; 
expenses matter little to me when good order is at stake” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 21 
September 1839 in EO 9, n. 700). 
449 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 23 October 1839 in EO 9, n. 703. 
450 E. de Mazenod to L. Dassy, 24 November 1839 in EO 9, n. 705. 
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from the point of view of your current surroundings. According to you, 

everything must give way to the local interest that you feel called upon to 

defend. I must not assess things the same way and I have finally consoled myself 

that habitually you dissent from my position.”451 But despite the strong words, 

Eugene patiently elucidated his own reasons to him and continued to form him 

in his spirit.  

When he reprimanded Guigues, it was never a question of personal 

feelings and reactions, but always to safeguard the spirit and the exact 

observance of the Rule. Eugene had much respect for Guigues, and in 1844 sent 

him to Canada as Visitor to the missions on his behalf.452 Eugene was obviously 

satisfied with the way in which, over the years, he had moulded Guigues in his 

spirit and was consequently able to say to him: “This should be the time, my 

dear Father Guigues, for you to wind up your affairs at Osier and begin your 

preparations for the great mission that I am confiding to you. We need to spend 

some days together and calmly concert our ideas about all that can contribute to 

the prosperity of our establishments in America… You are being sent to 

organize all these efforts which are so promising.”453 Writing about this to 

Bishop Bourget of Montreal, Eugene said:  

I regard it as a duty to make the utmost sacrifice for the sake of suitably 
organizing a kind of province of our Congregation in America. I have had to 
choose for that a distinguished man who has proved his worth in a difficult 
administrative situation. He also enjoys much esteem within and without the 
Congregation and it has taken nothing less than displaying the utility of her 
mission in Canada to obtain pardon from the excellent bishop of Grenoble for 

                                                 
451 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 18 February 1843 in EO 10, n. 789. 
452 E. de Mazenod to F. Moreau, 30 April 1844 in EO 10, n. 838. 
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consultative Council.” 
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the grief I cause him by taking away this person from Notre Dame de L’Osier 
where he was so happy to have him. It is Father Guigues to whom I entrust this 
mission, with the most extensive faculties. He will be a sort of alter ego who 
will have jurisdiction over all the members of our Institute whoever they are, 
and upon all the communities of the Congregation in America. It is with him 
that their Lordships the Bishops must deal, respecting the services they desire 
from the Congregation and the establishments they would wish to be founded 
in their dioceses, etc. You will find in him, Monseigneur, a capable man, 
without pretension, imbued with respect for the episcopate, accommodating 
and very proficient in administration besides being very agreeable company.454  

By patiently and lovingly forming Guigues according to his spirit in the Rule, 

Eugene was able to proclaim him “a sort of alter ego” – no higher compliment 

could be given to the moulding influence of the Rule and its spirit than to give 

him the authority to “do all that I would do myself were I on the scene.”455 The 

mission of Guigues in Canada became a permanent one, with his eventual 

appointment as Bishop of Bytown in 1848.  

B THE RULE AS THE GUIDE TO PUTTING 
THE SPIRIT OF EUGENE INTO 
PRACTICE IN THE MISSIONS 
 

Since the beginning of his priestly vocation, Eugene’s feelings for and 

with the Church had led him to action. He experienced the suffering of this 

Mother weeping for her children who had been bought at the price of the blood 

of the Saviour, and yet who were unaware of it and ignored this treasure. It was 

to remedy this situation that he became a priest and was eventually led to bring 

together a group of like-minded men to do the same. What follows below is an 

exploration of how this spirit was put into practice in France during the first 

twenty-five years of their existence. It aims to show how Eugene’s spirit, 

                                                 
454 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 7 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 37. 
455 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 8 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 39. 
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incarnated in the Rule, was communicated through the Oblates to the poor and 

most abandoned through the preaching of missions. 

In the Rule, the ministry of preaching missions was given pride of place. 

It was through the missions that these enthusiastic and very young men could 

live out the missionary spirit of Eugene to the full. For this reason it is important 

to look at the early years of mission preaching in order to see how the spirit of 

Eugene was put into practice. For many reasons, the documentation of this 

period has been lost, thus whatever we do have available is precious to give a 

glimpse, not always complete, of the lived situation. The focus of this chapter 

will concentrate more, but not exclusively, on the period from 1816 until 1823, 

because until this date Eugene actively participated in the missions himself and 

was able to give them their characteristic quality with the vision which was 

particular to him and to the spirit God had given him. 

1 AIMS OF THE MISSION PREACHING 
“Since the missions are one of the principal ends of the Institute, all will 

strive principally to fulfil this task well.”456 These are the words with which 

Eugene proclaimed the apostolic goal of the Rule. Soon thereafter he elaborated: 

“The missions are the apostolic work par excellence. If we wish to achieve the 

same results as the Apostles and the first followers of the Gospel, we must use 

the same means as they.”457 Therefore, like the apostles, the Oblate vocation was 

to use the same means of imitating the virtues and example of the Saviour, 

principally by devoting themselves to the preaching of the divine word to the 

poor.458 Imitating the Saviour, who came to seek out the lost sheep, the Oblates 

dedicated themselves to seek out those whom the structures of the Church were 
                                                 

456 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §1, Article 1.  
457 E. de Mazenod to M. Arbaud, 16 January 1819 in EO 13, n. 22. 
458 Cf. 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §1. 
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not touching. The means to achieve this was to do exactly what the Saviour 

himself did: to break the bread of the Word of God by means of missions, 

catechetical instructions, retreats and other spiritual exercises – especially in the 

context of the missions of a minimum of three weeks’ duration conducted in 

groups in the rural areas.  

The Rule described the aim of their missions459 as to bring back to the 

Church those who had strayed, by teaching them who Jesus Christ was for them 

– that is, that he was the Saviour who snatched them from the slavery of the 

demon and showed them the way to heaven. Repeating this in other words, “to 

lead men to act as creatures of reason, then as Christians, and finally to help 

them become saints.”460 The aim was precisely to bring them to the same 

experience of salvation which Eugene himself had lived in his own life, which 

he had shared with his Oblates and, through them, to the beneficiaries of their 

ministry.  

2 THE BENEFICIARIES OF THEIR MINISTRY 
They “will devote themselves to providing spiritual assistance for the 

poor people scattered over the country districts, and for the inhabitants of the 

small rural villages deprived of spiritual help.”461 Lamirande explains that the 

missions and retreats preached to over half of these villages between 1816 and 

1823 were to places which had less than 2000 inhabitants, more than a dozen of 

which were to places with less than 1000 inhabitants.462 Eight missions were to 

places with between 2500 and 6000, and only on a few occasions did they 

                                                 
459 Cf. 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3. 
460 Ibid. 
461 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §1. 
462 LAMIRANDE, E. “À propos des premières missions d’Eugène de Mazenod et de ses confrères” 
(1816-1823), in Vie Oblate Life 60 (2001), p. 149. 
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participate in city missions together with other groups of missioners.463 In the 

latter cases they chose the poorer sections to minister to. In Marseilles, for 

example, in 1820 they preached in the three parishes frequented by labourers, 

sailors and fishermen.464 On the whole Eugene insisted that the preference 

always be given to the rural areas: “I prefer no doubt that you employ your zeal 

in favour of the poor abandoned mountain people rather than waste your time 

with the proud citizens of disdainful cities.”465 

The Oblate choice can be seen in an incident at the beginning of a mission 

in a village in the Diocese of Digne. On arriving at the rectory they were 

presented with their letter of faculties from the Bishop, in which they were 

specifically excluded from absolving “the drunkards, the dancers, the couples 

living in sin, those who lent money for interest, who are generally known as 

usurers.” Paguelle de Follenay narrates Guibert’s reaction to the parish priest: 

“please have our horses saddled, M. Pastor as we are leaving; it is impossible for 

us to give a mission under these conditions; we have not come to your parish to 

listen to and absolve the devout; we are departing because they refuse us access 

to the sinners.”466 It ended happily on this occasion where the parish priest rode 

through the night to the diocesan offices to have things changed, and they were 

able to receive the required permission from a Vicar General. Here one can 

                                                 
463 “If you are willing, we shall take charge, as we did at Arles, of that part of the city inhabited by 
the lower classes; thus we will not be going against the Rules of our Institute which require us to 
devote ourselves to that portion of the flock of Jesus Christ” (E. de Mazenod to M. Rauzan, Superior 
of the Missionaries of France in connection with the forthcoming joint mission in Aix, 30 October 
1818 in EO 13, n. 19). 
464 ROBERT, L.J.M. Précis historique de la mission de Marseilles, en janvier et fevrier 1820, Chez 
Masvert, Marseille, 1820, p. 7-8. His whole narrative concentrated on the preaching and activities of 
the Missionaries of France in the more elegant and affluent parishes, but he mentioned Eugene and 
the Missionaries of Provence in a significant way: “et les paroisses de St. Victor, de St. Laurent et de 
Notre Dame du Mont Carmel, ont eu, sous la direction particulière, des prédicateurs en langue 
vulgaire, parce que ces trois paroisses sont ordinairement fréquentées par la classe des ouvriers, et 
celle des marins et des pêcheurs.” 
465 E. de Mazenod to P. Mie, 7 September 1826 in EO 7, n. 253. 
466 PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, J., Vie du Cardinal Guibert Archevêque de Paris, Tome Premier, 
Librairie Ch. Poussielgue, Paris 1896, p. 226-227. 
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recognize echoes of the approach of the young Eugene to the most abandoned in 

his own ministry in Aix. This was the very class of people that Jesus himself was 

criticised for ministering to. Here was the concrete response of the Oblates to the 

most abandoned who were not being touched by the structures of the Church.  

While the missionaries ultimately aimed at personal conversion, their 

ideal was to help the whole parish to grow together. The local pastor was 

involved in the mission – at no stage did the missionaries “take over” the 

running of the parish from him during the time of the mission. He participated as 

the leader of his people, and the mission was done on his behalf.467  

During the period when Eugene was directly involved, until 1823, the 

Missionaries conducted some fifty468 missions and parish retreats, of which 

Eugene appears to have participated in nineteen – while being directly involved 

in the organization and planning of all the others as superior.469 The pattern he 

established and his methodology continued throughout his lifetime and 

afterwards, adapted to the local circumstances but with the same ideals. 

Beaudoin points out that nineteen out of the twenty four houses founded in 

                                                 
467 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2 speaks of the local pastor leading the opening procession, and 
giving the blessing before and after the conference. He would occasionally take his meal with the 
missionaries. To the pastor of Barjols, Eugene wrote: “we will at least have the happiness of coming 
to help a good pastor’s solicitude for his lost sheep. If we were to gain from our mission nothing else 
than having struggled against hell with and under the direction of such a capable veteran as you, we 
would still have to congratulate ourselves on having done so” (E. de Mazenod to the Pastor of 
Barjols, 20 August 1818 in EO 13, n. 14). At the end of the mission in Eyguières, Eugene wrote 
about the number of people who had not been able to go to confession, but that he entrusted them “to 
the pastor who will direct them in the ways of salvation” (E. de Mazenod to the Missionaries at Aix, 
7 March 1819 in EO 6, n. 41). To the pastor of Aubagne in preparation for a mission: “To sum up I 
flatter myself that we all form but one family of which you will be the father and that we will have 
but one heart and one will” (E. de Mazenod to M. Figon, 5 October 1822 in EO 13, n. 42). 
468 Pielorz has methodically studied the dates and places of the missions preached between 1816 and 
March 1823 which he calls the “first missions” of the Missionaries of Provence, because it was until 
this point that Eugene and Tempier participated together with their first companions. In his study he 
states that around 50 missions were preached in just over six years PIELORZ, J., “Premières missions 
des Missionnaires de Provence” in Missions 82 (1955) p. 654. 
469 Ibid., p. 549-561, 641-655. 
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France during Eugene’s lifetime had missions as their main apostolate.470 Pielorz 

has calculated that around three thousand missions and retreats were conducted 

in France during this period.471  

The missions generally lasted an average of four to six weeks, depending 

on the size of the place. From time to time one reads that a mission was 

prolonged so as to accommodate a backlog of confessions.472  

3 CHRIST THE SAVIOUR AS THE 
FRAMEWORK AND FOCAL POINT OF THE 
MISSION 
From the moment the mission473 started, the focus was on Christ the 

Saviour because it was precisely as “the Saviour’s co-workers, the co-redeemers 

of mankind”474 that the Oblates approached the people. The mission began under 

the sign of the Cross and ended at the foot of the Cross. In between this frame, 

everything aimed at awakening the faith of those listeners who had been 

baptised but did not understand its meaning. It was all about catechising them 

and teaching them who the Saviour was for them so that they would understand 

who they were in the eyes of the Saviour. Robert, a local author who chronicled 

the mission in Marseilles, perceived this when he spoke of its opening in terms 

of “[Religion] like a tender mother gathered all her children under the standard 
                                                 

470 BEAUDOIN, Y., “The Response of the Oblates in France to the Founder’s Vision and Practice of 
Evangelization” in Vie Oblate Life 42 (1983), p. 144.  
471 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur, Vol. II, Editions des Études 
Oblates, Ottawa 1968, p 116. 
472 Cf. PIELORZ, Premières missions, p. 549-561, 641-655; LAMIRANDE, À propos des premières 
missions, p. 152.  
473 The details of the contents of the missions are taken from Diary of the Marignane Mission: 
November 17-December 15, 1816 in EO 16, and some of the letters of Eugene. In 1881 Alexandre 
AUDRUGER OMI produced the Directoire pour les missions, A. Mame et Fils, Tours, 1881. 
Although this was produced twenty years after the death of Eugene, it does shed light on the 
missionary methods that Eugene taught the Oblates to use. 
474 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3.  
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of the cross.”475 He continued to describe the joy of the people at receiving their 

first mission since their religion had been battered by the Revolution, and the 

doors of the “temple of mercy” were now opening. Eugene’s prescriptions in the 

Rule regarding the opening of the mission show the framework that he wished to 

have impressed in the imagination and hearts of the people.476 The dramatic 

veneration of the cross by the missionaries prostrating themselves before it, left 

no doubt that it was from this vantage point that the exercises of the mission 

would unfold so as to lead them to the salvation which the Saviour had won for 

them.477 

The last act of the mission was the erection of a mission cross in a 

prominent place.478 The permanent cross was meant to be an ongoing reminder 

to the people of the mission they had participated in, their good resolutions, and 

the love of God the Saviour. 

Every activity during the weeks between these two ceremonies had the 

same focus: to educate people about their faith (through sermons and 

instructions), to acknowledge their sinfulness, to embrace Christ the Saviour and 

to dedicate themselves more deeply to him (confession and communion). Using 

every means at their disposal Eugene and his companions aimed at reproducing 

in the people their own personal experience of being redeemed sinners. It was a 

                                                 
475 ROBERT, Précis historique, p. 4. 
476 “The pastor will approach the superior of the mission and present to him the crucifix which he has 
carried in his hands up to that point. The crucifix will be large enough to be able to be seen from afar. 
The superior of the mission, having received the cross from the pastor’s hands, will kiss it with 
respect and will let the other missionaries kiss it; they will also kiss it and bow profoundly. He will 
then bless the crowd by making the sign of the cross in all directions over the assembly. The chanters 
will then begin to sing the litany of the saints and all will start to walk toward the church. The 
missionaries will walk two by two immediately in front of the pastor. The superior, holding the raised 
crucifix, will walk on the right of the pastor” (1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2). 
477 Cf. the description that he gives of the ceremony in Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
478 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2: “The mission will always be concluded by erecting the cross. 
This ceremony will be conducted, as will all the other ceremonies of the mission, in accord with what 
is prescribed in the directory attached to this regulation.” 
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reproduction of Eugene’s own journey of conversion as described in its 

culmination in his “Good Friday” experience.  

In 1859, two years before his death, Eugene wrote about the missionary 

goal to which he had constantly adhered throughout his life: “In effect, because 

the Church forms only one body, of which Jesus Christ is the Head, those who 

do not receive life from this Head are dead members; they are no longer linked 

to this body with the bonds of divine love, the blood of Christ no longer 

circulates in their veins, as it were.”479 For Eugene, everything in the mission 

aimed at converting the people, so as to allow the Blood of the Saviour, through 

which they had been redeemed, to flow in their veins.  

4 THE EXEMPLARY LIFESTYLE OF THE 
MISSIONARIES AS THE KEY INGREDIENT 
OF THE MISSION 
In order to achieve the goals of mission preaching, Eugene laid down the 

foundational principle: the preacher himself had to know the Saviour and imitate 

him. Just as Eugene’s own mission was a communication of his own experience 

of God, so too did he expect the same process in the lives of the individual 

Oblates to be the basis of their mission preaching. His letters to his Oblates 

concentrated largely on practical issues regarding the missions – since they were 

the communications of the superior keeping the ship on course – however, 

underlying every counsel and practical aspect, one finds the most important facet 

of the life of the missionaries: their relationship with Christ the Saviour.  

Eugene insisted: “In a word, act in such manner as not only to do much 

good but also to leave behind you a true impression of sanctity. Otherwise 

people will say that you are only doing your job. You must be absolutely men of 
                                                 

479 Mandement de Monseigneur l’Evêque de Marseille, à l’occasion du Saint Temps de Carême, M. 
Olive, Marseille 1859, p. 9-10. 
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God, work only for God, walk unceasingly in his presence, edify from morning 

till night all those who deal with you or who surround you.”480 Here was the 

secret of their success and Eugene was adamant on this at all times. Only insofar 

as they had imbued themselves with the life and virtues of Jesus Christ, were 

they capable of being successful missionaries. They had to be imitators of the 

Saviour through and through – achieved through prayer and study and practical 

actions.481 Hence his accent on more being achieved by example than by words, 

“we must convince ourselves that it is indispensable that we should practice all 

the virtues, and not be unacquainted with any of them.”482 Only in this way 

would the missionary provide solidity of doctrine. The most convincing way of 

converting people was to “make it evident that we are penetrated with what we 

teach and that we have begun to practice it before attempting to instruct 

others.”483  

It was thus the Saviour who had to speak through his co-operators, and 

they had to be aware of it at all times and put it into practice. The Rule specified 

that from the moment that the Oblates were assigned to a particular mission, 

                                                 
480 The same letter spelt out many details on how to achieve this: “I recommend you take it upon 
yourself to see that regularity is observed: oraison, examination of conscience, etc. Do not be men 
totally involved in exterior activities: let people not get the idea that you have no more than the 
prayer habits normal for a good priest. Such dissipation causes very great harm. The Saturday 
conference must be strictly observed. Nor must mortification be a virtue so hidden that one may get 
the impression you do not know it. Do not forget that you are missionaries by profession, and 
consequently you have a Rule to observe during missions which is proper for that period, foreseen 
beforehand, already lived out, in a word, familiar to each one of you... This applies also to your 
behaviour that must be serious and reserved” (E de Mazenod to J. Mille, 20 January 1837 in EO 9, n. 
603). 
481 “Recommend that they conduct themselves like saints, like real apostles, joining to their preaching 
an exterior modesty, a great charity for sinners. Let people be able to perceive from their manner that 
they are not ordinary preachers, that they are truly animated by a zeal which is proper to their holy 
vocation. Let them not forget themselves if they wish to be truly useful to others. Let them therefore 
pray much. The good God will then come to their help and all will go well” (E. de Mazenod to H. 
Tempier, 30 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 233). 
482 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 3, §1. 
483 Ibid. 
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they had to begin to pray for the salvation of the inhabitants of that town.484 The 

day before their departure was to be a retreat day, and their journey to the town 

was to be done in a spirit of recollection, aware that they were imitating Jesus on 

his journeys throughout Galilee.485 Each day during the mission they were bound 

to pray together at certain times.486 On Saturdays the afternoons had to be free of 

activity so as to be spent together in community so as to be able to help each 

other to focus more clearly on being the Saviour’s co-operators.487 

The value of example was stressed to Tempier when the missionaries had 

gone to help the inhabitants of a neighbouring village to put out a fire: “If only I 

had been with you on the day of your noble behaviour at Saint-Etienne. From 

here, I behold you in the midst of the flames giving aid everywhere and 

intelligently, which must have saved a great number of persons. I am not 

surprised that people do not cease to speak of this splendid devotedness. Four 

                                                 
484 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2.  
485 “During the trip they will converse often of the virtues practiced by the first preachers of the 
Gospel, and of which our Saviour gave the example to them and to us during his apostolic journeys” 
(Ibid). 
486 “They will make all their exercises of piety in common. They will try to celebrate Mass every day. 
If it is absolutely impossible for all of them to celebrate every day, at least one of them will have the 
joy of doing so, and the others will receive communion at this Mass… The missionaries will get up at 
four o’clock and will take only fifteen minutes to get dressed. They will make a half-hour meditation 
in common… They will say their office kneeling before the Blessed Sacrament… Immediately after 
the noon meal they will do a few minutes’ of particular examen, which will be followed by the 
litanies in use during the mission, and the Angelus. When it was impossible to make the morning 
meditation because of the circumstances or the crowd of people, one will never be dispensed from 
making it before the particular examen by leaving the confessional early…” (Ibid). 
487 “Every Saturday, the mission exercises, except the morning ones, will be cancelled. That day will 
be set aside especially for the spiritual conference, which will take place in the superior’s quarters. 
All the missionaries must be present, and no one else may be admitted. This conference will begin 
with the reading of this regulation, which each superior will have in his possession. Then, the 
missionaries will accuse themselves of their faults according to what is prescribed in the fourth 
paragraph, second chapter, first part of our Constitutions, and so forth. The superior will reform any 
abuses that may have been introduced, correct those deserving to be reproved, and will assign the 
activities for the coming week. He will take the occasion of this meeting to consult the missionaries 
on those points that he judges fitting to present to them. By common agreement they will resolve the 
more difficult cases of conscience met since the last conference. The superior will take note of all the 
opinions and draw practical conclusions” (Ibid).  
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missionaries engaged in such an exercise of charity preach better still than in the 

pulpit, at least they are better understood.”488 

5 THE STRUCTURE OF THE MISSIONS 
The missions used a multi-pronged approach to reach their goal:  

– Personal contact between the missionaries and the people of the village, 

which facilitated the reception of the message; 

– The instructions of each day, which educated the people to understand 

what their dignity as Christians was and who God was for them; 

– The various instruments and activities used to reinforce the message; 

– The encounter with Christ the Saviour in confession and the spiritual 

direction that they received in this context; 

– A commitment to Christ the Saviour through Communion; 

– Establishing structures to maintain the effects after the mission.  

5.1 COOPERATING WITH CHRIST THE SAVIOUR IN 
HIS CLOSE CONTACT WITH THE PEOPLE 

5.1.1 VISITING THE PEOPLE OF THE VILLAGE 

Through personal contact the people were invited to come to the Saviour. 

The assigned missionaries had already begun their contact before even arriving 

by praying each day for those they were to evangelise. In that spirit of closeness, 

the missionaries visited the people in their homes on the first days489 to invite 

                                                 
488 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 29 June 1819 in EO 6, n. 45.  
489 “They will visit without distinction all the town’s inhabitants. The missionaries will do this with 
great modesty, much gentleness, affability, and consideration. Before beginning the visit, the 
missionaries will go before the Blessed Sacrament to commend to our Lord Jesus Christ this 
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them to the mission and to ascertain whether there were any pastoral problems 

that needed to be dealt with. During the Marignane mission Eugene wrote. 

“These visits are not very entertaining but they are very important, for they bring 

the missionaries close to the people they have come to evangelise. They let 

themselves be seen in all the affability of a charity which makes itself all things 

to all men, in this way they win over the most distant among them; they are able 

to give encouragement, to spur people on, to meet head-on some resistance, and, 

as they make progress, they end up discovering and setting in train remedies for 

disorders that have often escaped the watchful care even of a zealous pastor.”490 

The examples abound in all the missions. In the Marignane narrative Eugene 

gave some examples of the usefulness of the method of seeking out the 

abandoned so as to bring them to the Saviour:  

Thus today we came across two persons who, under the semblance of a 
marriage they had never in fact contracted, had lived over a period of several 
years in concubinage without anyone knowing; they would perhaps have died 
in that condition had it not been for the visit we made to them…. We again 
came across a case of concubinage that we hope to bring to an end soon but 
which without this visit would have gone on for a long time still. We also came 
across a man who, seven years ago, became totally deaf and cannot even hear a 
canon going off. This man, on account of being unable to hear, had lapsed from 
the Church. We judged from his way of talking that he very much wanted to 
receive the sacraments, and we conveyed this to him by signs…When we 
showed him the crucifix, he threw himself upon it to kiss it joyfully. We also 
came across a sixty-year old man who is feeble-minded and has not made his 
first communion. … we judged this poor man was able, after some helps he 
will be given now, to be admitted to the sacraments. We also came across a 
foreign schoolmaster, a man far superior to the normal village teachers, who on 
the occasion of the mission, separated from a woman he had lived with over a 
long period and by whom he even had children…. A man who had not set foot 
in the church for twenty-two years, coming back with admirable sentiments…. 
Visit to a ninety-year old to bring him to confession. It is claimed it is well over 
half-a-century since the last time.491  

                                                                                                                                              
important action that can greatly influence the mission’s success. This general visit will take place 
only in the small villages where it can be easily completed in one day” (1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, 
§2). 
490 E. de Mazenod, Diary of the Marignane Mission: November 17-December 15, 1816 in EO 16. 
491 Ibid. 
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The closeness of the missionaries to the people made them aware of the 

needs and reactions of the people. Eugene was gifted in his ability to improvise 

in various situations. He was intuitive and his contacts with the people through 

visiting would have given him a good feel for what was necessary to be dealt 

with during the mission so as to make the people more malleable to the 

invitations of Christ the Saviour. 

5.1.2 AVAILABILITY IN THE CHURCH 

Each morning the missionaries were to be present in the church where the 

people knew that they were available for them.492 Their desire for closeness to 

the people was shown in that once the people began to come to confession, the 

Missionaries dedicated all the time necessary to helping each one. “Since we 

follow the confessional method of your holy patriarch, Saint Vincent de Paul, 

that is, hearing confessions without intermission, we don’t go very fast,”493 

wrote Eugene to one of the pastors. Just as the Saviour patiently spent time with 

sinners to lead them to conversion, so too must His co-operator have the same 

patience and availability. Practically every account of the missions speaks about 

the endless hours the missionaries spent hearing confessions.494  

5.1.3 CLOSENESS TO THE POOR THROUGH THE USE OF THE 
PROVENÇAL LANGUAGE 

The missionaries preached in Provençal, and their use of this language 

brought them closer to the humble and lesser-educated people. For this the 

                                                 
492 “They will spend the whole morning in the church, and - except in case of necessity - no one will 
leave without permission of the one presiding” (1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2). 
493 E. de Mazenod to M. Figon, 5 October 1822 in EO 13, n. 42. 
494 Cf. 5.5 below.  
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Missionaries of Provence had been founded495 and it was a point to which they 

tenaciously clung. The official attitude of the Government after the Revolution 

was that French was the only language to be used so as to unify the country. The 

result was that the inhabitants of the remote villages who only knew Provençal 

were made to be even more abandoned. The missionaries defied this in order 

more effectively to lead them to God.496  

In 1837 Eugene noted in his Diary: “Letter of Father Honorat of the 

mission of Maussanne. He tells me that the Pastor is delighted that our fathers 

are giving the instructions in Provençal, however with his agreement and to 

condescend to the desire of five or six bourgeois people who had demanded that 

the talks be in French, he gave way to preaching in the evening alternatively in 

the two languages. I cannot complain about this weakness enough.”497 Eugene’s 

                                                 
495 Eugene’s refusal to join Forbin Janson’s group in 1814 was precisely this reason: “But what must 
be remembered is that our regions are without any help, that their peoples offer hopeful signs of 
being converted and must not therefore be abandoned. Yet abandon them we would if we joined you 
because we alone, and not you, can help them. We have to speak in their own tongue in order to be 
understood by them. We have to preach in Provençal” (E. de Mazenod to C. Forbin Janson, 28 
October 1814 in EO 6, n. 2). 
496 A polemic around Eugene’s use of Provencal in La Ciotat in 1833 made these attitudes clear. The 
Mayor posted notices all over the town: “Mes concitoyens, des hommes dont le ministère devrait 
être d'éclairer leurs semblables sur leurs véritables besoins, viennent abuser de leur éloquence et 
d'un caractère qui en impose aux masses, en faisant entendre des paroles qui étonnent même la 
classe la moins instruite du peuple: ils voudraient nous envelopper dans ces nuages de 
fanatisme et d'ignorance dont une révolution glorieuse et nécessaire nous a délivrés pour 
toujours; ils voudraient nous réduire à l'usage de ces idiomes locaux qui rendaient autrefois les 
communes étrangères les unes aux autres.” To this Eugene replied strongly: “Le sujet de 
l’inconcevable diatribe de M. le Maire, y lisons-nous, est l’idiome dont je me sers dans mes 
instructions. J’avais cru jusqu’à présent qu’il fallait parler aux bon paysans et aux pêcheurs la langue 
qu’ils comprennent le mieux. La colère de M. le Maire ne me fait pas changer d’avis” (BOUDENS, 
R., “Mgr. de Mazenod et le provençal” in Études Oblates 15 (1956), p. 6-7). 
497 Eugene wrote: “It is tantamount to sacrificing the instruction that would attract the people through 
sermons in the language they speak [p. 35]. It is acknowledged that they are unable to follow 
reasoning made in French. The poor people hear just words that do not tie up with any of ideas when 
one preaches in French. It is something beyond doubt, it has been tried, and it is to go directly against 
the end of our institute to imitate the example of only too many priests who have delusions about 
this… The method we adopted from the beginning, after mature reflection, and which the 
experience of many years has confirmed, must be preserved among us; I am opposed to any change 
in this regard and I write it here for all to know. No later than the last mission given just recently in 
Entraigues, did not Father Honorat hear it said by the most fashionable of the inhabitants, by those 
who gave him up to a hundred francs by way of contribution for the cross, that they understood 
nothing of discourses in French and waited with impatience the moment for the notices that were given 
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reply to Honorat underlined the values behind their missions and what it meant 

to see people through the eyes of the Saviour.498 It was to the lowly that they 

were sent:  

I worry little about the infinitely small number of bourgeois people who have 
not yet shown any sign of good will… In any case, their souls are not worth 
more or less than those of the least peasants, if we consider them in terms of 
the price the Lord has paid for them; under other aspects, they may be far less 
valuable.  

Whatever the price to be paid, he continued:  

It is foolish to be more concerned about these gentlemen than about the other 
good people of the area. It is bad, perhaps even sinful to sacrifice the common 
good to their caprice or vanity. Hence you have succumbed to weakness in 
giving in to their requests for instructions in French. You know from 
experience that such a concession is not expedient. Do you think that in all the 
missions that I have given in Provence I did not anywhere come across this 
group of bourgeois people who asked me to preach in French? Everywhere and 
always I have refused, in conscience except twice for very serious reasons. 

He pointed out that his concern for the salvation of souls did not exclude the 

bourgeoisie: “The majority of them, if not all, will surrender like the others.” 

They knew enough Provençal to understand. But he did make exceptions when 

the salvation of souls, and not a snobbish caprice, was at stake: 

Only at Brignoles and, immediately afterwards, at Lorgues, did I give one 
instruction per day in French. I did so because Brignoles is one of the main 
towns of Var where there are many educated people who do not know 
Provençal and so it was my duty to provide this food for their understanding. 
Moreover, I had decided on it only because the rest of the population would not 
suffer any harm thereof. The mission was as usual for everyone and I gave an 
extra conference on dogma for the magistrates and the numerous bourgeois 
people. And this supplementary instruction took place precisely at a moment 
when the people were busy with their work, I did the same at Lorgues because 
it was reasonable and convenient. I would say, almost out of justice; for it was 
only proper to do for Lorgues what we had done at Brignoles. The bourgeois 

                                                                                                                                              
in Provencal, because they fully understood them. How could one forget so soon facts that besides 
serve only to confirm a hundred thousand other assertions, quite as definite as that one (E. de 
Mazenod, Diary entry of 26 February 1837 in EO 18).  
498 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 28 February 1837 in EO 9, n. 606. 
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people of Lorgues would not have tolerated a less honourable treatment than 
the one given to those of Brignoles. But I took the trouble to give one extra 
instruction per day. If these instructions would have resulted only in the 
conversion of that famous godless columnist, M. de Taradeau, who had 
preached on atheism all his life with the fanaticism worthy only of Voltaire 
whose disciple he was, whom grace was awaiting there, I would not have 
regretted all my trouble. These are the only two times we have, I do not say, 
modified our custom, but done something over and above and beyond our 
custom.499 

Thus their closeness to the people made them favour the lowly at all 

times, but not to the exclusion of anyone else’s right to the benefits of salvation. 

For many of the early Oblates, this was not an issue since they were incapable of 

preaching competently in French, not having had the broad education which 

Eugene himself had had or the intellectual capabilities of someone like Guibert. 

But in no way was this seen as being a negative quality. The Jesuits preached a 

mission in Gap in 1823 with some of the Oblates, and Eugene referred to a letter 

he received from the Jesuit superior: “…he only says that having been 

forewarned that Father Mie and Father Touche would not be popular, being 

accustomed only to preach in Provençal, he had not made them preach; that they 

had the goodness to give catechetical instructions, which are much more useful 

to the ignorant than beautiful discourses.”500 That which some considered 

weakness was in fact their strength in instructing the poor as to who God the 

Saviour was for them. 

5.1.4 CLOSENESS TO THE PEOPLE THROUGH A PROGRAM 
TO FIT INTO THEIR WORK SCHEDULE 

The closeness of the Oblates to the people was also seen in the 

arrangement of the program to fit in with their needs. The time of the morning 

activities was to take into consideration the need of people to have sufficient 

time to have their breakfast before work began. Similarly at night the people 
                                                 

499 Ibid. 
500 E. de Mazenod to M. Suzanne, 29 November 1823 in EO 6, n. 121. 
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needed to have had sufficient time to have come home from their work and have 

supper before the conference.501 The missions usually took place during the 

winter months when the people were freer from the necessities of planting or 

harvesting the fields, and were able to attend all the mission activities. 

5.1.5 THE ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Another point of contact and closeness was through the announcements 

made each day in the church, referred to as avis. These were vitally important for 

the unity of the mission and aimed at weaving all the activities together so as to 

persuade everyone to come and participate as fully as possible in everything that 

was being offered. They were essential because they gave the right spirit to the 

mission and aimed at appealing to the heart of each person. In order to be 

successful in a place one had to be in touch with the listeners. Eugene was 

particular as to who gave these, and normally reserved them for himself when he 

was on mission – even when illness prevented him from preaching the long 

sermons themselves. Through them he prepared the soil for the actions of the 

Saviour in their lives.  

The avis, at the end of each sermon summarised the main points of the 

sermon and invited the people to apply them. The superior of the mission was 

also able to underline aspects of the sermon that the preacher may have left out 

or not dealt with.502 In Marignane, for example, Eugene wrote, “the exhortations 

took the form of a summary of the points of the sermon and naturally led up to a 

new and more urgent invitation to confession.” Again, “after the prayer, usual 

                                                 
501 “Cérémonial pour les Missions,” published in Missions 78 (1951), p. 160-161. 
502 “I cannot confide to [...] the instructions, given that they ought be truly instructive. So I have 
begun to give the morning instructions and I will give them in the evening to the extent that 
circumstances permit (for one must observe the proprieties even on missions, by having my 
companions preach from time to time) but I will repair, in the announcements which follow the 
prayers, the omissions of my confrere” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 March 1821 in EO 6, n. 
63). 
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resumé and forceful avis on keeping Sunday holy, which was being habitually 

violated by servile works by the majority of the inhabitants.” On Sundays, in this 

context, they gave a summary of all the instructions of the previous week.503 It 

was thus an important moment each day that kept the people moving along the 

pace that the missionaries desired.504 

In the Ceremonial for Missions, he gave an indication of the contact and 

human feeling he tried to convey through the avis: 

The avis must be lively and interesting. It would not be advisable to give them 
always by way of reproach. It is even good, according to the days, to make 
them a little bit cheerful. But one must be very careful not to fall into 
buffoonery or trivial jokes: this is difficult, if the one who gives them is not 
skilled in good-humoured banter nor have a good knowledge of what is proper. 
In that case, it is infinitely better to keep the tone serious; but one should never 
scold, even when it is necessary to make some reprimands. 505 

                                                 
503 “After the Gospel, sermon which should always be a résumé of the week’s instructions. One must 
hold interest by being orderly and speedy. It is impossible to include all the morning and evening 
instruction; a choice has to be made according to greater importance and usefulness” (Diary of the 
Marignane Mission). 
504 An example of their effective use came when a large number of the men of the parish stayed at the 
door of the church and refused to participate in the procession of the Blessed Sacrament. On returning 
to the church: “There was no avis. It was necessary to demonstrate by this silence the chagrin we 
were feeling. Coming down from the pulpit, the Superior said only this: ‘The most beautiful day of 
the mission has been the one of greatest suffering for my heart’. This was more effective than 
reproaches; in any case it was right for the Superior to do nothing just then. When he had gone back 
into the sacristy, one of the missionaries said a few vehement words to make the point how justifiable 
the grief was that the Superior had suffered and all the other missionaries had shared on seeing the 
fresh insult Our Lord had received. However as it was necessary to acknowledge the satisfaction 
produced by the piety of the men present at the ceremony, the Superior went back out and spoke to 
them some encouraging words and to invite them to seek admission into the Congregation” (Ibid). 
505 Cérémonial pour les Missions, p. 160-161. 
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5.2 CHRIST THE SAVIOUR AS PREACHED BY THE 
CO-OPERATOR 

5.2.1 THE AIM OF PREACHING: TO INSTRUCT AND CONVERT  

Sevrin’s study of the missions in France during the period of the 

Restoration506 emphasizes the religious ignorance of the French after a quarter 

century of atrocious persecutions, incessant wars, and constant upheavals. One 

part of the population had forgotten nearly everything about their faith, while 

another part had never learnt much about it. This was the crass ignorance Eugene 

referred to in the Preface of the Rule,507 hence his constant insistence to his 

Oblates: “Instruct, instruct, ignorance is the plague of our times.”508 For this 

reason the missionaries packed their missions fully with catechesis, familiar 

instructions, retreats for particular groups and took every possible opportunity to 

instruct.  

They had to seek “only to instruct the faithful” and not dazzle them with 

eloquent speech. They had to be content not only “to break the bread of the 

Word for them, but to chew it for them”, so that the listeners would “rather 

return to their homes edified, touched, instructed and able to repeat in their 

families what they have learned from our lips.”509 

Their instruction did not stop at giving people academic knowledge about 

the catechism and who Jesus was, but Eugene insisted that they were to teach 

                                                 
506 SEVRIN, E. Les missions religieuses en France sous la restauration (1815-1830), Volume I, 
Procure de Prêtres de  la Misericorde, Saint-Madé, 1948, p. 91. 
507 “The people are caught up in crass ignorance of all that pertains to their salvation. The 
consequence of their ignorance has been a weakening of the faith and a corruption of morals with all 
the license which that inevitably entails. Thus, it is supremely important, it is urgently imperative, 
that we lead the multitude of lost sheep back to the fold, that we teach these degenerate Christians 
who Jesus Christ is, that we rescue them from Satan’s power and show them the way to eternal life. 
We must spare no effort to extend the Savior’s empire” (1826 Rule Preface). 
508 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 19 January 1839 in EO 9, n. 683. 
509 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 3, §1. 
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them that Jesus was their Saviour and aimed at inviting them to conversion: “It 

is not enough to assemble a lot of people in the church, one must instruct them, 

one must move them in a manner that they will be converted.”510 In 1818 

Eugene had written these words in his first Rule: “Preaching, indeed, has no 

other end than to lead sinners to the pool of salvation.”511 Thirty years later he is 

found still hammering home the same foundational truth: “Insist on making 

Jesus Christ known and loved. Speak often of this Divine Saviour and of all he 

has done to save mankind. Make them resolve never to spend a day without 

praying.”512 

5.2.2 A STYLE OF PREACHING INTENDING TO HAVE 
MAXIMUM EFFECT 

As the missions were always held in the cold winter months, Sevrin 

writes about the challenges offered by mission preaching in an icy church:  

Morning instruction. Intended for the people – for those who toiled a full and 
long day for a meagre salary, and many of whom, enslaved at an early age to 
the workshop or to the work in the fields, had hardly frequented school and 
catechism – this instruction was informal, simple and cordial and mixed with 
anecdotes, a true catechism without saying it, and which usually concerned the 
essential truths of religion. It had to offer something attractive, to convince 
these poor people to get up earlier than usual, and to come to a freezing church 
in winter to hear the explanation of the Credo.513 

Eugene certainly drew the crowds through his style of preaching. Marius 

Suzanne, who was a novice in 1820 during the mission in Aix, described 

Eugene’s technique of communicating the Saviour, and the reaction of his 

listeners: that he did not need to become dramatic and threatening in order to 

instil fear into his listeners. Rather, he slipped effortlessly into the hearts of his 
                                                 

510 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 27 January 1824 in EO 6, n. 127. 
511 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2. 
512 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 17 January 1849 in EO 4 n. 4.  
513 SEVRIN, Les missions I, p. 166. 
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listeners and was able to arouse sentiments of love and repentance in them in a 

gentle manner. Suzanne reports that many went to confession thereafter and that 

three courtesans were converted as a result of his preaching on the first day.514 

Rey describes the 1826 jubilee preaching at the Calvaire in Marseilles, 

which lasted twenty one days.515 Eugene preached on the Our Father each 

morning in Provencal, and then later in the day in French, on the principal 

articles of Christian doctrine, dogmas and the sacraments. Rey tells how Eugene 

handed the French conferences over to the well-known preacher, Enfantin, and 

the attendance numbers started to drop each day. When Eugene took over again, 

the numbers rose. The people preferred his method of preaching to the elegant 

theological eloquence of Enfantin. This is why Eugene was able to write to 

Honorat at Laus, regarding the daily preaching in the church: “Do not lose from 

sight that it is not a question in this exercise, of preaching but of furnishing 

matter for meditation [for the faithful].”516 

As a gifted speaker Eugene tried throughout his life to share his expertise 

with his Oblates so as to improve their presentation and consequently achieve 

the most benefit. The better the preaching of the Oblates, the more effective 

would be the results of their ministry. There are many examples of this in his 

writings, as this remonstration to Honorat illustrated:  

The man who brought me your letter says that when you are in the pulpit, you 
put yourself in a mood of despair, that’s the word for it; but why utter such 
cries? If it is a natural failing which makes you shout all the time.... I have 
nothing to say except to deplore it but if you can do otherwise and yet shout, 
thinking you obtain better results thereby, you are greatly in error and quite at 

                                                 
514 SUZANNE M., Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, Chez Pontier, Imprimeur-libraire, Aix, 
1820, p. 6-7. The author of this booklet is not mentioned, but Beaudoin refers to this when he quotes 
what Fortuné wrote to the President on June 1, 1820: “The few persons who have read (the brochure 
of Brother Suzanne on the mission of Aix) were extremely satisfied with it” (EO 6, n. 57, footnote 2). 
Similarly in the text itself Suzanne wrote about himself in the first person when he spoke about 
catechising in the fourth letter. 
515 REY, Histoire I, p. 419-420. 
516 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 August 1826 in EO 7, n. 252. 
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fault, for you are missing your aim and rendering yourself useless; in that case, 
it is a disorder. Get it firmly into your head that they lose half of what you say 
when you shout in that manner, and this is very annoying when it is an 
instruction that everybody should grasp. That is not the way to act, on the 
contrary, one should indulge somewhat rarely in outcries. That is the way to 
give them some effect.517 

The preachers only had a limited time with their audience, and consequently 

they had to utilize that time to the fullest. 

5.2.3 THE NECESSITY FOR STUDY AND PRAYER TO PREPARE 
SERMONS 

It was the Saviour who had to speak through his co-operator, as Eugene 

wrote in his Rule: “The missionary – lest his preaching be in vain – will pray 

and get others to pray to the Divine Master of hearts, to deign to accompany the 

words of his minister with that powerful grace, which moves and converts souls, 

and without which all words are but as sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal.”518 

Commenting on the powerful grace that the missionaries received on being sent 

in the name of the Lord, Eugene urged them to be strong “in the grace of Jesus 

Christ whose instruments you have been over so many years…. But as long as it 

is with you, you will convert them, with sermons that are simple, not affected 

and inspired only by the Spirit of the Lord who does not work through the well-

rounded phrases and the fine language of orators.”519 In 1852 Eugene continued 

to insist on the instrumentality of the co-operator: 

I don’t need to tell you with what pleasure I read your report and re-read it to 
others. One can say that your experiment was a master’s stroke, so greatly has 
the good Lord blessed your efforts. It will always be like that when you place 
all your trust in Him. The conversion of souls is his work alone and it can only 
be obtained by the grace of Jesus Christ, and that grace is given only to the 
humble, to those who are forgetful of themselves and give back all the glory to 

                                                 
517 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 24 January 1824 in EO 6 n. 126. 
518 1826 Rule Pars Prima, Caput 3, §1, Art. 24. 
519 E. de Mazenod to J. Magnan, 8 March 1844 in EO 10, n. 836.  
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God. Here lies the difference between the fruitfulness of the poor missionary’s 
sermons compared with the barren results of most Lenten preachers. Let us 
look always to what is useful, let us seek nothing but God’s glory and the 
salvation of souls, let us count ourselves fortunate to have been chosen to be 
the instruments of God’s mercy, and the Lord will work all things to our great 
consolation.520 

The instrument must pray, but he must also study. From the beginning 

one part of the life of the missionary was meant to be spent in active ministry 

while the other part was to be spent in study and prayer in his community.521 

Study was essential so as to prepare good instructions, and the missionary was 

urged to “nourish yourself with good reading to perfect your taste and solidify 

your judgment. Don’t have an eye for what shines but for what is solid, for what 

is understood by everyone in your audience, for what is instructive and makes 

conversions lasting.”522 

5.2.4 THE NECESSITY FOR WRITING SERMON TEXTS 

The importance of preaching led Eugene to be demanding of his Oblates 

regarding their preaching methods. In the Rule he insisted that the superior 

would not allow the missionaries to preach until they had written and studied the 

sermons that they would preach, which had been examined by two priests 

appointed by the superior.523 Often he insisted on each missionary preparing a 

complete set of sermons and instructions524 and wisely gave the reason “that 

                                                 
520 E. de Mazenod to M. L’Hermite, 10 January 1852 in EO 11, n. 1096.  
521 Request for authorization addressed to the Capitular Vicars General of Aix, January 25, 1816 in 
EO 13, n. 2. Also: “Above all, always reserve time for study and for your personal sanctification in 
the interior of your house. That is indispensable” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in 
EO 1, n. 10). 
522 E. de Mazenod to M. L’Hermite, 17 August 1852 in EO 11, n. 1112.  
523 1826 Rule Pars Prima, Caput 3, §1, Art. 6 and 7. 
524 For example “I shall not rest until I see all of our missionaries who have to announce the Word of 
God in possession of a complete course of sermons and instructions for retreats and missions” (E. de 
Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1 n. 10). Also: “I have said repeatedly, let our men 
always have a sermon in the making”(E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 1 October 1844 in EO 1, n. 48). 
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there will come a time when the imagination will grow cold and then he will be 

happy to find in his texts the spirit of his early years.”525 

Eugene was a gifted orator who could not stay with a prepared text, but 

because he knew exactly which reaction he wanted to achieve from his listeners, 

he was able to move and improvise – but always coming from his own 

experience of trying to imitate Christ the Saviour in his life. For his Oblates who 

were not naturally gifted orators he insisted on written preparation. When a 

missionary showed himself capable of being able to preach without a written 

text, he could be given permission to do so on condition that he had an approved 

sermon plan and some basic points written down.526 

5.2.5 THE CONTENTS OF THE PREACHING 

The instructions were generally held twice a day: in the morning and in 

the evening. In the morning they began with a prayer and were followed by 

Mass, and they were usually referred to as “conferences.” The morning topics 

were instructional:527 prayer, the commandments of God and of the Church, 

virtues, sacraments, Apostles’ Creed, etc. Going through the commandments 

gave the Oblates the opportunity to speak about practical things like how to love 

God and neighbour, scandal-mongering and rash judgements. Whereas the 

evening instructions, referred to as “sermons,” aimed at the heart and at 

                                                                                                                                              
See also E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 4 October 1835 in EO 8, n. 546; and E. de Mazenod to J. 
Marcou, 11 August 1824 in EO 6, n. 150. 
525 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1 n. 10. 
526 1826 Rule Pars Prima, Caput 3, §1, Art. 8 and 9. 
527 This letter gives an example of the spirit at the basis of preaching: “Tell Father Suzanne it is 
important that he spend several days to instruct the people concerning what is called Christian life. 
One must greatly insist on and make them feel the necessity of practising virtue, giving them a great 
esteem for this, first for the state of being Christian, for which they have had little care until now; go 
over the practical aspect of the Law of God, the commandments of God and of the Church; bring out 
all that pertains to religion that they must be taught to respect in the least details, fulminate against 
the stupid pleasantries that they sometimes make about religion for the sake of making conversation, 
a liberty that is quite common amongst the peasants” (E. de Mazenod to J. Marcou, 18 December 
1824 in EO 6, n. 161). 
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conversion. They dealt with salvation, mortal sin (introducing the theme of 

confession and inviting them to it), judgement, hell, the dangers of delaying 

one’s conversion, the divine nature of the Christian religion, the virtue of 

penance, forgiving one’s enemies, restitution, blasphemy, adoration of the 

Blessed Sacrament, death of the just person as opposed to the death of the 

sinner, the Passion, the Prodigal Son, and others.528  

No opportunities were neglected to instruct. At some of the Sunday 

Masses one of the missionaries in the pulpit prayed aloud in the style of a 

meditation following the priest’s actions. Every occasion was used to catechise:  

During Mass, one of the missionaries in the pulpit, while kneeling down, 
uttered pious reflections up until the consecration touching on the sacrifice and 
on the communion in which all those assisted were to participate. After the 
consecration, he spoke out loud in an even tone all the ‘acts before 
communion’. Before administering the holy mysteries the celebrant spoke 
some fervent words, what the Italians call a fervorino. He then distributed the 
Body of Jesus Christ to over four hundred women or girls who came up to the 
Holy Table with remarkable devotion and recollection. While this was going on 
one of the missionaries made acts of faith, adoration, love, desire, etc.529 

That Eugene was preaching from his own intimate experience and 

knowledge of Christ the Saviour becomes clear in the description which Suzanne 

gave of Eugene’s preaching on Palm Sunday: “He expressed himself with such 

force and eloquence, and put into the mouth of the Saviour, a speech so full of 

gentleness and grace.”530 Suzanne continued by describing Eugene’s preaching 

                                                 
528 Diary of the Marignane Mission. Also, to Courtès: “I recommend you to aim very much at 
instructing. Be not satisfied with devoting the morning to this great duty of the mission, but always 
use a quick quarter of an hour in the evening before the main instruction to summarize what had been 
said in the morning to a smaller audience. This quarter of an hour instruction is to be given in the 
form of a reflection or catechism, without any oratorical gesture” (E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 19 
January 1839 in EO 9, n. 683). 
529 Similarly on the Sunday of the general communion for the men: “Before giving communion, the 
Superior who was saying the Mass, spoke for a quarter of an hour or twenty minutes. Those assisting 
who filled the entire church had been prepared by the pious reflections and prayers a missionary had 
made throughout the Mass, and certainly the Lord was greatly glorified on that beautiful day” (Diary 
of the Marignane Mission). 
530 SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 11-12. 
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on Good Friday of 1820 during the Aix mission. He who had been captivated as 

a young man by Jesus the Saviour on that Good Friday more than twenty years 

before, truly showed himself to be a co-redeemer. He had imitated the examples 

and virtues of Jesus his Saviour, and was able to speak through personal 

experience:  

But if the impression that this eloquent speech made on us was lively and deep, 
he touched us even more appreciably in the instruction that he gave us on Good 
Friday. He followed the Lord in the most important events of his painful 
Passion. He spoke to us with so much eloquence about the immense love of 
Jesus Christ for all people, and for each of us in particular; he attributed such 
moving prayers to Him, sentiments so lively and so ardent for our salvation; he 
prayed himself with so much fervour, that we were delighted with admiration, 
and penetrated by the deepest gratitude; and when he portrayed this divine 
Saviour burdened under the humiliating weight of all the crimes of mankind, of 
those thoughts, of those desires, of those actions, he said, raising his voice, for 
which you never blamed yourselves; when above all he made Him die while 
asking for forgiveness for us, and desiring that his Blood not be shed in vain for 
us, then we believed that we had discovered all the secrets of the holy soul of 
the Lord Jesus, and only then did we begin to know him and to love him. 

5.3 CEREMONIES TO REINFORCE THE PREACHED 
MESSAGE AND TO APPEAL TO THE SENSES 

During the missions all the ceremonies were an extension of the 

preaching, and had the same goal. Every means of instructing and leading people 

to experiencing the Saviour, and converting, was improvised and tried out. 

Sevrin calls the ceremonies “doctrine in action.”531 He elaborates that for the 

parishioners all this was new either in contents or in presentation. The people 

were either not used to religion or had been put off it by the Revolution and its 

aftermath. These ceremonies thus aroused the curiosity of people unaccustomed 

to the Word of God and, if well prepared and well presented, were a means for 

religious truths to be absorbed. 

                                                 
531 SEVRIN, Les missions I, p. 91. 
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Today when one reads the reactions of the listeners to the activities of the 

missionaries, one is tempted to dismiss the accounts of the loud sobs, copious 

tears and emotional expressions of conversion and to brush them aside as being 

exaggerated and of the literary genre of a romantic past. Yet the reaction of the 

people is not surprising when one reflects on how starved they were for truth, 

solid direction and meaning in their lives after years of being harassed and 

subjugated by different ideological groups and changing leaders and the 

different beliefs and values imposed by them at each change. In the cities the 

people had a certain openness to education, but in the poor abandoned villages 

of Provence this confusion would have been even more deeply felt. Within this 

context, these powerful mission preachers with their convictions and the 

sincerity of their lives held out a liberation to them. Here was the true freedom 

and fulfilment that only the Saviour could bring them, and an emotional 

Provençal people reacted in expressive ways.  

Accordingly, what was begun in the pulpit in words was now confirmed 

and supplemented through dramatic actions which appealed to all the senses and 

made an unforgettable impression on them. For this reason Eugene was 

emphatic that these ceremonies take place and that they be well prepared. In 

1837, after twenty years of practical experience, he insisted: “Among these 

practices are some that are considered as essential and others that can be taken as 

contingent. What is prescribed in the Rule, as for example the entry of 

missionaries into a place they are going to evangelise, cannot be suppressed, 

even temporarily, except by an explicit authorization from me. The consecration 

to the Blessed Virgin, the renewal of baptismal promises, the promulgation of 

the law, the procession of the Blessed Sacrament, the funeral service and the 

instruction after the Gospel of the Requiem High Mass as well as the procession 

and absolution at the cemetery, the first procession known as the penitential 

procession, the exercise preparatory to the act of contrition and the separate act 
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of contrition for both sexes, the general Communion, are obligatory in all the 

missions.”532 

5.3.1 THE PENITENTIAL PROCESSION 

An extremely dramatic event that took place during every mission was the 

penitential procession that focussed directly and tangibly on the effects of Christ 

the Saviour’s expiatory Cross. Through thorough instruction the people were 

prepared to understand and participate. In the Diary of the Marignane Mission, 

Eugene gave a detailed description of how this procession was conducted.533 

Yenveux reproduced the Ceremonial which was in the archives of N.D. du 

                                                 
532 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 EO 9, n. 652. Writing to Courtès, Eugene 
insisted on the same theme: “Our practice is to impart Benediction every morning and evening after 
the service, to solemnly expose the Blessed Sacrament during the ceremony of the renewing the 
baptismal vows, and in the morning of the day fixed for the blessing of the children, during the 
recitation of the breviary before the procession of the Blessed Sacrament. Several processions take 
place during the mission: 1. The day of the Missionaries arrival. 2. The day of atonement. 3. The day 
fixed for the consecration of the girls to the Blessed Virgin. 4. The day set aside to commemorate the 
dead, at the cemetery. 5. The day solemnizing the Blessed Sacrament, in the presence of the Blessed 
Sacrament. 6. The day of the planting of the cross” (E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 20 January 1837 in 
EO 9, n. 602). 
533 “It was a question then of explaining that the missionaries having come in a sense to throw in their 
lot with that of the people of Marignane, wanted to take part in the penitential procession about to 
take place in such a manner as to be able to draw down, both upon them and on the people, God’s 
mercy, which they all needed so badly. It is to obtain this grace that the Superior, on whom rests 
principally responsibility for the mission, is offered on this day as a victim to God’s justice, like the 
man of sin, the scapegoat loaded with everyone’s sins, in the hope, through the humility of the deed 
done this day in union with Our Lord’s humiliations, of turning away God’s anger, appeasing his 
justice and imploring the graces of conversion necessary for so many hardened sinners who have 
wallowed so long in sin and show but little desire to extract themselves from the mess…. So, the 
sermon over, the Superior went up into the pulpit to prepare and dispose minds to look upon what 
was going to take place with sentiments suitable to the occasion.... Finally, he invited the people to 
imitate the Jewish people and lay on him all their faults with sorrow in their hearts, comparing 
himself to the scapegoat which was going to be driven into the desert, burdened with all the iniquities 
of the people, alone worthy of heaven’s wrath which was to exhaust its vengeance upon him. 
However, correcting himself immediately, he turned towards the cross saying that, even in that abject 
state, he would place all his trust in it; that he would embrace it and never let it go, and that thus he 
ran no risk; on the contrary, he had every reason to hope for mercy and pardon. This gesture made an 
impression. Then he received a heavy rope which he knotted around his neck, took the penitential 
cross, and led the procession through the streets of the village while all sang penitential songs and 
prayers.” Eugene concluded his account: “that ceremony had a very profound effect and drew down 
most abundant graces on the mission” (Diary of the Marignane Mission). 
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Laus534 on how this ceremony was to be conducted, and added, “This act of 

repentance is of the highest importance and our Venerated Founder insisted that 

it be enforced in the Congregation.” The text is interesting and warrants being 

fully quoted in that it illustrates clearly the redemptive aspect of the mission with 

every aspect pointing to an encounter with the Saviour. It included suggestions 

(in my italics) for the preacher’s use: 
On the appointed day, after the Vespers which are sung at an earlier time; the 
Superior of the Mission, who has to carry the Cross in the procession, dressed 
in a surplice, makes some reflections from the pulpit on the necessity of 
penance, a virtue necessary for all in order to make reparation, especially for 
those who are most guilty. This penance has really to be a suffering, and it 
must be united with the sufferings of O.-L. J.-C. because despite whatever we 
do, we could not make reparation without him. All the saints understood it in 
this way. (Give examples of extraordinary penance, and rouse the people to try 
to calm the divine anger by making and by promising to do penance). 

Remembering then that there is no better means for the Missionaries than 
example, and explaining to the people how the Lord loves to forgive when the 
leader humbles himself and is the first to be distressed (give examples), the 
Superior declares that, considering himself as being loaded with the sins of 
everyone, over and above his own, he is going to take off the surplice which is 
the symbol of the robe of innocence, take the Cross on his shoulders, and make 
his way through the parish, like J.-C. going through the streets of Jerusalem, to 
implore God's mercy on the sinners of the parish. 

The Superior then takes off the surplice, and after adding some words in his 
capacity of being a penitent, he comes down from the pulpit and, in bare feet 
with a rope around his neck, takes the big Cross from the front of the altar … 

… From the moment that the Superior descends from the pulpit to take the 
Cross, and throughout the procession until the re-entry into the church, the 
Vexilla Regis or similar songs are sung. 

When the Superior, carrying the Cross, comes back into the church, he puts 
down the Cross where he had taken it, that is with the top leaning on the table 
of the altar, and the bottom at the foot of the altar on the floor. Thereafter 
benediction of the Blessed Sacrament is given, with only the Tantum ergo 
being sung. While the procession returns and while the Superior is prostrated in 
front of the Cross, a Missionary in the pulpit, makes reflections and suggests 

                                                 
534 From the Ceremonial of Laus, reproduced in YENVEUX, A., Les Saintes Règles de la 
Congrégation des missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée expliquées d’après les Ecrits, les 
Leçons et l’Esprit de Mgr. Charles-Joseph Eugène de Mazenod. Deuxième Volume. Procure 
Générale des Oblats, Paris 1903, p. 191-193. 
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appropriate sentiments for the occasion, while he directs the eyes and attention 
of all on the example of the Saviour who has taken on all the iniquities… 

After the Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, everyone kisses the Crucifix, 
beginning with the celebrant and the clergy. 

For Eugene it was essential that it be the superior of the mission who 

always carried the Cross because “he takes on himself the sins of the people, in 

imitation of J.C. whom he represents in their midst”535 and he offered himself to 

God as a victim for their sins. Eugene had understood the power of the Cross 

from the time of his youth, and was consequently able to lead others to open 

themselves to the same experience of the healing power of the Saviour. 

5.3.2 THE REMEMBRANCE OF THE DEAD 

Another ceremony with the intention of leading people to conversion to 

Christ the Saviour was that centred around the dead. Early in the morning a 

Requiem Mass was celebrated with a suitable sermon, sometimes with an empty 

coffin in place. Thereafter all went in procession to the cemetery. “Having 

reached the cemetery, a second absolution was given beside the grave that had 

been opened expressly for the ceremony. After the absolution, the Superior said 

some words suggested by the place and occasion. He ended by displaying for all 

to see a skull which he threw into the grave, which will remain open until such 

time as one of those who were present should come to fill it.”536 After this 

thought-provoking ceremony the missionaries were available in the church for 

confession.537 

                                                 
535 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652. 
536 Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
537 Eugene wrote in a letter to Guigues: “The service for the dead, the homily after [the Gospel of] the 
Requiem High Mass, the procession and the absolution at the cemetery with some pious words 
suitable for the occasion, if the weather is good for going outside, are obligatory. What is not 
obligatory, but nonetheless very much apropos, is to have a grave dug around which the absolution is 
done. This grave is meant for the first person who will pay death its due. The catafalque in the church 
must be properly set up and the notice given the evening before to invite all the people for the 
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5.3.3 THE RENEWAL OF COMMITMENT 

The people were led to renew their commitment to God in three 

ceremonies, which at times seem to have been put together into one:538 The 

Amende-Honorable,539 the renewal of baptismal promises and the proclamation 

of the law of God. 

In relating the Amende-Honorable which took place in the mission of 

Aix, Suzanne described the altar richly adorned with the Blessed Sacrament 

exposed, and how a missionary in a loud voice cried out, “Lord, forgive these 

people.” Everyone present responded aloud, “forgive us, forgive us.” In this 

emotion-charged ambience the hearts of many were touched, and he related how 

the numbers waiting for confession increased as a result.540 

Sometimes this seemed to be linked with the renewal of baptismal 

promises and at other times the renewal was done separately. Eugene 

accentuated its importance: “The renewal of the baptismal promises is 

obligatory. Great prominence should be given to this ritual. Our custom is to 

expose solemnly the Blessed Sacrament on this occasion.”541 In the Diary of the 

Marignane Mission Eugene described the setting: “A table was prepared on 

which were placed an open missal, the holy oils, a lighted candle, some blessed 

salt and the small white robe with which one clothes the child after baptism. The 

Superior, having ascended the pulpit, explained the ceremony that was about to 

take place. The Blessed Sacrament was exposed. The Superior went on with his 
                                                                                                                                              

following day’s service must be strongly motivated and captivating for anyone of good will” (E. de 
Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652). 
538 “Il semble donc que, chez les Oblats, l’amende honorable fût comme intercalée entre la 
promulgation de la Loi et la rénovation des vœux; celle-ci, par contre, eut lieu à Briançon le même 
jour que la communion générale et la plantation de croix. Nouvelles preuves que l’ordre des 
cérémonies, leur fusion ou même leur suppression, dépendait souvent des circonstances” (SEVRIN, 
Les missions I, p. 229). 
539 In the presence of the Blessed Sacrament, making reparation for all the abuses against this 
Sacrament during the abuses of the French Revolution and the desecration of countless churches. 
540 SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 8-9. 
541 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652. 
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talk, and after an introduction he had the faithful renew their baptismal promises 

out loud and as a responsory, and this led into a peroration that was very 

touching in the circumstances, and during which the sobbing almost drowned the 

preacher’s voice and it required an effort on his part to make himself heard.542 

This invitation to renewal of commitment to Christ the Saviour did not fall on 

deaf ears, and Suzanne noted in Aix and Marseilles that many sought confession 

thereafter to reinforce and deepen the experience of the ceremony.543 

The ceremony of the promulgation of the law was also done jointly with 

the above ceremonies (in Aix and Marseilles for example), or separately. Eugene 

explained its purpose and significance: “The new promulgation of the law 

amidst a people who had, in some way, given up God’s commandments and who 

again want to be under the loving yoke of the Lord must be done in a way that 

leaves a deep impression. That is why it is very important to lead everyone in 

solemnly affirming one’s fidelity, in a loud voice, at the missionary’s invitation, 

who repeats from the pulpit, with the people, each commandment promulgated 

by the officiating priest at the altar, in a clear and intelligible voice, and then 

explains it.”544 Sevrin describes the solemnity with which this ceremony was 

carried out with two tables of the law in front of the altar, containing the Ten 

Commandments in large letters.545 All the ministers present added to the 

solemnity by being richly vested in copes and dalmatics. The deacon sang the 

Gospel of the Beatitudes, which was commented on by the preacher who 

recalled the divine origins of the Law at Sinai. Then each commandment was 

solemnly read, and repeated by the people who promised to observe it. It was a 
                                                 

542 Eugene concluded the description by showing up how the dignity of Baptism was not respected: 
“Benediction was given and then, after prayer, some very lively avis followed concerning a flagrant 
abuse that has crept in among the other abominations the devil has introduced into the town: namely, 
that at baptisms the numerous crowd of young girls and boys who accompany the godfather hug each 
other shamelessly and go on to dance the whole day through” (Diary of the Marignane Mission). 
543 SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 17-19. 
544 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652. 
545 SEVRIN, Les missions I, p. 228-229. 
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ceremony done with as much pomp as possible to highlight the divine law and to 

counteract the effect of the Revolution which had solemnly enthroned the 

constitutions and the Declaration of the Rights of Man, forgetting about the 

rights of God on His creation. It is remarkable that the Gospel which was read 

was that of the Beatitudes - thus not laying stress on legalism in this ceremony, 

but on the heart of the commandments as values of the Kingdom of the Saviour. 

5.3.4 PROCESSION IN HONOUR OF THE VIRGIN MARY  

Eugene wrote, “the consecration to the Blessed Virgin is made when the 

procession held in honour of the Mother of God comes back; it is quite 

obligatory. It is made from the pulpit, before the Blessed Virgin’s statue, placed 

on a throne, as beautiful as the locality can provide.”546 Sevrin describes the 

solemnity of the occasion: 

It was one of the most beautiful days. Well before the hour, an enormous crowd 
flocked to the church, and almost all were carrying candles. The high altar had 
become a gigantic altar of repose of the Virgin, flooded with light, decorated 
with greenery and flowers. After a song and a sermon, the girls dressed in 
white, crowned with flowers, lined up around the sanctuary and dedicated the 
parish to Mary. They then came two-by-two to leave their crowns at her feet. In 
some places they imitated the question-and-answer style of the renewal of 
vows; in others the faithful repeated the formula of this consecration after the 
missionary, and at the given signal raised their candles in the air. Around six 
thousand persons, in Arles, took part in the ceremony, almost all with a torch. 
There were often two different consecrations, the one for the adults and the 
other one for the children.547 

                                                 
546 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652. 
547 SEVRIN, Les missions I, p.230-231. YENVEUX, A., Les saintes Règles de la Congrégation des 
Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée d’après les écrits, les leçons et l’esprit de Mgr. C.-J.-E. de 
Mazenod, Paris, 1903, vol. I, p. 196 corroborated this and spoke about this being the occasion to 
consecrate the parish to the Blessed Virgin. Suzanne substantiated this in his description of the 
ceremony in the Cathedral of Aix: “Le plus saint enthousiasme animait, tous les assistans; aussi, à 
peine M. de Mazenod, encore en chaire, nous eut-il demandé de faire hautement la profession de 
notre croyance, que d'une, voix unanime, nous proclamâmes Marie, Mère de Dieu et Vierge 
immaculée” (SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 25-27). 
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The recitation of the rosary and the propagation of its use also found a 

place in the missions.548 

5.3.5 CEREMONIES AIMED AT SPECIFIC GROUPS OF PEOPLE 

Special sessions or retreat days were organised for specific groups like the 

children, young girls, women, men and others. All were an attempt to bring each 

person more directly to Christ the Saviour according to the specific needs of 

their age and condition of life. In the account of the Marignane mission, Eugene 

wrote about some of these activities. Separate retreat days were organised for the 

men549 and for the women550 in preparation for their receiving Communion. The 

general communion Mass was also organised on one Sunday only for the 

women, and on another only for the men – in this way the specific needs of each 

were catered to. He set up a congregation for the men and established a centre 

for them where they “could meet for a chat and for honest recreation.” He was 

pleased with the results and noted that this should be done on all the missions. 

The girls were a specific group of concern, particularly insofar as their moral 

behaviour was concerned,551 and to this end they received special instructions as 

                                                 
548 Guibert, for example, noted the role of the rosary in the mission of St. André-de-Majencoules and 
in the procession: “La dévotion du chapelet, qui n'était pas très répandue dans ce pays, comme 
dans bien d'autres de ce diocèse, est maintenant générale. Les hommes, sans respect humain, ont 
assisté aux processions le chapelet à la main ou bien pendu au cou” (H. Guibert to E. de Mazenod, 
September 1825 in PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p.173). 
549 “Although these various instructions and all the exercises considerably prolonged the session, it 
was not thought possible to further defer getting the men together to urge them to inscribe their 
names in the catalogue of the Congregation; and to give them various private avis, etc. The women 
were accordingly dismissed, and a great number of the men alone remained” (Diary of the Marignane 
Mission). 
550 “The women and young ladies were brought together at two o’clock in the afternoon, on the 
sounding of the big bell, and we spoke with them about what they were preparing for and how to do it 
well;” and, “after the blessing, the men were let go. The girls and some ladies congregated in the 
confession chapel... The missionaries went on from there to the confessional to hear the men” (Ibid). 
551 “We have made a practice in our missions of having this special meeting for girls so as to really 
reach out to them and convince them of the necessity of giving up dances and walking out with the 
young men. Experience has shown this to be the best and perhaps the only means to get them to re-
think a preconception fostered by so many passions. Young girls who have not yet made their first 
communion are totally excluded from these meetings, for there is no beating about the bush, and the 
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well as being formed into a congregation where they could help each other. 

During the procession in honour of the Blessed Virgin they often made their act 

of consecration.552 

The missionaries ministered to the prisoners on behalf of Christ the 

Saviour in the mission of Aix, as they are also mentioned as doing in a retreat in 

Nimes.553 With their predilection for the prisoners in their ministry, one could be 

justified in assuming that they did so during many missions. Suzanne described 

their ministry during the Aix mission in terms of seeing, through their ministry, 

“the Saviour hastening to relieve the overwhelming grief of these unfortunates, 

coming in a certain way to associate Himself with their misery and to give to 

their desolated souls the sweet consolations of a tender and compassionate 

love.”554  

                                                                                                                                              
danger is exposed in the full light of day. All that happens on these abominable occasions is recalled 
with horror and the wicked intentions of those who have no other purpose than to seduce them are 
exposed. One must speak with a lot of authority and much earnestness: it is one of the most important 
exercises of the mission. On this occasion, success was total, and never was it less expected as up till 
then the girls had displayed sentiments so contrary to what would be asked of them that the 
missionaries were beginning to be alarmed. Along with a love for dancing, which is an unrestrained 
passion in this part of the country, a custom or, to be more accurate, a highly-pronounced 
determination not to give it up, went a practically invincible prejudice against the congregation and 
the tiny number of girls who belonged to it” (Ibid). 
552 “What is not indispensable is girls publicly renouncing dances and other dangerous recreations. 
These things can be more or less explicitly included in the act of consecration that is made in their 
name from the pulpit” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652). 
553 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 23 June 1825 in EO 6, n. 186.  
554 “Ils n'ont pas craint de descendre dans des cachots obscurs, pour consoler des malheureux que la 
justice inflexible des hommes punit avec une rigoureuse mais indispensable sévérité, et à qui les 
joies saintes de la religion de Jésus-Christ sont presque inconnues. Les succès les plus 
consolans ont couronné leurs pénibles travaux: le lendemain de l'Ascension, quarante d'entr'eux 
ont eu le bonheur de s'approcher de la Table du Seigneur, plusieurs même pour la première 
fois. Un Ethiopien a reçu le Baptême, et une Calviniste, après avoir, abjuré les erreurs de sa 
secte, a été favorisée de la même grâce. Je ne sais ce que c'était, mais j'étais intérieurement satisfait 
de voir notre divin Sauveur, s'empresser de soulager les peines accablantes de ces infortunés, 
venir en quelque sorte s'associer à leurs misères, et donner à leur âme désolée, les douces 
consolations d'un amour tendre et compatissant. Que je le fus bien davantage encore le soir dit 
même jour, lorsque je vis ces-malheureux s'approcher, avec respect, de l'Autel saint et 
lever une main tremblante, pour jurer à Dieu une fidélité inviolable, devant une nombreuse 
assemblée ! Un pauvre forçat qui traînait, avec peine, une chaîne pesante, excitait surtout ma 
compassion. Son visage abattu, les haillons dont il était couvert, les larmes qu'il versait en 
abondance, les maux qu'il avait à souffrir, le contraste frappant que me présentait, la Religion, qui 
touche le cœur et qui pardonne, avec la loi qui punit et qui désespère, tout jettait mon âme 
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It was not uncommon that many people, baptised in the time of the post-

Revolution hostility and indifference towards religion, had neither made their 

first communion,555 nor been confirmed. The missionaries would establish this 

during their visitation, and would then set out to instruct them in preparation for 

the event. The accounts of some of the missions attest to these instructions 

taking place, sometimes in the period after lunch.556 Suzanne spoke of how the 

Aix mission was prolonged for a week by the Missionaries of Provence so as to 

complete the instructions and the outstanding confessions.557 The young Oblates 

in formation were involved in the instructions during the Aix mission.558 The 

same care applied for those who had not been confirmed,559 because in some 

cases this could be the only opportunity to receive the sacrament.560 

                                                                                                                                              
troublée hors des voies communes et ordinaires, et me donnait des frémissemens involontaires, dont 
je ne pouvais me rendre compte” (SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 41-43). 
555 For example: “We also came across a sixty-year old man who is feeble-minded and has not made 
his first communion” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 652). 
556 “As to confession, like yesterday: private visits of the Superior to some people living in 
concubinage. We will have two come each day for instruction at one o’clock. One is thirty-six; he has 
not made his first communion” (Diary of the Marignane Mission). 
557 SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 31-33. 
558 Suzanne narrates one of his own experiences: “Mais comme ils étaient chargés d'une manière 
spéciale, de la classe laborieuse d'un peuple fort ignorant, ils se faisaient un devoir de revenir 
plus souvent sur les vérités fondamentales, de la Religion, afin de les rendre plus 
intelligibles, et de les graver plus efficacement dans des esprits jusqu'à lors dans 
l'indigence intellectuelle la plus profonde et la plus déplorable. Ils en ont trouvé, bien souvent, 
à qui Dieu était à peine connu, et qui, dans toute leur vie, n'avaient jamais pensé à le prier et à 
lui rendre leurs hommages. C'est pourquoi ils employaient tous leurs jeunes novices à instruire 
ces infortunés chrétiens, et à leur donner lés premières notions de la Religion sainte, dont ils 
étaient les enfans, et qu'ils avaient pourtant, le malheur de ne pas connaître. Tous les soirs, après 
l'exercice de St. Sauveur, MM. Suzanne et Coulin, membres de cette précieuse Communauté, 
réunissaient un nombre considérable d'hommes de vingt, trente, quarante, cinquante ans, qui 
n'avaient pas encore fait leur première communion, soit pour leur apprendre le catéchisme, 
soit aussi pour les disposer à recevoir dignement, les Sacremens de la Pénitence et de 
l'Eucharistie. Ces jeunes Missionaires étaient surpris de la bonne volonté de ces pauvres 
paysans” (Ibid). 
559 “We have finished the mission of La Ciotat, one of the most tiring we have done. I am giving you 
no details: the blessings have been abundant but we were four confessors less than were needed, 
which is a very great misfortune. His Grace the Archbishop came to give Confirmation and took part 
in the erecting of the cross which was magnificent” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 28 December 
1821 in EO 6, n. 79). Also a text which shows the compassion and closeness of Eugene to people: 
“How could you think of having Brother Bernard give catechism three times a day? That is 
impossible; besides it must not be presumed that country people may leave their work in order to be 
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The sick and aged who were unable to come to the church were visited 

regularly and ministered to so as to benefit from the mission as well. The Rule 

stated: “During the course of the mission, the missionaries, two by two, will take 

turns in visiting the sick at least twice a week. Their visits will be short and they 

will not waste time with useless words. As soon as they are informed about the 

person’s state of health, and have expressed with kindness several consoling and 

encouraging words, they will leave and go on to visit others.”561 Guibert 

described one such scene of the Saviour being brought to the sick during the 

mission in the small village of Saint-André, saying that nothing like this had 

ever happened in these abandoned hamlets before.562  

Suzanne recounted how the sick all were brought to the General 

Communion in Aix, and how they received Communion before the rest of the 

congregation. He highlighted the joy that he saw on the faces of those on their 

“poor litters” when they saw that their Saviour was sharing in their sufferings.563 

                                                                                                                                              
there; we have always been considerate of the daily welfare of these poor people and it would not be 
right to force them to die of hunger or not be admitted to the sacrament of confirmation if they have 
not received it” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 27 January 1824 in EO 6, n. 127). 
560 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 22 March 1846 in EO 21. 
561 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2. 
562 “Saint-André est une commune imposée de cinq ou six hameaux assez éloignés de celui qui est au 
centre et où nous faisions nos exercices. Nous dîmes la messe à cinq heures du matin; immédiatement 
après nous partîmes, le père Marcou et moi, pour porter la communion. Arrivés à la séparation 
des chemins, on dit quelques mots au peuple pour congédier ceux qui ne pouvaient accompagner 
le saint Sacrement à une distance assez éloignée. Je me mis à genoux ensuite. Je reçus le saint 
Sacrement des mains du père Marcou, et nous prîmes deux chemins différents. Nous étions 
accompagnés d'un grand nombre de personnes et surtout de jeunes gens, qui chantèrent des cantiques 
tout le long du chemin. En arrivant dans les hameaux, nous trouvons toute la population réunie qui se 
joignit à nous. Ces pauvres gens n'avaient jamais rien vu de semblable dans leurs petits villages. En 
entrant dans les maisons des malades, on chantait aussi des cantiques; soit les malades, soit les 
autres, tous étaient dans une sorte de ravissement et d'enthousiasme qu'ils éprouvaient assurément 
pour la première fois. On se pressait autour du saint Sacrement. Il semble qu'on se disputait à qui 
approcherait de plus près Notre-Seigneur, et je ne crois pas que l'empressement fût plus grand 
autour de Nôtre-seigneur lorsqu'il parcourait la Judée” (PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du 
Cardinal Guibert, p. 175-176). 
563 SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la mission d’Aix, p. 24-25. 
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Always ready to bring Christ the Saviour to all groups who were in some 

way abandoned, the Oblates in England reached out to the heavy drinkers, 

forming an association to encourage temperance.564  

5.3.6 THE CLOSURE OF THE MISSION: ERECTION OF THE 
MISSION CROSS  

This ceremony marked the end of the mission. From the beginning of the 

mission, negotiations were started between the local pastor, the missionaries and 

the municipality about a prominent spot where the cross was to be erected.565 

Then money was collected566 and the cross was manufactured. Care was taken in 

making this, and it had to pass the approval of the missionaries.567 In Aix and 

Marseilles two large crucifixes are still present. In the smaller places like Barjols 

they were simple and made of wrought iron or of wood. 

                                                 
564 “We likewise had a sort of compensation in a ceremony which is not yet known on the European 
continent, I mean the solemn commitment in the Society of Temperance. At the behest of Father 
Cooke, faithful disciple of Pere Mathieu as you are aware, more than five hundred persons enrolled 
themselves under the banner of this association and took the oath, at the foot of the altar, to abstain 
during the rest of their lives from all inebriating drink. I must add that a goodly number had need of 
this remedy for it is inconceivable how drunkenness reigns in a manner so wholesale amongst the 
working classes of the great cities of England and what is still worse, almost as much amongst the 
women as amongst the men” (Undated letter of C. Aubert to E. de Mazenod reproduced in EO 3, n. 
34, footnote 2). 
565 “The Mayor, who, on being informed that the missionaries wanted to go to see him, had gone as 
early as the morning to the parish house, came at one o’clock to take us to go and choose the most 
suitable place for the mission cross.” And also: “After dinner, invitation from the Mayor to go and 
see the preparations being made to clear, fill in, and sand the place where the cross is to be planted. It 
is a quite a sight, thirty wagons and two hundred people were engaged in this work. The Mayor, at 
the head of the workers, is engaged in an activity that would be edifying, if that spot had not been 
previously designated by him to become the prettiest avenue in the village. The eventuality of the 
planting of the cross aroused his zeal, which coincided with his intentions, and this has contributed in 
no small measure to the speeding up of the work. It is moreover at his request that the cross will be 
planted at the edge of this place which he wants to make a pretty avenue” (Diary of the Marignane 
Mission). 
566 “A final avis was given on the general appeal to be made for the expenses of the cross and its 
pedestal” (Ibid). 
567 “A fine lesson not to go another time to the village carpenter to have mission crosses made. The 
one ordered by the Parish Priest turned out to be so huge, so out of proportion, so awful to put it 
bluntly, that there was nothing for it but to leave it with the workman and order another immediately, 
which may not turn out any better” (Ibid). 
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The ceremony was well prepared to be as spectacular as possible so as to 

appeal to the people and to ensure that this act of homage to Jesus the Saviour 

made an unforgettable impression on them. In the Marignane narration we read: 

“While we are on the subject of the Mayor, we may remark that he has not 

missed a single one of the evening instructions, and that he is extremely 

courteous and helpful towards the missionaries, whom he has referred to as the 

ambassadors of Jesus Christ, in an ordinance he issued with the purpose of 

having the bars closed on the Sunday when the planting of the cross will take 

place.” 

Those honoured to carry the cross were chosen which, depending on the 

length of the procession could be several hundred men in the larger places. The 

cross would be carried in procession through the decorated streets until it 

reached the point where it would be put up. A final sermon was usually 

preached. Sevrin, on the basis of all the missions of this period which he 

researched, describes the final scenes thus:  

As soon as the cross was erected, the preacher approached the pedestal, and 
gave a last discourse to the immense crowd, into which he put all the power of 
his voice, all the fire of his heart, all the resources of his eloquence, to beg 
these Christians, some strengthened in the good road, and others who had 
returned there, to remain faithful to their commitments, and to launch a last 
appeal to those who, up to the end, had resisted God's generosity. This speech 
usually produced good reactions. The preacher summoned them, once more, to 
forgive their enemies, and incited them to new acclamations of “Long live 
Jesus! Long live the Cross!” This was repeated with varying degrees of 
enthusiasm, depending on the extent to which it had won over hearts and 
souls.… They then went to kiss the wood or the pedestal of the cross, and 
returned in procession as they had come.568 

Robert’s description of the mission cross being brought to Marseilles by 

Eugene in a fleet of boats from the sea adds an unusual touch to the ceremony: 

                                                 
568 SEVRIN, Les missions, I, p. 324-325. 
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We saw this magnificent procession, consisting of more than three thousand 
persons, and the cross was carried in triumph on an unusual carriage … But the 
public admiration and the delight were at their height when a new Saint Peter 
was heard preaching from his boat, in the Provençal language, to the fishermen 
and to the sailors of the port. The simple and extremely persuasive eloquence 
of Father de Mazenod, leader of the Missionaries of Provence, made the most 
profound impression. Standing at the foot of the cross, wearing a red cope, he 
elaborated on the holy mysteries with the ardour and the energy which belong 
to the orators born under our blazing climate…. he had the happiness to hear 
repeated by the most resounding cheers, the shouts of long live Jesus, long live 
his Cross, long live the King and his family569 – comforting acclamations which 
he himself had initiated with much emotion.570  

Eugene’s eloquence and persuasiveness when speaking about the mysteries of 

the Saviour had certainly more to do with his own experience of salvation than 

with the heat of the sun of his place of birth! Thus, once the missionaries had left 

a town, the mission cross remained as a permanent reminder of the Saviour’s 

call to make the inhabitants share in his life-giving gesture of salvation. Where it 

was not possible to erect a cross in public, as in England, the missionaries 

ensured a similar reminder in the erection of the Stations of the Cross.571 

5.3.7 EFFECTIVENESS OF THE CEREMONIES 

The letters of the missionaries constantly testify to their faithfulness to the 

ceremonies of the missions and to their effectiveness.572 Guibert, for example, 

wrote from the mission in Rouviere: “All our grand ceremonies produced all the 

                                                 
569 This seems to be the only time documented when Eugene urged people to shout their acclaim for 
the king. In the period of the Restoration, Catholicism was considered the official state religion, 
protected by the King and hence the danger of inserting loyalty to the Bourbons as a component of 
religion. 
570 ROBERT, Précis historique, p. 65-66. 
571 “We did not have, it is true, the planting of the Cross, England is still not ripe enough for that, but 
we have left another souvenir of the mission which somewhat comes to the same thing. We have 
erected in this church the stations of the Via Crucis” (Undated letter of C. Aubert to E. de Mazenod 
reproduced in footnote 2 in EO 3, n. 34). 
572 “Nous avons suivi pour la forme de nos exercices le coutumier que le père Suzanne, à son 
dernier voyage, eut la bonté de nous laisser. Nous n'avons omis aucune de nos belles cérémonies; 
nous avons partagé le travail suivant que la plus grande gloire de Dieu nous a paru l'exiger et d'après 
les ordres que le père Mye nous avait laissés” (H. Guibert to H. Tempier, 16 December 1825 in 
PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 179). 
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results which we could have expected.”573 Sevrin concludes on the effectiveness 

of the ceremonies: if all these outdoor ceremonies attracted an impressive 

following, there was also, we think, an even bigger number of the curious. 

Perhaps it was they who were the most edified and received the most graces: it is 

better to be an actor than a bystander in a demonstration of faith. However the 

missionaries were convinced, by experience, of the good effect of these 

ceremonies on the crowd which rushed to see them. More than on one occasion 

there were even sudden conversions of long-time sinners, who had resisted all 

efforts until then, but who were finally thrown into God's arms as a result of the 

emotion of the scene, a detail, a song, or a word of the preacher.574 

5.4  THE HYMN AND PRAYER BOOK AS AN 
INSTRUMENT TO REINFORCE THE PREACHED 
MESSAGE AND OF INSTRUCTION 

The Missionaries of Provence compiled a hymnbook for use during their 

missions. The first edition was entitled, Recueil de cantiques français et 

provençaux a l’usage des missions de Provence and was published in 1818. The 

second revised version came out the following year in 1819, and there were 

seven editions produced until 1851. The first edition was a 286 page 

compendium of prayers, doctrinal teaching and hymns in French and Provençal 

for use during the missions, which illustrated the creativity of the missionaries 

and their ability to use all means at their disposal to bring the people to the 

Saviour through personal conversion. For those who could read it would have 

been an invaluable instrument of religious growth, and for the illiterate there 

were easy songs to learn and doctrinal truths put across in simple way. For 

                                                 
573 Ibid., p. 181. 
574 SEVRIN, Les missions, I, p. 235. 
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example, the ten commandments of God were set to rhyme thus facilitating their 

being memorised by all.575  

The first part of the 1818 version consisted of 98 pages of prayers and 

aids to prayer. Prayers for various times of the day, prayers to be said before, 

during the Mass which the priest would have been celebrating in unintelligible 

Latin, and prayers after Mass. A companion to confession helped the penitent to 

approach the “salutary waters of penance” with the correct dispositions and then 

to be guided through an in-depth, but very clearly produced, examination of 

conscience of four pages. The penitent was then invited and helped to approach 

the confessional with the sentiments that he would have if he were to find Jesus 

Christ visibly seated where the priest was, and that it was Jesus to whom he was 

confessing. There was judgement expressed in atonement for sins, but the 

overall tone was one of warmth and confidence in the forgiveness of the 

Saviour. There was nothing said to frighten the penitent – conversion came as a 

grace of God and in response to God’s love. Similarly the preparation given for 

communion and the thanksgiving afterwards was in the mode of a loving 

conversation with the good God who comes to his beloved.  

There instructions for making visits to the Blessed Sacrament abounded 

with sentiments of closeness and friendship: 

Jesus Christ chose our churches to make them his dwelling: his intense love for 
his children did not allow him to separate himself from us. He is really present 
on our Altars, ready at all hours to receive our homage and our desires; ready to 
provide for all our needs; ready to make reparation for us with his Father. The 
entrance is closed to no one: we can have an audience whenever we want it, 
and we are always received by the one who is present … It is at that time, more 

                                                 
575  “Un seul Dieu tu adoreras, 

Et aimeras parfaitement;  

Dieu en vain tu ne jureras  

Ni autre chose pareillement” etc.  

(Recueil de cantiques français et provençaux a l’usage des missions de Provence, Laurent Aubanel, 
Avignon 1818, p. 110). 
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than at any other, that J.C. converses, so to speak, more familiarly with his 
favourites; that he communicates himself intimately to them; that he opens his 
heart to them; that he lavishes on them the treasure of all his graces.576 

One section taught a method of mental prayer, done through the means of 

seven pages of questions and answers, gradually leading the person deeper and 

deeper into an experience of God. This was followed by a summary of the 

method, then some counsels on “How to do the oraison well and to be able to 

draw from it all the fruits which God desires.”577  

The section on the hymns in French was didactic as well. There was a 

section entitled “Canticles on the Great Truths of Religion,”578 with 40 pages of 

songs teaching and underlining these truths: for the opening of the mission, an 

exhortation to conversion, a call to the youth to serve God, songs about the 

advantages of innocence, salvation, mortal sin, death, last judgement, hell, 

paradise, the desire for heaven, the love of God etc. All these were the themes 

dealt with during the evening sessions, thus compounding the teaching which 

they had heard, and drumming the message home. The canticle for the opening 

of the mission proclaimed all the great themes of the mission:  
A God who comes to make himself heard,  

Dear people, what a favour!  

At his voice you need to return;  

He wants your heart, hurry and come, faithful people,  

Come to the mission;  

The Lord, who is inviting you, wants your conversion….579  

With a simple melody and easy words, it is not difficult to imagine the effect of 

this being constantly repeated by simple people.  

                                                 
576 Ibid., p. 60-61. 
577 Ibid., p. 72. 
578 Ibid., p. 110. 
579 Ibid.  
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The third part consisted of canticles on prayer and the sacraments. Since 

confession was a highlight of the missions, the song on confession points to its 

main aspects:  
Return, sinners, during this favourable time, 

God calls you, he will forgive you: 

from the load of so many sins you will be unburdened 

Confession will relieve you. 

But in order to obtain this health-giving forgiveness 

God insists that you prepare yourself….580  

The following eight verses sang about how to prepare for confession step-by-

step, from praying for the light to see their sins, to the firm purpose of 

amendment, and concluding with the admonition not to be afraid of anything, 

because they would be received by the missionaries with great pleasure and 

gentleness. One can imagine these canticles being sung repeatedly during the 

long hours of queuing and waiting for their turn at confession, and the effect of it 

on the penitents. 

The fourth section was made up of songs on the mysteries of religion: 

faith, virtues, the Church, Mary etc. With the centrality of the Cross at the 

missions, there were canticles singing about it. One, “In Honour of the Cross,” 

constantly repeated the refrain “Vive Jésus, vive sa croix”, and in between each 

acclamation they reflected and sang about the various aspects of the significance 

of this symbol of salvation. In the narratives of the processions connected with 

the erection of the Cross at the end of the mission, one constantly reads that this 

acclamation was used.581  

                                                 
580 Ibid., p. 170. 
581 For example, Guibert reported in September 1825 from the mission of St. André-de-Majencoules: 
“Pendant la cérémonie d'aujourd'hui, les cris de vive la croix! Vive la religion! se faisaient 
entendre à chaque instant et on comprenait bien qu'ils partaient du fond du cœur” (H. Guibert to E. 
de Mazenod, September 1825 in PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 174). 
Also, Eugene wrote: “When the pedestal of the cross was ready, His Grace the Archbishop decided to 
go in procession to adore the sign of our redemption... We went back to the church passing again by 
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The final section consisted of 50 pages of hymns in the Provençal 

language. They dealt with each of the major themes of the mission and taught 

the Creed, the commandments of God, of the Church, and many other elements 

of instruction in such a way that they could be committed to memory through 

constant repetition in song.582  

Thus when one reads in the accounts of the missions that songs and 

canticles were sung, they were an integral part of the process of instruction and 

of leading the people to conversion. In his Diary of the Marignane Mission, 

Eugene showed this: 
People prostrated on every side as the missionaries passed by, uttering cries of 
joy and spontaneously singing, in a kind of explosion of emotion, the first verse 
of the canticle: O missien tan desiderado! People were to be seen lifting their 
arms aloft to heaven in a rapture, others opened them wide in welcome, 
shedding tears and showering blessings on the Lord’s envoys… 

…Morning prayer was said, a canticle sung, then the instruction took place; it 
was followed by Mass and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament. Finally the 
second Mass, at the beginning of which was sung the closing hymn. 

…While this was going on one of the missionaries made acts of faith, 
adoration, love, desire, etc. At the end of communion the choir intoned some 
canticles. After Mass there was exposition of the Blessed Sacrament on the 
altar and the ceremony was concluded with the Te Deum laudamus and 
benediction. We withdrew at half-past ten singing canticles that seemed to 
come from the bottom of the heart. 

…After Vespers, all the faithful being assembled at the square where the cross 
was, we proceeded to bless it. Then the procession began to move singing the 
Vexilla Regis and some canticles. 

The second edition of the Cantiques et prieres, published the following 

year, in 1819, consisted of 383 pages, one hundred more than the first edition. 

                                                                                                                                              
the centre of the Cours, singing all the while canticles in honour of the Holy Cross” (Diary of the 
Christian Youth: June 1820). 
582 Eugene wrote from Laus: “The evening Office has just ended. The church was not able to hold the 
crowd of faithful any more than it did this morning. Hymns are echoing all over; everyone is leaving; 
it is six o’clock; most of them still have four hours to walk, and they will continue to sing their 
praises of the Lord like that all the way home. You have to see what is going on here to get an idea of 
it” (E. de Mazenod to A. Tavernier, 2 July 1820 in EO 13, n. 30). 
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There were more canticles and prayers, but the most significant addition was that 

of several sections of summary on aspects of Christian doctrine:583 Fundamental 

Maxims of the Christian Religion; and, A Summary of Christian Doctrine; and 

Methods of Keeping oneself in the Grace of God etc. It is to this which Eugene 

referred when he insisted:  

Tell Father Suzanne it is important that he spend several days to instruct the 
people concerning what is called Christian life…. In a word, you must go over 
everything from morning to evening prayer, from the first day of the year to the 
last. It has several times happened with me to explain to that end, either the 
résumé of the faith, or the rule of life, which are found in the hymn book.584 

Eugene had instructions and advice to give on this important instrument 

of instruction when later editions were to be published. Before the 1826 version 

he instructed Tempier: “I think that it will suffice to print 2000 copies. I hope 

that you have not made changes likely to confuse those who have the former 

editions. I would have wished them to include the special psalms for the Vespers 

of martyrs, confessors and the holy Virgin for the convenience of those who 

only have this book.”585 In 1837 he counselled:  

I advise you to make a good choice of hymns for your collection. Give 
preference to piety rather than to modern taste… Do not take out or add, 
otherwise there is no possibility of agreement. I am put out that more essential 
business has prevented me from examining the selection myself…..Have the 
Veni Creator, the Miserere, the Ave Maris Stella, the De Profundis, the Libera 
and the Te Deum Laudamus printed in the hymnal. These hymns are sung at 
various times in all our missions. The rule of Christian living which we propose 
to the converted Christians to follow must also be included. Another omission 
to be remedied is that some hymns in Provençal must also be printed; their 
omission may cause a void for our missions in the Midi. Hence a certain 
number of copies must be left in loose-sheets so that some pages can be added 
before binding them. However do not come to any conclusion before speaking 

                                                 
583 Recueil de cantiques et de prières a l’usage des missions de Provence, Laurent Aubanel, Avignon 
1819, p. 76-95. 
584 E. de Mazenod to J. Marcou, 18 December 1824 in EO 6, n. 161.  
585 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 9 March 1826 in EO 7, n. 229. 
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to Father Mille who is preaching a mission at this moment, I am convinced that 
this hymnal thus printed will be useful to the Society. 586 

Because of the importance of singing in the missions, Eugene wanted the 

songs to be fully instructive and solid:  

… In the missions, I recommend you use hymns with a refrain, which the 
congregation can repeat. I insist that there be refrains that the whole 
congregation can sing, nothing more. I don’t find anything more wearisome 
than listening to some isolated voices which annoy you by their unison without 
anyone being able to hear one word of what they utter. It is the very opposite of 
devotion. In this case, music, far from sending the souls to God, turns them 
away from him. Instead of praying at such a precious moment, people languish. 
People prefer to pray fervently without being distracted by the singing. And so 
I would like to suppress, in our missions, any adoration, any hymn, in which 
the refrain could not be repeated by the entire congregation. Hence I insist on 
hymns with a refrain because during the mission all must sing. From our 
hymnals, certain ridiculous and out-of-place expressions of love must also be 
removed; verses that are significant and inspiring of piety are what is 
needed.587 

And again to emphasize the same theme:  

I had, however, made it clear that we do not speak so much of love in the 
hymns, that I insist on refrains that all the people can repeat, that the good 
results from community singing to the entire congregation of the faithful 
should never be sacrificed to the self-love of some privileged choristers.588  

The co-operator of Christ the Saviour was attentive to every possible detail that 

would lead others to salvation. 

5.5 THE ENCOUNTER WITH CHRIST THE SAVIOUR 
IN CONFESSION 

As everything in the mission aimed at bringing the person to an encounter 

with Christ the Saviour, the opportunity for this which was offered in confession 

                                                 
586 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 14 March 1837 in EO 9, n. 609. 
587 E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 6 April 1837 in EO 9, n. 611.  
588 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 6 September 1837 in EO 9, n. 642. 
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and communion was of vital importance. The Rule was unambiguous on the 

centrality of confession:  

The work begun in the pulpit has to be completed in the tribunal of penance. If 
grace has touched a soul by the strength of the Word of God, ordinarily it is in 
the tribunal of penance that grace moulds and justifies it. Preaching, indeed, 
has no other end than to lead sinners to the pool of salvation… It is beyond all 
doubt that the hearing of confessions is to be preferred to preaching, when there 
is room for choice, because the private direction and admonition given in the 
tribunal of penance may in a measure supply the place of instruction and 
preaching, whereas preaching can never take the place of the sacrament of 
penance, which was instituted by Christ our Lord for restoring men to the 
friendship of God.589  

Its truth was shown repeatedly wherever they did a mission: “The ministry of the 

Word cannot be substituted for the sacrament of penance instituted by J. C. in 

order to reconcile man with God.”590 It was here that the encounter between the 

person and his or her personal Saviour took place, and led to the “unbounded 

happiness of several of those who went to confession, a happiness whose effects 

are shared by their families.”591 

Sevrin writes an excellent passage on this ministry, throwing light on the 

experience of the missionary himself:  

Confession, which reconciles souls with God, was the big issue, the pivot of the 
whole mission; and if it demanded a generous effort on the part of the penitent, 
especially the men, it was for the priest the most tiresome and the most 
comforting, the most obscure and the most glorious ministry. Going almost 
non-stop from the pulpit to the confessional and from the confessional to the 
pulpit, was what they found themselves doing in many missions. There was a 
physical fatigue and a moral tension unknown to those who do not confess; but 
perhaps we would also be mistaken if we hardly supposed that the recollection 
of so many confidences received, of so many consciences reassured, of so 
many hearts set at peace, of so many sincere resolutions, even if they were not 
tried and tested, in brief that so many miracles of grace they were witnesses of, 

                                                 
589 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §2. 
590 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 12 March 1825 in EO 6, n. 173. 
591 Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
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achieved more than everything else to strengthen the missionaries in the 
unshakable conviction that their work was good and willed by God.592 

Add to this description the fact that the Oblate missionary was conscious 

that above all he was doing this ministry as a co-operator with Christ the 

Saviour, as a “co-Redeemer” and there we have the full picture of his vocation. 

Once the confessions began, the missionaries spent most of their time in 

the confessional. “But the fact remains that we are in the confessionals all the 

time we are not in the pulpit or at the altar, we scarcely give ourselves time off 

to take our meals; it is only with difficulty that we take a half-hour’s recreation 

after dinner, and indeed that time is always employed in the business that the 

mission involves, making the peace, negotiating, private instruction of those 

whom one has come across in the confessional, ignorant of the truths necessary 

for salvation, etc.”593 The references to the numerous confessions are to be found 

in all the plentiful accounts of the missions. They narrated this on the very first 

mission they conducted in Grans in 1816:594 “The day after our arrival, we set up 

confessionals for the four missionaries, they were besieged from three o’clock in 

the morning, I tell you this because it is a fact, and we stayed there for the 

following 28 hours. Twenty-eight hours, I must repeat it so that you don’t think I 

made a mistake in writing it. As for the details as to what happened during the 

mission, it is impossible to attempt to tell them. Excessive cold did not stop the 

church from being full from three in the morning onward.”595 The same pattern 

                                                 
592 SEVRIN, Les missions, I, p. 236. 
593 Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
594 E. de Mazenod to C.A. de Mazenod, 1 May 1816 in EO 13, n. 3. Also: “we never stop hearing 
confessions. We take in every variety; therein consists our prayers, our preparation, our thanksgiving 
and everything else, day and night” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 11 March 1816 in EO 6, n. 11).  
595 The narrations abound: for example, during the mission of Eyguieres, “So we have to go beyond 
our strength, we are in the confessional until a quarter to midnight, and at that late hour when we 
have to go up for something to eat, we are obliged to send people away” (E. de Mazenod to the 
community at Aix, 7 March 1819 in EO 6, n. 41). From Barjols he wrote: “Here we are in the 
confessional, without stirring, from morning until evening” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 14 
November 1818 in EO 6, n. 34). After the Barjols mission: “The parish priest at Barjols tells me that 
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was to continue throughout Eugene’s life, but one does see a sense of realism 

coming in as a result of experience, as Eugene wrote in 1850: “Concerning their 

mission at Manchester, I have learnt something which Father Aubert somewhat 

concealed from me which is that they heard confessions until two and three in 

the morning. This I cannot approve and I would have been impelled to scold 

them for it. Such excesses we committed in our own youth but I insist that they 

not be imitated for I wish to preserve our family so that she may continue to do 

good for a longer time.”596  

Ten years later, in 1860, Eugene observed the same pattern: “All our 

missions in France, England, Ireland and Scotland give us great consolations. 

God is blessing the steps of our missionaries; everywhere the work done far 

surpasses the strength of the workers, and I must confess I am a little worried 

about this. Can you imagine that at the last mission given by our Fathers in 

Ireland they heard the confessions of twelve thousand people and there were 

thirty thousand who actually wanted confession.”597 If one is tempted to dismiss 

as enthusiastic exaggerations the descriptions of the long queues of people 

waiting for confession for interminable hours in icy conditions, Sevrin shows 

that this was a universal phenomenon of the missions in France. What Eugene 

and the Oblates wrote about was true of the other preaching groups as well – 

there was no exaggeration.598 

The success of the ministry of confessions during the missions was a fact. 

Initially it was because of the situation caused by the French Revolution and its 

aftermath, and the great lacuna in the religious lives and spirituality of the 

people. A further reason was that, in the small villages where everyone knew 

                                                                                                                                              
during the past 18 years he had only ten men at Mass ..., whereas, during the mission we heard more 
than 3000 general confessions…” (E. de Mazenod to M. Arbaud, 12 January 1819 in EO 13, n. 22). 
596 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 January 1850 in EO 1, n. 126. 
597 E. de Mazenod to F. Semeria, 8 July 1860 in EO 4, n. 51. 
598 SEVRIN, Les missions, I, p.238-239. 
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everyone else and the priest was so involved in everyone’s lives, some people 

would have stayed away from the normal opportunities for confession because 

of a sense of shame. The advantage of foreign priests coming in who would then 

not be seen again was that it allowed people to open up with honesty. 

The ministry of confessions during the missions also gave the opportunity 

for a certain amount of ongoing individual accompaniment and direction. This 

was done by not always giving absolution the first time so as to give the penitent 

the opportunity to work on what he had spoken about before returning to 

confession to receive absolution. In Marignane, for example: “There is scarcely 

anyone who has not been four times to confession, some come even oftener.”599 

In a letter to a young Oblate in 1835, Eugene explained the method: “The first 

session with the penitent having to be concerned with the principal points, e.g., 

the first and sixth commandments, you base your judgment on that. You tell 

yourself: I will absolve this man unless he does not amend his life at all. When 

he comes back again, although you don’t recognize him, if he has amended his 

life you give him absolution on the strength of the first judgment you made at 

the time he confessed.”600  

Through their instructions and personal contact with the people, the 

Oblates aimed at preparing people for the culminating moment of a beneficial 

and effective individual confession. The inexperienced Vincens was worried 

about how to do this, and Eugene replied: “As to the problem you have over not 

being able to arouse contrition sufficiently in each penitent, this preoccupation 

would vanish if you made use of our invaluable service for the act of 

contrition,601 it is one of our most potent methods, it is proper to our 

Congregation and up to now has always proved infallible. But don’t worry. God 

                                                 
599 Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
600 E. de Mazenod to J. Vincens, 17 January 1835 in EO 8, n. 503. 
601 Recueil de cantiques français et provençaux a l’usage des missions de Provence, various editions. 
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in his goodness will make up for what is lacking.”602 To another Oblate, Viala, 

Eugene insisted: “I recommend that you insist a good deal on the instruction and 

on the state of mind necessary for the sacrament of Penance. This is the really 

important point. If one simply goes through the motions of confession without 

being penetrated by the feelings of contrition that must be present if the salutary 

effect of absolution is to be obtained, one has done nothing. This is always my 

fear when I hear our missionaries say that they have confessed a prodigious 

number of penitents. I have never managed, by a long way, to achieve the 

numbers quoted by our Fathers.”603  

Perhaps the greatest reason for the success of their confession ministry 

came because they followed the moral theology of St. Alphonsus that was 

founded on the loving and healing mercy of God. In a society imbued with 

Jansenism, the ministry of the Oblates touched the hearts of people and led them 

not to a God who was a severe and punishing judge, but to a God who was 

Saviour, and whose most prominent attributes were desire for the salvation of 

sinners. The unfailing insistence of the Oblates on this truth and this 

methodology was to lead them into conflict with bishops and priests, particularly 

while they were at Laus – but they never abandoned this approach. It was always 

Christ the Saviour who was the focal point, as was underlined by their use of 

their Oblate crucifix in confession that they placed in the hands of the 

penitent.604 

                                                 
602 E. de Mazenod to J. Vincens, 17 January 1835 in EO 8, n. 503. 
603 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 17 January 1849 in EO 4, n. 4. 
604 “It is useful to the priest in the confessional and, on the day of absolution, it helps the penitent, in 
whose hands we place it, to conceive sorrow for his sins, to detest them and even to weep because of 
them. It must needs be that what we have experienced has at all times been acknowledged since, in 
other Catholic countries, all missionaries carry it as a sign of authority for their missions etc.” (E. de 
Mazenod to Forbin Janson, 9 October 1816 in EO 6, n. 14). Suzanne gave a description of this during 
the Aix mission: “En effet, j'aurais voulu que tout ce qu'il y a dans notre Ville d'incrédules obstinés, 
de pécheurs endurcis qui se refusent encore aux pressantes invitations du Seigneur, eussent été les 
témoins du spectacle édifiant que présentait l'Eglise des Missionnaires de Provence la veille de la 
Communion générale. Le Chœur spacieux de cette Eglise, ne désemplit pas tout le jour, d'hommes 
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5.6 A COMMITMENT TO CHRIST THE SAVIOUR 
THROUGH COMMUNION 

Practically every ceremony of the mission was performed in the presence 

of the Blessed Sacrament exposed, giving the people a sense of reverence and of 

closeness to the Eucharistic presence of Jesus. Yet this was the era where the 

influence of Jansenism was still felt – and strongly in the surroundings of Laus 

for instance – and people did not go to communion often, so it was a distant 

relationship. Towards the end of each mission there was a general communion 

held for men, and one separately for women, with the missionaries making a 

very special occasion out of this.  

Their preaching aimed at guiding the people to reconcile themselves with 

their Saviour, and then to celebrate this reconciliation with the reception of the 

sacrament of communion. It was the crowning point of the mission, and the 

numbers of communicants (together with the tally of the numbers of the 

confessions) pointed to the success which the missioners had achieved. The 

preparation for the general communion, the guided meditations during the Mass 

and the pomp used for the occasion, all added to the indelible impression made 

on the people.  

During the Marignane mission Eugene calculated that there were five 

hundred and fifty women who went to communion, and then described the 

communion service for the men:  

                                                                                                                                              
fervens qui accouraient avec ardeur, aux pieds des Ministres de Jésus-Christ, pour recevoir 
l'absolution de leurs fautes, après laquelle ils soupiraient depuis si long-temps. Tendrement 
pressés entre les bras des saints Prêtres qui les excitaient à la douleur et à l'amour, on les voyait 
répandre en abondance des larmes d'attendrissement, et baiser avec transport la Croix du Sauveur 
qu'ils tenaient dans leurs mains. Ils se prosternaient ensuite, devant les saints Autels, pour adorer en 
silence, et dans le plus profond recueillement, la Majesté du Dieu qu'ils avaient outragé. Quelques-
uns même levaient des mains suppliantes au Ciel, et disaient à haute voix, non Seigneur, jamais! 
jamais! J'en entendis plusieurs se féliciter en sortant, de ce que leur conscience, naguères justement 
alarmée, goûtait enfin les délices douceurs de la paix et du repos, et jouissait du bonheur, qu'ils 
avaient inutilement demandé, au monde et à ses plaisirs” (SUZANNE, Quelques lettres sur la 
mission d’Aix, p 21-22). 
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It really was an imposing spectacle that assembly of so great a number of men 
who did not even let themselves so much as turn their heads, keeping their 
recollection and a silence in which you could have heard a fly, approaching the 
holy Table with angelic modesty, very many with tears in their eyes, without 
confusion of jostling, as if they had been doing all their lives what they were 
doing perhaps for the first or second time. For when the Spirit of God breathes, 
he makes men make a lot of progress in a short space of time. There were to be 
seen young people, dissipate until that time as they had always been ignorant of 
the strength of virtue’s charms, dispute in fervour with old men of eighty who 
were blessing the Lord for having drawn them back from the precipice where 
they were on the point of being swallowed up. Among other aged people, there 
was one of eighty who received holy communion unable to hold back his tears. 
No one in the town recalled ever having seen him approaching the 
sacraments.605 

5.7 ENSURING ONGOING STRUCTURES FOR 
EVERYDAY LIFE AFTER THE MISSION 

Once the euphoria of the mission was over and people returned to their 

ordinary everyday occupations, the danger existed that all that had been achieved 

would gradually be forgotten. The fact that the parish priest had been involved in 

the mission and in the confessional ensured a certain continuity. By benefiting 

from the enthusiasm of the missions the Oblates established various structures to 

ensure a continuity as well. 

One of the structures to which they gave much importance was the 

establishment of a congregation for girls.606 Through this they aimed at having a 

support group for them that would help them to live chastely. Similar ventures 

were aimed at the men, giving them places to meet and recreate away from the 

bars and other venues that led them into temptation.607 

                                                 
605 Diary of the Marignane Mission. 
606 Eugene spoke about this in the Marignane mission, as did Guibert at Bourg-d'Oisans, “Nous avons 
établi une congrégation de filles qui nous promet beaucoup. Une congrégation est une chose nouvelle 
pour ces contrées; on n'est pas ici congréganiste; de sorte qu'il y a une très grande ardeur, et 
comme le curé et le vicaire aiment le bien, ils ne peuvent manquer de la soutenir” (H. Guibert to E. de 
Mazenod, 8 December 1828 in PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 197). 
607 “However as it was necessary to acknowledge the satisfaction produced by the piety of the men 
present at the ceremony, the Superior went back out and spoke to them some encouraging words and 
to invite them to seek admission into the Congregation” (Diary of the Marignane Mission). 
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The Oblates also re-established the peace offices that had existed in the 

missions before the Revolution. These aimed at backing up the preachers’ work. 

Beaudoin608 explains their importance: “Thanks to the moral authority and 

Christian spirit of the leading men who composed it, this office, while having no 

official standing, brought those who spontaneously had recourse to it to 

acknowledge their general reciprocal wrongs.”609 Linked with these were the 

committees set up to mediate on disputes caused by the acquisition of national 

property.610 Eugene preached about this in Marignane: “Conference on 

restitution. We were not shy on the problem of the property sold by the state; we 

kept away only from mentioning the word ‘émigré’; a similar freedom over 

repayments in promissory notes.”611 Tempier, for example, wrote during the 

mission in Ancelle: “The major question to deal with here is restitution of 

national property. We had reason to fear that there would be many intractable 

people who would resist; however, in regard to injustices rectified, the mission 

at Ancelle is one of the best. At Ancelle, there were eighty people who had 

acquired national property, some at first, second, or even third hand. We held to 

the proportionate reparation of a sixth for those of second hand, and a third for 

those of first hand.”612 

                                                 
608 Ibid., footnote 18. 
609 An example is found in the account of the mission of Rouviere: “Un procès très scandaleux entre 
un père et un fils a été suspendu; nous avons fait nous-mêmes la lettre pour arrêter les 
poursuites. Le père et l’enfant se sont embrassés en versant des larmes” (H. Guibert to H. Tempier, 
16 December 1825 PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 180). Also during the 
mission at Barjols Eugene was able to say: “People are publicly and spontaneously reconciled at the 
foot of the cross. It is marvellous” (E. de Mazenod to F. De Mazenod, 22 November 1818 in EO 13, 
n. 20).  
610 Prior to the Revolution the majority of French land was owned by the Church and by the nobility. 
During the Revolution this property was confiscated as being national property and sold to others – a 
situation complicated by the issuing of promissory notes which had lost their value in time. 
Enormous conflicts came about when the original owners wanted restitution or when the nearly 
worthless promissory notes were re-claimed. 
611 Cf. Marignane mission. Also “Grand nombre de restitutions ont été faites; plusieurs affaires ont 
été heureusement terminées” (H. Guibert to H. Tempier, 16 December 1825 PAGUELLE DE 
FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 180).  
612 H. Tempier to E. de Mazenod, May-June 1821 in Oblate Writings II, 2 n. 26. 
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5.8 RETURN OF MISSION 

The Rule stated: “The missionaries will return to the place where they 

gave a mission four or five months later to give several spiritual exercises, but 

the return must be shorter than the mission, and there will be fewer missionaries. 

In this way they will solidify the benefits produced by the mission.”613 These 

visits were seemingly not done in an organised manner, but they did happen 

whenever possible, for instance in Grans,614 Fuveau, Barjols,615 Brignoles,616 etc.  

Sevrin describes the return of missions as aiming at ascertaining whether 

the “impressions made and the resolutions taken had suffered any diminution , 

whether converts had persevered, whether Easter duties had been fulfilled, 

whether Sundays were being properly observed, whether dance halls and 

cabarets had recaptured their clienteles, whether peace and unity still reigned, 

and finally, what was very important, whether pious and charitable organizations 

remained steady and fervent.”617 

                                                 
613 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 2, §1, Articles 12 and 14. 
614 Cf. PIELORZ, Premières missions, p. 549-561, 641-655, in which he lists all the returns of 
mission done during the period encompassed by his study. 
615 Cf. E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 26 April 1819 in EO 6, n. 42.  
616 E. de Mazenod to the Pastor of Brignoles, 23 August 1821 in EO 13, n. 39. Also: “Au retour de 
Notre-Dame-de-la-Rouvière, nous nous sommes arrêtés à Saint-André huit ou dix jours 
pour soutenir un pouce peuple, à qui ou n'a point encore donné de prêtre. Nous avons annoncé 
en arrivant une communion pour le dimanche d'après; il y a eu six cents communions; vous 
pouvez juger par là de quelle manière nous avons employé notre temps à Saint-André. Quand 
il a fallu quitter ce peuple pour une seconde fois, il était dans la désolation. On voulait nous 
retenir de force; on voulait écrire à l'évêque, envoyer une, députation, écrire a Rome, que sais-
je tout ce qu'on aurait fait pour nous avoir!” (H. Guibert to H. Tempier, 16 December 1825 
PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, Vie du Cardinal Guibert, p. 180). 
617 SEVRIN, Les missions, I, p. 341. 
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6 EVALUATION OF THE MISSIONS 
Those who have made serious studies on the missions run into difficulty 

when attempting to evaluate the success and effects of the missions.618 

Lamirande rightly indicates that this belongs to the realm of the mystery of God 

and to the inner forum of people’s consciences.619 The missionaries themselves 

based the evaluation of their success on the tangible aspects around the numbers 

who attended the various activities, the numbers of confessions and 

communions, and what could be gleaned about the long-term effects of the 

missions when they had later contacts with those parishes. Their writings attest 

that some of their missions were not a total success,620 yet the overwhelming 

majority were presented in superlatives as successes of God’s grace.621 An 

evaluation of that nature does not fall within the focus of this thesis. What is of 

importance here is the fact that Eugene and the Oblates were convinced that this 

ministry had been entrusted to them by Christ the Saviour: “We have been 

specially founded for the conversion of souls and God has shown us over the 

period of years we have been proclaiming his mercies to sinners that he is ready 

                                                 
618 For example, LEFLON, J., Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles, Founder of the Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate, 1782-1861, Volume II, Fordham University Press, New York, 1966, p. 145-152; 
SEVRIN, E. Les missions religieuses en France sous la restauration (1815-1820), Volume II, 
Librairie philosophique J. Vrin, Paris, 1959, p. 181-214; LAMIRANDE, À propos des premières 
missions, p. 116-129. 
619 LAMIRANDE, À propos des premières missions, p. 116. 
620 For example, Touche is quoted as writing, “les résultats ne se ressemblaient pas partout; tandis 
qu’on adorait le missionnaire dans une paroisse, dans l’autre, il n’y faisait pas grand’chose et avait 
même à subir les injures et les attaques des jeunes gens” (SIMONIN, G., “Chronique de la maison du 
Laus (1818-1841),” in Missions 35 (1897), p. 198-199). 
621 “The letters I receive from our various missions - we are preaching five at the same time in 
different dioceses - are most consoling. Marvels are taking place everywhere”(E. de Mazenod to H. 
Courtès, 20 January 1837 in EO 9, n. 602). Also to Courtès: “I do not believe that there is any other 
Congregation giving such a moving example in the Church. All of its members are simultaneously 
employed in divers countries in the two hemispheres to bring souls back to God and to wage violent 
war against Hell. To have missions in the dioceses of Marseilles, Fréjus, Aix, Avignon, Valence, 
Grenoble, Ajaccio, in England, in Ireland, in Canada and in the United States, is truly marvellous” (E. 
de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 4 January 1843, in EO 10, n. 785). 



 220

to work miracles through our ministry. It is the seal of his approval.”622 The 

preaching of missions was the major reason for the existence of the Oblates, and 

thus they gave themselves generously to this ministry, convinced that they were 

co-operators of the Saviour Himself and His instruments or co-redeemers. The 

fact that during Eugene’s lifetime the missions numbered some 3000 in France 

alone attests to the Oblates’ conviction of the usefulness of the missions and of 

the worth of dedicating all their lives to this. 

The basic thrust of the mission preaching in France remained the basic 

thrust of all the missionary activity of the Oblates wherever they were. 

Circumstances forced them to change their approach and activities in response to 

various situations, but the underlying thrust of being the Saviour’s co-operators 

to lead the poor and most abandoned to salvation never changed.623  

7  EUGENE COMMUNICATES HIS SPIRIT 
THROUGH DIRECTING AND 
ENCOURAGING THOSE INVOLVED IN 
MISSIONS 
Courtès, intimately involved with the Founder from the beginning, is 

quoted as saying nostalgically that the missions of their first times together as 

Missionaries were never surpassed.624 It was the enthusiasm of something new – 

a group of men experiencing the excitement of seeing that their ideal worked, 

and the sense of wonder at perceiving the results. With each mission, their ideals 

were transformed and strengthened as the spirit of Eugene became more clearly 

                                                 
622 E. de Mazenod, Examination of conscience, October 1826 in EO 15, n. 157. 
623 This will be shown in the chapters below in exploring the “permanent missions” in France, and the 
“missions ad gentes” outside of France. 
624 H. Courtès, Mémoires, quoted in RAMBERT, Toussaint, Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-
Eugène de Mazenod, évêque de Marseille, fondateur de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de 
Marie Immaculée, Volume I, Tours, Mame, 1883, p. 228. 
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and firmly entrenched in their hearts and praxis. Eugene participated with them 

until 1823, and in these years he injected into these missions all that was special 

of his own vision and spirit. Thereafter he was fully involved as Superior 

General, albeit at a distance, in all the details of the missions until the 

Congregation became too big for him to be intimately involved with details.  

Eugene saw himself as the captain directing the ship of the mission of the 

Congregation, as he wrote in the Rule: “The one in charge of each mission is to 

write at least once a week to the Superior General to give an account of what is 

being done in the mission, and to ask for his direction and advice. Preachers of 

retreats are to do the same.”625 Hence he could write: “It is not just a matter of 

steering the ship properly, you must also show me your chart.”626 

It was Eugene who sat down at the beginning of each year to study the 

requests for missions, decide which were to be undertaken, plan the teams so as 

to balance the talents of the missionaries627 and finalize the dates.628 He had a 

plan which, once established, had to be adhered to.629 He maintained contact 

with the missionaries and encouraged them, rejoiced in their successes, 

comforted them in their difficulties630 and corrected them when necessary.631 He 

                                                 
625 1826 Rule Pars Prima, Caput 2, §1, Art. 15. 
626 E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 26 September 1827 in EO 7, n. 282. 
627 For example: “In my opinion, in order to undertake this work with prudence, you should have 
joined to yourself, who instruct well and have the art of touching souls, someone from amongst us 
who has the gift of carrying people along” (E. de Mazenod to P. Mie, 19 June 1825 in EO 6, n. 183). 
628 In drawing up the plans one finds Eugene constantly juggling to find personnel for the missions 
requested: e.g. E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 19 September 1838 in EO 9, n. 674; and on 2 December 
1840 in EO 9, n. 719; and on 10 November 1841 in EO 9, n. 746. 
629 “In the name of God, keep with scrupulous exactness to the plan laid down in advance which 
embraces all our operations as a whole. You well realize that if each went his own way as he felt like, 
we would have no possibility to make things go as they ought to go” (E. de Mazenod to P. Mie, 2 
October, 1826 in EO 7, n. 255). 
630 For example: “I am sorry that you have so little consolation at Rognac… It is not we who chose 
the place and time. It was the business of the good God. He views things better than we. So do not be 
disquieted any more… “ (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 27 November 1819 in EO 6, n. 49).  
631 For example, on the length of sermons, E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 15 April 1831 in EO 8, n. 389, 
and to H. Courtès, 11 November 1836 in EO 8, n. 595.   
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answered their questions about procedures and contents and their wish to make 

alterations to the programmes.632 He constantly worried about their health and 

physical welfare and tried to temper their enthusiasm so as to give themselves 

time to rest and recover their strength in between missions.633 

His interest in missions was not limited to the Oblates but overflowed to 

his diocese. As Bishop of Marseilles he actively encouraged the parish missions, 

and even wrote a Pastoral Letter to his diocese supporting their being regularly 

conducted.634 As a young priest he had recognised the importance of the parish 

missions and had dedicated his life to this ministry – now, thirty years later he 

was unwavering in the same conviction. In a beautiful passage in his Diary in 

1846 he wrote about his joy at being able to participate in the ceremonies of a 

mission as Bishop of his diocese: 

[Closure of the mission at St-Antoine]. What beautiful days the concluding 
ceremonies of missions are for a bishop! People must never be grateful to me 
that I never refuse an invitation to be there. It is a consolation to see a parish 
reconciled with God, to receive at the hands of its shepherd the Body of Jesus 
Christ, to speak edifying words to this portion of my flock, to fulfil in this way 
the important duty of preaching which is obligatory for bishops, to give 
confirmation to people who would not otherwise receive it – it surpasses all the 
fatigue involved. I believe that I would commit a mortal sin if, being able so 
easily to give the Holy Spirit and produce perfect Christians, I refrained for 
frivolous reasons from responding to the desires of the souls who have been 
entrusted to me.635 

                                                 
632 Cf. E. de Mazenod Diary, 19 January 1837 in EO 18. 
633 For example: “How is it that after the hard exertions you made at the mission of Tallard, after the 
fatigues and sufferings of the mission of Lauzet, where you had to struggle against hell and all the 
elements as well, the inclemency of weather being so rigorous that the people of that region could 
scarcely bear it, you go back to Tallard and rest yourself by preaching again twice a day and forget 
the care of your health to the point of confessing thirty hours without stopping! And you would wish 
me, my child, not to be appalled by such behaviour!” (E. de Mazenod to M. Suzanne, 13 April 1823 
in EO 6, n. 102). Cf. also E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 13 April 1826 in EO 7, n. 236.  
634 Mandement de Monseigneur l’Evêque de Marseille sur les Missions à l’occasion du Carême de 
1844, Marius Olive, Marseille, 1844. 
635 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 22 March 1846 in EO 21. 
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All this, in every letter written to his Oblates involved in missions as well 

as in his diocese, was part of communicating his own spirit and moulding them 

into it. Everything had to find its focus there: “What does it matter, after all, you 

will not do any less good provided that you never lose from sight the true spirit 

of the Society and that you seek only God and the souls which his Son Jesus 

Christ has redeemed with his blood.”636 

 

                                                 
636 E. de Mazenod to Mie, Jeancard and Guibert, 21 November 1826 in EO 7, n. 259. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE FOREIGN MISSIONS SHAPED BY THE 
SPIRIT OF EUGENE 

(1841 - 1850) 
 

This chapter examines how Eugene reacted to the invitations received to 

send Oblates for missions in countries outside of France: Canada, England and 

Ireland, Ceylon,637 Algeria, and Natal. He recognised these calls to mission as 

being Providential and responded as generously as he could within the ability of 

his meagre resources. Each invitation was acted upon in accordance with the 

spirit that Eugene had received from God. Each new situation in which the 

Oblates found themselves brought about the necessity to review their 

interpretation of their foundational spirit as they responded to specific needs 

presented by circumstances that had not been experienced in France. The 

General Chapter of 1850 assessed the state of affairs and made changes to the 

Rule in order to accommodate the new situations. The fruit of the General 

Chapter was also the writing of the Instruction on Foreign Missions. This 

chapter of the thesis studies the events of 1841 to 1850 and how they led Eugene 

and the Oblates to re-examine their response to new situations from the point of 

view of faithfulness to the founding vision of Eugene. 

Because Eastern Canada was the first foreign mission to be accepted - and 

hence a ground-breaking decision for the Congregation - more time is spent on 

the steps leading up to its being taken on. Thereafter there is a study according to 

themes of all the missions and what they showed about Eugene’s spirit. 

                                                 
637 Today known as Sri Lanka, but since “Ceylon” was the name in use at the time of Eugene de 
Mazenod, this is the name that I use throughout. 
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1 THE TURNING POINT OF 1841: AN 
INVITATION TO EXPANSION 
The development of Eugene’s charism, and the spirit in which this was 

lived, faced a number of decisive turning points since the foundation of the 

Congregation in 1816: acceptance of Notre Dame du Laus and the decision to 

form more than one community, changing into a religious Congregation in 1818, 

and pontifical approbation in 1826. The year 1841 marked a further turning point 

for the Oblates because the invitations of England and Canada opened them up 

to missionary work outside of France, with a numerical and geographical 

expansion which changed the face of the Congregation. 

1.1 THE SITUATION OF THE CONGREGATION AT 
THE TURNING POINT OF 1841 

Despite having been Bishop of Marseilles since the end of 1837 and being 

occupied with the affairs of the second largest city of France, Eugene continued 

to keep a close eye on how the Congregation expressed his spirit in the lifestyle 

and ministry of its members.  

The Congregation itself had been experiencing a slow growth: 

 Oblates in perpetual vows: 

1837 General Chapter638 41  (3 Brothers, 33 Priests and 5 Scholastics 

1841639 59 (9 Brothers, 40 Priests, and 10 scholastics) 

1843 General Chapter640 68  (11 Brothers, 44 Priests and 13 Scholastics) 

                                                 
638 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur I, Editions des Études Oblates, 
Ottawa 1968, p. 169. 
639 GRATTON, H., “1841. A la naissance des missions canadiennes,” in Études Oblates 1 (1942), p. 
107. 
640 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 169. 
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The novitiate was at Osier under Vincens,641 while Tempier continued to 

be in charge of the formation of the Oblate scholastics at the seminary of 

Marseilles and to form them into the spirit which Eugene wished them to 

imbibe. In 1841 a third formation house was opened in the form of a juniorate 

added to the house of Notre Dame de Lumières to prepare prospective 

candidates for the Oblates. In Corsica they directed the diocesan major seminary 

at Ajaccio. The Oblates had had to leave Notre Dame du Laus, but were actively 

ministering from five communities: Aix, Marseilles, Vico, Osier and Lumières. 

The requests for mission preaching in France continued to pour in and Eugene 

found it difficult to respond to all the needs with his limited manpower.642 In his 

correspondence for the winter/spring mission season of 1841, he referred to 17 

missions and parish retreats being conducted in France. There was no mention of 

Corsica.643 In the year preceding the 1843 Chapter,644 65 were preached. In the 

meantime the appointment of Guibert as Bishop of Viviers in 1841 made him the 

second Oblate to be made bishop. 

1.2 THE AMBITION TO EMBRACE THE WORLD 

The 1841 expansion of the Congregation to the foreign missions can be 

seen as having its roots in the original founding vision of Eugene. Originally 

intending to have only one community in Aix, the development of the Oblates 

became a history of Eugene constantly having to widen his horizons. It is 

                                                 
641 Ibid. There were 12 novices in 1837 and 19 in 1843. 
642 Cf. E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 18 December 1834 in EO 8, n. 498, and 7 April 1835 in EO 8, 
n. 510, and 2 January 1837 in EO 9, n. 599. Also, for example: “When the good Lord would want us 
to accept all the work that presents itself, he will send us the members. Just now we are doing more 
than what is possible for human strength” (E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 19 January 1839 in EO 9, n. 
683). 
643 Cf. E. de Mazenod to H. Courtès, 2 December 1840 in EO 9, n. 719, and 8 January 1841 in EO 9, 
n. 722, and E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 13 December 1840 in EO 9, n. 720. 
644 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 165.  
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difficult to know whether it was wishful thinking or a prophetic insight645 which 

made him write in the Nota Bene of the 1818 Rule: “They are called to be the 

Saviour’s co-workers, the co-redeemers of mankind; and even though, because 

of their present small number and the more urgent needs of the people around 

them, they have to limit the scope of their zeal, for the time being to the poor of 

our countryside and others, their ambition should, in its holy aspirations, 

embrace the vast expanse of the whole earth.”646 

Eight years later, while in Rome to request the Papal approbation of the 

Congregation in 1826, Eugene showed that the foreign missions were part of his 

vision when he wrote to Cardinal Pedicini: 

The last time I had the honour of conversing with Your Eminence, I had the 
impression that Your Eminence believed we were requesting the specific 
approbation of our Congregation only for France. Such a misunderstanding 
would be too harmful to the good the Congregation intends to accomplish with 
God’s help. Hence I have the duty to assure Your Eminence, by this present 
letter, that one of the main reasons prompting us to seek the approbation of the 
Holy See was precisely our ardent desire to spread abroad in all parts of the 
Catholic world, the benefits of the ministries to which the members of our 
Society are dedicated. And this, on the invitation of the common Father of all 
the faithful as well as at the request of the bishops of various dioceses.647 

That the idea was still alive in Eugene in 1830 is clear with the events 

surrounding the French conquest of Algeria. In the euphoria of the moment of 

conquest, one of the scholastics, Pascal Ricard, wrote to Eugene:  

I assure you that since hearing these happy tidings I rest no more.... Right at the 
beginning of this war, you showed very clearly that if it were possible, you 
would establish a mission in these infidel parts; a surprising success has just 
crowned the efforts of our troops and not doubting to see your plans soon 
realized, I have not been able to await your return in order to solicit the great 

                                                 
645 Twenty-five years later he wrote: “I am not a prophet yet I have always been a man of desires and 
some of them have been heard and fulfilled” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 
1, n. 9). Eugene’s intense prayer life and deep relationship with God would have ensured that his 
desires were moulded by and were in keeping with God’s will. 
646 1818 Rule Part 1, Chapter 1, §3 Article 3.  
647 E de Mazenod to Cardinal Pedicini, 2 January 1826 in EO 13, n. 51. 
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favour of crossing the sea and to be able to accompany those of our Fathers 
who will be the first to have the fortune to bring the light of the Gospel to those 
unfortunate peoples.648  

Eugene replied realistically that Ricard’s letter had given him pleasure but that 

they must await:  

God's good time … The Lord will manifest his will to us when it pleases him, 
we will try to aid his plans but I am alarmed at the smallness of our numbers 
when considering a colony.649  

Ricard was not the only one offering himself for foreign missions during 

the early years of the Congregation’s existence. There are references to similar 

offers from Albini, Martin, Touche, Guibert, and indeed the desire of the whole 

assembly of the General Chapter of 1831.650 Guibert, during his time as novice 

master, expressed his conviction to Eugene about the necessity of taking on 

foreign missions so as to give an expression to the zeal of the young 

Congregation. Since many of the novices had been attracted to the Oblates by 

the possibility of going to foreign countries, Guibert saw it as essential to move 

out to Asia or America if the idea of a mission to Africa were to have fallen 

through.651 

                                                 
648 Quoted in REY, A., Histoire de Monseigneur Charles Joseph-Eugene de Mazenod, Volume I, 
Maison Générale, Rome, 1928, p. 486. 
649 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 26 July 1830 in EO 7, n. 349. 
650 Cf. PERBAL, A., “Eugène de Mazenod reste marqué par sa vocation missionnaire,” in Études 
Oblates 19 (1960), p. 28-32. 
651 “Si notre mission d'Afrique ne réussit pas, nous vous conjurons, mon très Révérend Père, de 
penser à celles d'Asie ou d'Amérique. C'est une véritable nécessité des temps: il faut un élément 
au zèle d'une Congrégation naissante; le repos nous serait mortel; la plupart des jeunes gens qui 
sont ici nous ont été amenés par le bruit qu'ils ont eu de notre établissement en pays étranger; 
ils changent ensuite de sentiment et je n'ai rien tant à cœur que de leur inspirer une sainte 
indifférence, mais toujours est-il que c'est la pensée des missions étrangères qui donne dans 
cette contrée cette impulsion extraordinaire, qui cesserait au moment où cette perspective 
disparaîtrait. En vous disant tout ceci, je fais abstraction totale de mes propres désirs.” 
(PAGUELLE DE FOLLENAY, J., Vie du Cardinal Guibert Archevêque de Paris, Tome Premier, 
Librairie Ch. Poussielgue, Paris 1896, p. 272). 
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2 CANADA: THE RECOGNITION THAT 
FOREIGN MISSIONS WERE PART OF THE 
OBLATE SPIRIT 
In 1841 Bishop Bourget of Montreal came to Europe on his ad limina 

visit and to seek personnel for his diocese. Passing through Marseilles on his 

way to Rome, he met Bishop Eugene, exposed the needs of his diocese and 

invited the Oblates to go to Eastern Canada. Eugene was immediately interested 

and recognized a providential invitation.652 

2.1 THE SPIRIT OF THE OBLATES MANIFESTED IN 
THEIR RESPONSE TO THE INVITATION TO 
EXPAND TO EASTERN CANADA 

In practice, Eugene was struggling to meet the commitments the Oblates 

had in France, and thus was aware of the crucial problem which Bourget’s 

invitation posed for the Congregation: “Here is a vast field that is opening up to 

her zeal. Canada is calling for her ministry, how do we respond to this appeal 

when there are no members?”653 Each Oblate community was asked to meet in 

order to reply to two questions: “Should the Congregation accept the offer made 

by the Bishop of Montreal? Can the Superior General consent to forming such 

an establishment and go so far as to promise the four men requested by the 

Bishop as founders of this great work in Canada?”654 Eugene also indicated to 

each community that he would send only those who had manifested their desire 

to go.  

                                                 
652 In the same year Eugene showed his spirit of openness to foreign missions by recognising in the 
vocation of William Daly the possibility of a missionary opening in the British Isles. As this was not 
the formal opening of a mission, it will be dealt with below in section 3.1.2. 
653 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 17 July 1841 in EO 9, n. 734.  
654 E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 17 July 1841 in EO 1, n. 2.  
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The minutes of the meeting held at the Calvaire community of Marseilles 

record the reaction of that community655 and are indicative of the general 

response from all the Oblates. All were in favour of accepting the invitation and 

put forward several advantages. In France the Congregation was limited to a 

restricted geographical area and consequently was not widely known. Once 

established in America its existence would become known to the whole world. 

The ecclesiastics who felt called to the foreign missions did not join the Oblates 

because they did not feel attracted to working in France, but now this would 

change. For the Oblates themselves, the new field of action would have the 

advantage that as they saw the opening up of an enormous missionary field, they 

would be led to appreciate the greatness of their vocation and an increase in their 

zeal for the salvation of souls. The only argument advanced against the proposal 

was that of the difficulty of sacrificing men in the face of their many 

commitments in France. 

Consulting the Oblates, the responses were positive from each 

community, as well as those from some of the individual Oblates who wrote to 

him over and above the community consultation. It is easy to understand 

Eugene’s enthusiasm when he obtained an overwhelming confirmation of the 

generosity of spirit that motivated656 his Oblates: 

It will be a beautiful page in our history. It will make known the spirit that 
animates this unknown congregation and the dedication of those who form it. I 
challenge the most regular Orders, which enjoy well-earned respect in the 

                                                 
655 Annales et Procès Verbaux des Conseils de la première maison de Marseille des Missionnaires 
Oblats de la Congrégation de la T. Ste et Immaculée Vierge Marie de 1837 à 1841 (Quoted in 
CARRIÈRE, G., Histoire documentaire de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie-
Immaculée dan l’Est du Canada. Ier Partie. De l’arrivée au Canada à la mort du Fondateur (1841-
1861),Tome I, Editions de l’Université d’Ottawa, Ottawa 1957, p. 85-86). 
656 For example, Dassy replied: “I don’t see... that we have to make great sacrifices for this mission: 
the trip, the climate, change of country, separation from the family, all these things are not great 
things in my view. Say one word and for me France will be Canada, my parents, brothers and friends 
will be in Canada; my heart will fly to Canada and this country which makes our hearts throb at this 
moment, this country, if necessary, will even be my only country until death” (L. Dassy to E. de 
Mazenod, July 1841, quoted in EO 10, n. 734, footnote 2). 
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Church, to supply a more beautiful example. In addition let them read the 
letters of Fr. Mille, of Fr. Guigues, of Fr. Honorat, of Fr. Courtès, those of 
Fathers Vincens, Baudrand, Lagier, Aubert, Dassy, Bermond, Magnan, 
Hermitte and Bise and they can judge whether it is the spirit of God which 
animates these souls, whether they understand the duties of their holy state, 
whether the zeal for the salvation of their fellow man, the dedication to the 
Church and the love for the Congregation is not the common prerogative of our 
beloved family.657 

The “beautiful page” of the history of the Congregation that was opening was a 

confirmation that the spirit, which animated Eugene himself, had been 

transmitted to others to animate them in the same way. His diary entry reflected 

the joy and satisfaction of a Founder. 

2.2 OPENING OUT OF THE SCOPE OF OBLATE 
MISSION 

In his Diary of 1841 Eugene listed the twofold reason for accepting the 

invitation of the Bishop of Montreal to send Oblate missionaries to Canada. 

Bishop Bourget asked for “at least four missionaries whom he would make 

responsible for evangelising his people and, if necessary, whose zeal would 

extend to the Sauvages658 who live in those regions.”659 Eugene continued 

                                                 
657 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 24 July 1841 in EO 20. 
658 Regarding Eugene and the missionaries’ use of the term Sauvage, Ronald Young writes 
succinctly: “Modern sensitivities have created many problems concerning the issue of appropriate 
language regarding the use of such terms as "American," and "Indian." Even the French-speaking 
missionaries used the term "sauvage" to describe the native people they claimed to love. These 
terms were commonly used and, therefore are easily misunderstood. The modern usage of 
alternatives to these words creates its own difficulties. … The word "sauvage" requires a careful 
explanation because of its modern connotation for English-speaking people. Like the word "Indian," 
the French word "sauvage" is a misnomer because it implies the lack of a culture. This was a common 
blindness among all the different groups of the 19th century. Even the first people called themselves 
"The People" in relation to others who were not regarded as part of "The People." However, many 
modern uses of the word savage would imply a pejorative sense, as in the "blood-thirsty savages." 
This is not implied by the missionaries' use of the term for three reasons. First, because missionaries 
recognized the humanity of the native peoples perhaps more than any other Western group. 
According to the missionaries' belief, the natives had souls that could be saved, sanctified and 
brought to the glories of heaven as saints and were therefore, people. Second, many of the 
missionaries lived like the "sauvages," spoke their languages, ate their food and roamed with the tribes. 
They celebrated and suffered with them as well. They also maintained relationships of trust and 
Christian brotherhood. Third, these missionaries read, wrote and spoke Latin. They would have 
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enthusiastically: “Our missionaries will take responsibility for the giving of 

missions in the various parishes of his diocese, and they will also be able to 

evangelize the Sauvages when some of them will have learnt the language of 

these people. Here is a beautiful mission opening up before us.”660 Canada thus 

offered the possibility of continuing the ministry which they had originally been 

founded for in Provence - re-awakening the faith of the lukewarm and lost 

Christians - as well as an opening out to the First Nations Peoples to bring them 

to Christ the Saviour.  

An image which Eugene presented to the missionaries during this period 

was that of planting “the standard of the Congregation, which is that of the Cross 

itself, in another part of the world.”661 Practically they were going to do this by 

founding a mission house and from there announce the good news of salvation.  

2.3 THE MANDATE GIVEN TO THE SAVIOUR’S CO-
OPERATORS IN THE LETTER OF OBEDIENCE 

The founding group consisted of four priests and two brothers. Honorat, 

as the Superior of the missionary group, received a letter of obedience662 from 

                                                                                                                                              
understood the root meaning of the word "sauvage" as sylvaticus, derived from the word sylva or 
forest, referring to 'people of the woods.' A French dictionary of the time defines "sauvage" as: "Par 
analogie, s'applique aux hommes qui vivent dans les bois, presque sans religion, sans lois, sans 
habitation fixe, et s'oppose a civilisé." M. Bescherelle, Dictionnaire National du Dictionnaire 
Universel de la Langue Française, vol. 10. (Paris: 1849), s.v. Sauvage, 1275-76” (YOUNG, R.W., 
O.M.I., “The Mission of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate to the Oregon Territory (1847-
1860), Dissertatio ad Doctoratum Missiologiae, Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, Romae 2000, p. 
164-165). 

In the light of this I will use the term “First Nations Peoples,” and will only use the term Sauvage 
when it is a direct quote from the documents of the time. 
659 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 15 and 16 July 1841 in EO 20. 
660 Ibid. 
661 E. de Mazenod to L. Lagier, 28 August 1841 in EO 1, n. 5. 
662 The Editor of Études Oblates writes that there are three copies of this document in existence, each 
one containing the authentic seal and signature of Eugene, as well as the signature of the Secretary of 
the Congregation. All three are written in Latin and two are almost identical, but a third one differs in 
the language used to present the same ideals. Cf. NOTE DE LA REDACTION: “Lettre d’obédience 
des premiers missionnaires oblats au Canada” (Études Oblates 1 (1942), p. 124). No satisfactory 
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Eugene in which is found a synthesis of the thinking and spirit of Eugene at the 

beginning of this new endeavour. 

2.3.1 AN EXPANSION OF THE CONCEPT OF WHO THE 
BENEFICIARIES OF THE OBLATE MISSION WERE 

The mandate referred to the first divergence from the mission in France in 

its enumeration of the beneficiaries of the mission of the Oblates. “The spirit of 

our Institute is to procure the salvation of souls wherever God calls,”663 and 

Eugene knew that this divine vocation was sending them where an abundant 

harvest was to be had “amongst Catholics to inspire with a greater fervour in our 

religion, or amongst heretics to bring to the holy and Catholic Faith, or amongst 

infidels to lead to the knowledge of the truth.”664 This was a crossroad and 

turning point for the Congregation, expanding the interpretation of the concept 

of the “salvation of souls.” Eugene was conscious that it was a new opening, not 

just because of the distance involved, but also because it opened up a field to 

bring the Saviour not only to the wayward, but also to those who were outside of 

the Catholic faith. 

2.3.2 THE MISSIONARIES WERE TO BE GUIDED BY MEANS 
OF EUGENE’S SPIRIT PRESENT IN THE RULE 

The second divergence was that Eugene realised that there were vast 

distances involved between France and Canada and that he had to give powers to 

the superior that ordinarily would have been his own prerogative in France. 

Because of the distance, the central controlling factor could no longer be the 

physical presence of the person of Eugene, but his spirit as contained in the 

                                                                                                                                              
explanation exists as to why there are these versions, but as each is personally signed by Eugene, I 
use them all here. One is dated 20 September 1841, and the other 29 September 1841. 
663 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 September 1841 EO 1, n. 6. 
664 Ibid. 
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Rule:665 “in government spiritual or temporal you neither do or permit anything 

alien to the spirit of our Institute.” It was always the spirit of Eugene, which was 

now the spirit of the Congregation as the guideline.  

As superior, Honorat was Eugene’s representative and the guardian of his 

spirit, and he would have to try to act towards his men in the same way as 

Eugene treated them in France: “be watchful and show yourself as the best of 

guardians and strive to fulfil in its regard, in word and deed, wholeheartedly and 

with affection, the dutifulness and foresight of a father.”666  

The five companions of Honorat were enjoined to abide by these 

principles. “As for you, his companions, chosen by divine favour for so great a 

work, it behoves you to show affection, reverence and respect in regard to the 

Reverend Father whom we have given you as Rector, to observe diligently the 

Rules of our Institute, and above all, to be sons of obedience.”667 It was their 

task to “be united in the same spirit, working together for the faith of the 

Gospel.”668 They were also given the power to accept candidates for the Oblates 

and to establish a novitiate to form others in accordance with this same spirit. 

                                                 
665 “We designate and constitute you, whose probity and prudence have long been known to us, 
Superior of the said house, according you all the faculties specially mentioned in the paragraph on the 
local Superior in our Constitutions. Moreover we enjoin you to observe as exactly as possible the 
rules contained in this same paragraph. As indeed being situated at too great distance apart will 
prevent us from being in frequent relations, we impart to you ample faculties; and in matters wherein 
compliance would be impossible or too arduous, we dispense you and yours, recommending 
nevertheless that in government spiritual or temporal you neither do or permit anything alien to the 
spirit of our Institute” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 September 1841 EO 1, n. 6). 
666 Ibid. 
667 Ibid. 
668 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. The following year, we find Eugene insisting on the same theme of 
unity of spirit, for example: “Be what you should be, that is, truly good religious, disciplined in your 
whole behaviour, perfectly united, of one heart and mind, moved by the same spirit…” (E. de 
Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 26 1842 in EO 1, n. 10). 
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2.3.3 “IT IS PAUL WHO SPEAKS” 

At this turning point in the history and development of the Oblates, 

Eugene’s letter with which he “missioned” his first Oblates to Canada669 was an 

interesting reflection of the faith and spirit of Eugene himself. In it he reviewed 

the twenty five years of the existence of the Oblates and interpreted it as the 

history of God’s providential actions: “You know that from the moment the 

Father sent us, his little flock, at the last hour to work in his vineyard, we 

returned from our modest labours with abundant fruit; that on beginning to 

proclaim his Word, God accomplished great things through us though unworthy 

and that many were the wayward brought back to the right path as we went 

through the regions about us to seek sheep in peril.” Now, as Eugene interpreted 

the new call to the Congregation it was significant that he used the language of 

Paul, the apostle to the gentiles, to express the apostolic vocation of the 

Congregation.670 The identification with Saint Paul “confirms” a much quoted 

story in Oblate tradition, which does not appear in any of the written documents 

around the time of Eugene, where the following words are attributed to a bishop 

                                                 
669 Ibid. 
670 Some of the significant expressions are: “The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” (Cf. Rom 
15,6; 2 Cor 1,3; 2 Cor 11,31; Eph 1,3; 1 Pet 1,3) “who has chosen and predestined us,” (Cf. Rom 8, 
29-30) “for the praise of the glory of his grace,” (Cf. Eph 1,3 and 14) “has established us so that we 
may go and gather fruit and our fruit may remain” (Cf. Rom 7,4-5; Col 1,5-6). 

“For the rest, brothers, take comfort in the Lord and in the might of His power” (2 Thess 2,16-17). 
“Put on the armour of God, hold yourselves erect, loins girded with truth, wearing the breastplate of 
justice and your feet shod in readiness to evangelize; so that the Lord may help you to announce the 
Word mightily, to withdraw from sin the sons of the Church and lead them to holiness” (Eph 6,10-
17); “and that He may open your mouth to make known with assurance the mystery of the Gospel to 
those ignorant of it” (Cf. Eph 1,7-9; Eph 3, 1-7 and Eph 6,19)…  

“Therefore be mutually encouraging and edify one another” (I Thes 5,9). “Be united in the same 
spirit” (I Cor 1,10), “working together for the faith of the Gospel” (Phil 1,27)… 

“As for me, I give thanks to God each time I think of you, in all my prayers, supplicating him with 
joy for you all because of your communion in the Gospel; confident also in that He who has begun a 
good work in you will bring it to completion, until the day of Christ Jesus, as is rightful for me to 
believe as well as for you whom I bear in my heart. God indeed is my witness how I pursue you all 
with my affection in the tenderness of Christ; and I ask that your charity may abound more and more 
in knowledge and in every sentiment through Jesus Christ, to the glory and the praise of God” (Cf. 
Phil 1, 2-11). 
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looking for missionaries for his country: “Go to Marseilles. There is a bishop 

there who has founded a small Congregation but who has a heart as big as St. 

Paul’s. When he hears that you are looking for missionaries to save poor souls, 

he will not be able to resist your appeal.” In similar vein, Bishop Berteaud of 

Tulle is reported to have come out of a talk with Eugene and exclaimed, 

“Gentlemen, I have met Paul!”671Whether these words were factual or not, they 

do illustrate the spirit with which Eugene understood the foreign missions of his 

Oblates. Bishop Bourget quoted the appeal of Bishop Provencher for Oblates in 

similar language: “Your heart, like that of Saint Paul, will not be able to resist 

this pressing invitation.”672 

3 THE MOTIVES FOR ACCEPTING THE NEW 
MISSIONS 
The previous chapters have shown how Eugene’s life was lived in 

openness to the promptings of God. Every major decision he made was in 

response to what he perceived as the call of God present in specific situations.673 

It was this same openness to the will of God, as manifested in events and people, 

which was his guide in the response to the invitations to the missions outside of 

France.674 “The Lord will manifest his will to us when it pleases him,”675 he 

affirmed in 1830 regarding Algeria. In 1844 he wrote to Guigues about 

                                                 
671 Cf. VERKIN, H., “Messieurs, j’ai vu Paul,” in Vie Oblate Life 25 (1966), p. 250-255. 
672 Bishop Bourget to E. de Mazenod, 10 October 1844 in the Montreal Diocesan Archives, Register 
of Letters, volume 3, p.433, and quoted in LEFLON, J., Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles, 
Founder of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, 1782-1861, Volume III, Fordham University Press, 
New York, 1968, p. 471. 
673 His decision to become a priest, not to minister in a parish in Aix but to focus on the most 
abandoned, the foundation of the Missionaries of Provence, acceptance of the Sanctuary of Laus, 
introducing religious life to the Missionaries, Roman approbation, involvement with the Diocese of 
Marseilles - to mention some of the major ones which have been dealt with earlier. 
674 Cf. GAUTHIER, R., “Les réponses d'Eugène de Mazenod aux appels du Seigneur sur la 
Congrégation,” in Vie Oblate Life 40 (1981), p. 27-47. 
675 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 26 July 1830 in EO 7, n. 349. 
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accepting the invitation of Bishop Provencher: “We need to have some courage 

and confidence in God who shows us the road and will not abandon us when we 

act in his name and for his glory.”676  

In the Letter of Obedience to the first missionaries to Canada, Eugene 

recalled God’s faithfulness throughout the history of the Oblates in France which 

led him to recognise the new way forward: “But here is a road that leads afar and 

a field more vast that unfolds. A gateway is wide open to us.”677 As early as 

1826 he had enunciated the principle that, for him, God’s providence would 

make itself known in practice through the invitation of the Pope, “the common 

Father of all the faithful as well as at the request of the bishops of various 

dioceses.”678 Now, from 1841 onwards, God showed him the road through the 

needs of the Church, as expressed firstly by Bishop Bourget in Canada and then 

by the other bishops of Canada and the USA, Bishop Bettachini in Ceylon, 

Bishop Pavy in Algeria, Propaganda Fide in the case of Natal, and in each of 

these cases Eugene was able to recognise the call of God.  

Many other requests made by bishops were turned down because Eugene 

did not recognise God’s will in them, manifested in concrete situations like 

insufficient personnel or not in keeping with his ideals.679 The seemingly pithy 

principle given to Mie held true: “Necessity knows no law,”680 and each 

necessity was evaluated carefully to discern whether God’s will was in it for the 

Oblate Congregation. In the question of moving to accept a foreign mission, 

Eugene’s foremost guide was Divine Providence. His writings testify to his 

                                                 
676 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 5 December 1844 in EO 1, n. 50. 
677 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. 
678 E. de Mazenod to Cardinal Pedicini, 2 January 1826 in EO 13, n. 51. 
679 PERBAL, A., “Les missions acceptées par Mgr de Mazenod de 1841 à 1861,” in Études Oblates 
22 (1963), p. 262-267, and Études Oblates 23 (1964), p. 132-144, studied many of the requests 
rejected by Eugene. 
680 E. de Mazenod to P. Mie, 22 August 1825 in EO 6, n. 196. 
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unshakeable belief that it was God who called them to accept or reject an 

invitation to go to a mission.  

3.1 “GOD SHOWS THE ROAD”: THE REASONS FOR 
ACCEPTING THE MISSIONS OUTSIDE FRANCE 

3.1.1  EASTERN CANADA 

Eastern Canada’s necessity was presented through Bishop Bourget and 

accepted for the reasons that, “the spirit of our Institute is to procure the 

salvation of souls wherever God calls us,”681 and this call was perceived in 1841 

as being similar to that in France, to continue the work of preaching parish 

missions firstly to the Catholics, but with an openness to seek out the most 

abandoned and respond to their needs of salvation in the case of the Protestants 

and those who had not yet been evangelised.  

3.1.2  THE BRITISH ISLES 

In the same year as the decision-making process was unfolding regarding 

Canada, an opening presented itself in England, leading Eugene to note that it 

was something that “Providence seems to have pointed out by bringing together 

certain circumstances which deserve our attention.”682 He was referring to the 

presence of the first two English-speaking Oblates in the scholasticate in France. 

In May 1841 Eugene ordained William Daly and sent him to England “to 

examine on the spot the possibility of forming an establishment of missionaries 

of our Congregation who will be able to work for the conversion of the English 

heretics and even, if the need arises and the number of recruits is sufficient, to 

spread into the colonies or new conquests in America or any other part of the 

                                                 
681 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 September 1841 EO 1, n. 6. 
682 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 15 and 16 July 1841 in EO 20. 
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world.”683 Thus Eugene had a threefold aim regarding the needs of the Church in 

England and Ireland: 1/ to cooperate with the Catholic revival in England by 

bringing back to the Church those who had abandoned her, 2/ to gather English-

speaking recruits to become missionaries to the poor, and 3/ to open up the 

possibility of missionary activity in the British colonies. 

Daly made contact with some bishops in Ireland and England684 and 

reported back that they were favourably inclined to the idea of the presence of 

Oblates. He also recruited candidates whom he sent to France to join the 

Congregation. In July 1842 Eugene recognised the possibilities of the situation 

and sent an experienced Oblate, Casimir Aubert, to England and Ireland to 

undertake and supervise the beginnings of the Oblate mission there.685  

3.1.3 THE CANADIAN NORTHWEST: RIVIÈRE-ROUGE 

At the invitation of Bishop Provencher of Saint Boniface, bishop of an 

immense region which extended from the United States border to the Arctic 

Ocean and from James Bay to the Pacific, Eugene sent two missionaries to 

establish themselves in Rivière-Rouge in 1845 and to open the way for what was 

to become an outstanding mission field in the future among the First Nations 

Peoples. To Pierre Aubert, its first Oblate superior, Eugene wrote of the aim of 

their ministry as primary evangelisation through missions: “I consider you as an 

apostle, as the representative of our whole family, the vanguard of the army 

which must drive the demon from his last entrenchments and raise the sign of 

                                                 
683 Ibid.  
684 DENNY, V., Reaching Out. History of the Oblates in the British Isles 1841-1921, Greencastle 
Press, 1991, p. 15-16. 
685 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 27 July 1842 in EO 3, n. 1. 
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salvation, the Cross of the Saviour Jesus, in those regions where the true God 

never was known.”686 

3.1.4 OREGON: UNITED STATES AND CANADA 

In 1847 Eugene recorded the desire of Bishop Blanchet of Walla Walla 

“that the Fathers of our Society collaborate with him in extending the Kingdom 

of Jesus Christ throughout the regions entrusted to him. Thanks to this choice of 

predilection, the work of our Congregation will extend from one sea to the other 

and we will be deployed so that our communications will stretch from Canada to 

the United States.”687 Here was presented the broad vision ad gentes which had 

developed in Eugene’s spirit: people in need in a “little favoured part of the 

vineyard” for whom the group of Oblates under Ricard would “strive for the 

greater glory of God and the salvation of souls whether they be Catholics to be 

formed in piety, or heretics to be brought back to the Faith, or Sauvage tribes to 

be wrested from darkness and the shadow of death wherein they lie.”688 The 

authority he gave to Ricard was extensive: “authority over all the missions to be 

confided to our Congregation in the diocese of Walla Walla and also over those 

which in future will be opened by the zeal of our people in other parts of 

Columbia as well as in the isles and adjacent territories submitted to English 

domination and finally in the regions of America named California.”689 

Writing to Ricard, Eugene used emotive language to touch on the themes 

of apostolic co-operation with the Saviour, so dear to his heart from the early 

days of the Congregation - but now it was those who did not know God who 

were presented as the most-abandoned:  
                                                 

686 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 21 February 1846 in EO 1, n. 61. 
687 E. de Mazenod to P. Ricard, 8 January 1847 in EO 1, n. 74. 
688 Document according exceptional powers to Fr. Ricard, superior of the mission of Oregon: E. de 
Mazenod to P. Ricard, 22 January 1847 in EO 1, n. 78. 
689 Ibid. 
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I say nothing of how magnificent in the eyes of Faith is the ministry you are 
going to fulfil. One must go back to the birth of Christianity to find anything 
comparable. It is an apostle with whom you are associated and the same 
marvels that were wrought by the first disciples of Jesus Christ will be renewed 
in our days by you, my dear children, whom Providence has chosen amongst so 
many others to announce the Good News to so many slaves of the demon who 
huddle in the darkness of idolatry and who know not God. This is verily the 
real apostolate that is renewed in our times. Let us thank the Lord for having 
been deemed worthy to be participants therein in so active a manner.690 

In 1849 Telmon began an initially short-lived mission in Texas without 

Eugene’s consent. This first “unofficial” attempt died out in January 1851 and 

was officially re-started in 1852 when the Bishop of Galveston met Eugene to 

arrange things officially.691  

3.1.5 CEYLON 

August 1847 also marked the visit of Bishop Bettachini of Ceylon to 

Marseilles:  

This prelate painted such a picture of the deplorable state of the religion in that 
island that I was unable to refuse coming to his aid despite the needs of the 
other foreign missions entrusted to our Congregation. The work to be done 
there entails nothing less than the reformation of a Christian population close to 
150 000 souls, the conversion of more than one million infidels, and the need to 
prevent the Protestants from taking possession of one of the most beautiful 
lands of India. It is not necessary for me to say any more to illustrate the 
importance of such a mission.692  

                                                 
690 E. de Mazenod to P. Ricard, 8 January 1847 in EO 1, n. 74. 
691 Bishop Odin of Galveston had asked for the aid of the Oblates while passing through Montreal in 
1849. Telmon presumed the consent of the Founder and left with three Oblate companions, 
occasioning Eugene’s reaction: “Letters from the Bishop of Bytown, Fr. Honorat and Fr. Telmon. 
What is happening in Canada is unheard of. Here is Fr. Telmon who takes upon himself the mission 
of Texas, depending on the faculties I had given him when he was at Pittsburgh. He sets forth and 
takes with him some members of his choice…” (E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 10 November 1849 in 
EO 22). 
692 E. de Mazenod to the Members of the Central Council of Southern France for the Missionary 
Society of the Propagation of the Faith, 14 August 1847 in EO 5, n. 106. 



 299

Repeating this threefold goal several times in his correspondence, Eugene 

stressed that the Christians were abandoned.693 The Oblates were charged to give 

themselves “for the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls, to foster the 

devotion of the Catholics, to restore the faith among the heretics, and above all 

to rescue the unhappy pagans from darkness and the shadow of death.”694 

Furthermore, he predicted that the Congregation would one day sanctify the 

whole island.695  

3.1.6 ALGERIA 

With the sending of missionaries to Algeria in 1849 Eugene recognised 

that “truly God is showering down his blessings on our Congregation; he is 

putting into our hands, as it were, the means to accomplish our vocation 

wonderfully.”696 It was to the conversion of the “poor Moslems”697 and the 

“good direction of a group of Christians who have been much neglected”698 that 

the Oblates were sent. He asked the Bishop to ensure that their ministry be “in 

conformity with their Rule, which lays down that they should work for the 

salvation of the most abandoned souls.”699 

4 THE BEARERS OF EUGENE’S SPIRIT  
The missionaries sent out of France, and hence out of immediate contact 

with Eugene, needed to be men imbued with the spirit of the Congregation and 

                                                 
693 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Casanelli d’Istria, 7 October 1847 in EO 13, n. 116. 
694 E. de Mazenod’s Letter of Obedience to E. Semeria, 21 October 1847 in EO 4 (Ceylon), n. 1. 
695 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 12 August 1847 in EO 10, n. 936. 
696 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 6 December 1848 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 2. 
697 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 5 January 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 3. 
698 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 5 April 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 8. 
699 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 5 January 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 3. 
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its founder, so as to be able to do things just as Eugene himself would have done 

them had he been going with them. The missionaries would have to be carefully 

chosen in order to ensure that the expansion of the Congregation would be 

faithful to its founding spirit. 

4.1 THE SUPERIOR AS ALTER EGO OF EUGENE 

When Eugene and the Missionaries of Provence accepted Laus and the 

reality of more than one group to live according to Eugene’s spirit, it was 

fundamental to provide the right structures and personnel to ensure faithfulness 

to the spirit. Eugene had chosen Tempier, his alter ego, to make the first 

foundation as it was essential for Eugene to entrust this mission to someone who 

had understood his spirit and would do things according to it. The same situation 

repeated itself with foundations outside of France. The choice of who to send as 

superior to make the distant foundations was important. It was even more 

essential than in France because of the great distances involved and the decisions 

that he would have to make without the possibility of being able to consult 

Eugene.700  

4.1.1 CANADA: JEAN B. HONORAT 

The choice to be the superior fell on Honorat, whom Eugene had known 

and formed for a long time because he had been born in Aix and had been in 

contact with Eugene since his youth. In 1816 he had become a member of the 

Youth Congregation and in 1818 he joined the Missionaries of Provence, being 

personally formed in his novitiate and subsequent training by Eugene and 

Tempier. He was someone who had imbibed that spirit which God had given 

                                                 
700 “As indeed being situated at too great distance apart will prevent us from being in frequent 
relations, we impart to you ample faculties… recommending nevertheless that in government 
spiritual or temporal you neither do or permit anything alien to the spirit of our Institute” (E. de 
Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 September 1841 EO 1, n. 6). 
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Eugene and could thus be trusted to live by it and inspire others to do likewise in 

Canada. A successful mission preacher, he had been superior of the communities 

at Nimes, Calvaire, and Lumières, and Assistant General. He had been appointed 

novice master in 1828 because of his ability to “combine an unshakeable loyalty 

to the Society with a love of order and regularity.”701 Eugene had had to rein him 

in and correct some of the excesses of his personality from time to time. In 1831 

Eugene described how Honorat’s impetuous nature was powered: “Full of zeal 

for the salvation of souls, he would like to preach to the poor, from place to 

place, convinced that his ministry would not be unfruitful, seeking nothing but 

the glory of God, and not wanting any wages other than his daily bread. His 

noble convictions evoke my admiration although they do not surprise me; this 

holy priest is fully equal to all the demands of his state of life and is capable of 

exceptional zeal.”702 According to Eugene he was not overly enthusiastic about 

going to Canada and, “while he raised no objections, I really believed he 

sacrificed himself by obedience in an admirably supernatural manner because he 

understood that such was the desire of his superior. As a matter of fact, he is a 

man of eminent virtue.”703 Thus the alter ego for this first foreign mission was a 

man personally formed and respected by Eugene. 

4.1.2 ENGLAND: CASIMIR AUBERT  

The initial steps of the mission to England and Ireland had been taken by 

the Irish Oblate, Daly. Once Eugene realised that there was a possibility of 

Oblates being established there, he sent Casimir Aubert to begin the mission 

formally. Born in 1810, Aubert made his vows in 1826, at the age of 16, and was 

the first Oblate to receive priestly ordination by Bishop Eugene, who said of him 

                                                 
701 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 4 May 1828 in EO 7, n. 299. 
702 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 20 January 1831 in EO 8, n. 382.  
703 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 13 April 1842 in EO 1, n. 11.  
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on this occasion: “What an outstanding fellow he is! Intelligence, character, 

virtue, heart: he has them all to perfection.”704 He was regarded as having 

sufficiently imbibed Eugene’s spirit as to be able to communicate it and form 

others in it by being novice master from 1833 to 1841. During this time he also 

taught at the major seminary, was superior of the Calvaire community, and 

personal secretary to Eugene, serving as one of his principal confidantes and 

collaborators. On the occasion of sending him to England, Eugene expressed his 

appreciation to him: “Can I ever be persuaded that God would demand that I 

sacrifice him who has never faltered in the affection that he owes me and who 

gives me every assurance of continuing to deserve my confidence and my love? 

Where is the Order or Congregation in which the Superior cannot surround 

himself with those who will ease the burden of his office and with whom his 

mind and heart will be at rest?”705 Despite how much he appreciated his 

presence in Marseilles, Eugene saw it as important that this man who had 

understood his spirit be the one to guide the new undertaking in a new country. 

Recommending him, some time later, Eugene wrote: “He is my alter-ego whose 

merits you already know.”706 

4.1.3 CANADA: BRUNO GUIGUES 

When things in Canada did not work out exactly as Eugene had envisaged 

them, especially regarding interpersonal relationships among the first group of 

Oblates there, he sent Guigues out as Visitor, and then superior. Chapter three 

above707 traced how Eugene had personally formed and moulded Guigues 

according to his spirit and how he had been given positions of trust in France in 

                                                 
704 E. de Mazenod to H. Guibert, 25 March 1833 in EO 8, n. 444. 
705 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 27 July 1842 in EO 3, n. 1. 
706 E. de Mazenod to Ambrose Lisle March Phillipps, 2 July 1846 EO 13, n. 107. 
707 Cf. above Chapter Three, section 2.4.1: Bruno Guigues: an example of the Rule as the instrument 
of forming Oblates in the spirit of Eugene. 
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which he had proved himself. Now Eugene was confidently able to say of 

Guigues that he was an alter ego,708 and to announce this to the Oblates in 

Canada: “I have named Father Guigues as Visitor extraordinary with very wide 

powers… in a word, to do all that I would do myself were I on the scene.”709 

4.1.4  OREGON: PASCAL RICARD 

On appointing Ricard to found the remote mission of Oregon, Eugene 

announced that he needed an “alter ego,” and proceeded to describe the qualities 

necessary to be this: “He has to have virtue, good sense, love of regularity, real 

attachment to the Congregation and conformity of views and thoughts with the 

head of the family from whom he would be separated by 3000 leagues, a devout 

and experienced man full of the spirit of God, imbued with my spirit, who acts 

by himself as I myself would act. Only Father Ricard combined all these 

qualities.”710 To Ricard himself he wrote, “I need to confide the direction of our 

men only to an elder son of the family on whom I can rely entirely since he must 

be placed at such a great distance from myself with the members chosen from 

our Society.”711  

4.1.5  CEYLON: ETIENNE SEMERIA 

Semeria was 34 years old when he was appointed superior of the Ceylon 

missionaries, and had worked with the Italians in Marseille after his 

ordination.712 Eugene had confidence in him and had appointed him superior and 

                                                 
708 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 7 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 37. 
709 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 8 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 39. 
710 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 24 January 1847 in EO 1, n. 80. Eugene repeated the same qualities 
in a letter to P. Aubert on 3 February 1847 in EO 1 n. 81. 
711 E. de Mazenod to P. Ricard, 8 January 1847 in EO 1, n. 74. 
712 Cf. E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 8 February 1837 in EO 9, n. 605, and 7 June 1840 in EO 9, n. 
711. 



 304

missionary in Vico. Eugene chose him to head the Ceylon foundation because “it 

is an extremely delicate mission for several reasons; and I needed a proven man 

like Father Semeria to whom I can confide it with complete peace of soul.”713 

Consequently Eugene appointed this “man matured by prudence and many years 

as an Oblate, notable for his zeal and piety, and unshakeable in his attachment to 

Us and the Family” as the head and “guide of this mission.”714  

4.1.6  ENGLAND AND NATAL: CHARLES BELLON  

Bellon was well known to Eugene because he had been a diocesan 

seminarian in Marseilles and then joined the Oblates. On the day on which he 

ordained him to the priesthood, Eugene reflected: “Our hopes could not be 

higher for this well-beloved child, who not only has never earned the least 

reproach since he entered the Congregation, but has constantly given to all his 

confreres, both during his novitiate, and during his period as an Oblate, the 

example of the most exact regularity, fidelity to the Rule and sustained 

fervour.”715 Because he had understood Eugene’s spirit he was placed in the 

mission of forming others according to it in the seminaries of Vico and 

Marseilles. In 1848 he was sent to England as superior, where he was in charge 

of the novices and scholastics. In 1850 Eugene resolved to entrust the foundation 

of the Natal mission to this “religious of meritorious virtue and knowledge” and 

to have him appointed Vicar Apostolic.716 Ill health prevented him from 

accepting.  

                                                 
713 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Casanelli d’Istria, 7 October 1847 in EO 13, n. 116. 
714 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 21 October 1847 in EO 4 (Ceylon), n. 1. 
715 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry for 25 March 1837 in EO 18. 
716 “He is duly esteemed in and outside the Congregation” (E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, 30 
March 1850 in EO 5, n. 14). 
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4.1.8  CANADA AND NATAL: JEAN F. ALLARD 

Born in 1806, he was already a diocesan priest when he joined the 

Oblates and made his oblation in 1837. He was highly regarded by Eugene717 

and was sent to Canada as Visitor in 1843.718 The visitation never happened, but 

he was appointed novice master from 1843-1849 for Canada - a position of trust. 

In 1851 he was named Vicar Apostolic and led the first group of Oblates to 

Natal.719 On this occasion Eugene told him: “You are thus more than a 

Provincial, since I am confidently making you an alter ego as it were.”720 

4.2 THE CHOICE OF MISSIONARIES 

From 1818 Eugene had been clear as to the process of formation of new 

Oblates and what the end result was to be.721 They were to become apostolic 

men, transformed from within by the apostolic values spelt out in the Rule. 

Meditating on and imitating the examples and virtues of Christ the Saviour, just 

like the apostles did, would make them apostolic men in their way of thinking 

and missionary behaviour. The importance of this for Eugene was clearly 

evident in his persistent insistence on these qualities in his correspondence with 

his missionaries. The basic foundational qualities had been spelt out in 1818, and 

these remained unchanged. Thirty years later, for example, the same principles 

were obvious when Eugene wrote to Bellon about the possibility of sending him 

                                                 
717 Cf. E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 13 November 1837 in EO 9, n. 653; and E. de Mazenod to H. 
Courtès, 8 January 1841 in EO 9, n. 722. 
718 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 18 August 1843 in EO 1, n. 24. 
719 “Fr. François Allard is a man of proven virtue and knowledge. The offices he has held and does in 
the Congregation are full proof of his merit. I would not know how to give him due praise. Wherever 
he has worked he has been considered the living Rule of ecclesiastic and religious perfection. I 
consider him worthy of the sacred character that marks an Apostolic Vicar and I know that he will 
perfectly fulfil the ministry to which the Holy See may call him” (E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, 
Secretary of the S. Congregation of Propaganda Fide, 24 May 1850 in EO 5, n. 15). 
720 E. de Mazenod to J-F. Allard, 24 October 1851 in EO 4 (Africa) n. 20. 
721 Cf. above Chapter Four Section B: The Formation of Oblates in the Spirit of Eugene de Mazenod. 
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to found the mission of Natal as a Vicar Apostolic. Because Bellon was 

suffering ill health at the time, Eugene used the founding vision of the Preface, 

in an attempt to persuade him to accept: “I shall call in consequence upon the 

devotedness that we all owe to God and which hence precludes considerations of 

taste, inclination, health or life itself.”722 Eugene then wrote out in his letter a 

significant paragraph of the Rule, reminding Bellon who had been in charge of 

Oblate formation, “You taught this to others when you used to explain passages 

of the Rules as endearing as these,” and then proceeded to quote: 

The sight of these disorders has touched the heart of certain priests to whom the 
glory of God is dear, who love the Church and who would wish, if necessary, 
to sacrifice themselves for the salvation of souls... For their part what must they 
do, these men who wish to walk in the footsteps of Jesus Christ, their divine 
Master and win back for him the many souls who have thrown off His rule? 
They must... courageously follow in the footsteps of so many evangelical 
workers.., in the exercise of a ministry to which they feel called... renounce 
themselves entirely, have only in view the glory of God, the good of the 
Church, the edification and salvation of souls.., work without cease... full of 
zeal, ready to sacrifice all their belongings, their talents, their comfort, their 
persons and their lives for the love of Jesus Christ, the service of the Church 
and the sanctification of their neighbour; consequently, with full confidence in 
God, they can enter the fray and fight to the end for the greatest glory of His 
most holy and adorable Name.  

Having reminded him of the heart of the apostolic man according to which 

Bellon had been formed and according to which he was forming others, Eugene 

then concluded his letter: “Such is our code. I am confident not one of us will 

disavow it.” 

These are the qualities that Eugene relentlessly returned to and insisted on 

for his missionaries. At the end of his visitation of England in 1850, he repeated 

the same call “to maintain yourselves constantly faithful to your vocation, that is 

to say, to be always what I think you are and what our holy Rules require of 

you.” He then copied out a section of the Preface, and concluded: “These words, 

                                                 
722 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, 21 April 1850 in EO 3, n. 38. 
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upon which you have undoubtedly often meditated, express my mind and I could 

not do better than borrow them from the Code which the Church has given you, 

that you may continually draw thence the rules of conduct which you have to 

follow.”723 

Thus in his choice of Oblates for the foreign missions, “where one can 

expect so many frustrations, so many vexations, and where to serve demands so 

much sacrifice for the will, so much fatigue for the body,”724 Eugene was 

looking for men who would be even more “firmly rooted” in these values than 

those who remained in France. Because the foreign missions were situations that 

were vastly different from those of the missions in France, the choice of 

candidates had to be carefully made. 

From the beginning Eugene realised that he had to choose only men who 

wanted to go to the missions - realising that it would cause difficulties to force 

people.725 He listened to them: “No doubt what I will take into consideration is 

mostly their own liking but they will be reasonable when God shows us what we 

must do for His greater glory.”726 The same theme was expressed to Bellon, 

responsible for the house of formation in England: “As concerns our members, I 

heartily wish you would tell me which are the ones who would be destined for 

the missions amongst the infidels. … So you will have to give me an idea as to 

those whom we could choose amongst your personnel, just as we must choose 

some from amongst those who are in France.”727 

                                                 
723 E. de Mazenod, Act of Visitation of England, 22 July 1850 in EO 3. 
724 E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 8 September 1842 in EO 1, n. 12. 
725 For example, E. de Mazenod to J. Mille, 17 July 1841 in EO 1, n. 2. In the archives in Rome there 
is an exercise book in which Eugene used to make notes after he had interviewed the Oblate 
scholastics in Marseilles. In most cases he indicated whether the young man was willing to go to the 
foreign missions or not (Notes sur plusiers Oblates, OMI General Archives, Rome DM IX 9). 
726 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 20 July 1847 in EO 1, n. 86. 
727 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, 4 February 1850 in EO 3, n. 36. 
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As the demands of the missions opened out, so did the insufficient 

number of suitably qualified men make itself felt. Hence the importance of the 

recruitment campaign of the Canadian, Léonard, and the visits of missionaries 

like Guigues and Laverlochère in 1850,728 and how they infused the desire for 

foreign missions in the young Oblates. The fruits being borne were attested to 

Semeria in 1848: “This year we shall have 44 Oblate theologians in my major 

seminary and 12 philosophers at L’Osier; most of these good lads desire nothing 

other than to work in the missions to unbelievers.”729 They were motivated by 

their generosity, idealism and good will.  

Beaudoin, in his thesis on the seminary and scholasticate of Marseilles,730 

shows how those in formation were kept informed of what the missionaries were 

doing. Eugene shared some of the letters that he received from the missionaries 

with those in the formation houses and also encouraged the visits of missionaries 

to talk to them in order to whet their appetites. Marseilles, as a harbour city, was 

the crossroads for many passing through from the missionary countries, and the 

welcoming nature of Eugene ensured that the scholastics would meet some of 

these visitors. But he was realistic as well and did not hide the extreme hardships 

of the foreign missions from them. The letters of the missionaries, describing 

their adversities, privations and the difficulties of a life with few comforts and 

many sacrifices, would have tempered some of the romanticism of the young 

men. It did not, however, prevent them from being generous and offering 

themselves.731  

                                                 
728 Cf. E. de Mazenod to the President of the Missionary Society, 22 December 1850 in EO 5, n. 122. 
Guigues and Léonard were in France for the General Chapter. 
729 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 3 November 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon), n. 5. 
730 BEAUDOIN, Y., Le grand séminaire de Marseille (et scolasticat oblat) sous la direction des 
Oblats de Marie Immaculée 1827-1862, Editions des Études Oblates, Ottawa 1966, p 141-144. 
731 Cf also BEAUDOIN, Y., “Le scolasticat de Montolivet (1854-1862),” in Études Oblates 27 
(1968), p. 252-255. 
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One area on which Eugene was insistent was that of language studies. 

Their missions were in British colonies and hence the importance of proficiency 

in English. “We have thirty Oblates at the seminary and there is not one who is 

not learning this language. You should hear all these young men conversing. 

They speak nothing but English in their recreation periods.”732 The presence of 

English-speaking students in France and the sending of French scholastics to 

England was of great help.733 They were also taught the basics of English 

grammar at the novitiate.734 English, however, was only the first requisite. In 

Canada it was essential for the missionaries to learn the languages of the First 

Nations Peoples. From 1844 onwards the younger Oblates set about learning 

through spending periods of time with the people - a task made difficult as 

generally no grammar books or dictionaries had been produced.735 The same 

situation applied to Ceylon where the Oblates spent the first years learning the 

local languages. 

The first groups of missionaries to Eastern Canada, to Rivière Rouge, 

Oregon, and Ceylon had no experienced Oblate to teach them missionary 

methods. They had all been trained for preaching of parish missions in Europe 

and had to adapt as best they could to totally new situations. It was only in later 

years that the new missionaries could rely on and learn from the experiences of 

their predecessors. To compound the initial difficulties, Eugene was so keen to 

take on new territories being offered in Canada, that he would cut short the 

studies of some of the scholastics so as to send them out to meet the urgent 

                                                 
732 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 25 July 1848 in EO 1, n. 99. 
733 Cf. E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 24 February 1849 in EO 3, n. 23. 
734 “No matter how imperfect his knowledge of the English language, enjoin him to perfect himself in 
it and even though he should teach the novices no more than the principles of grammar. I insist very 
much that he spend a few hours every week with them. Knowing English is essential for us in most of 
our foreign missions. Arrange this with Father Dorey. The finality of this little work places it entirely 
in the supernatural order” (E. de Mazenod to L. Dassy, 18 September 1848 in EO 10, n. 987). 
735 CARRIÈRE, G., “Méthodes et réalisations missionnaires des Oblats dans l’Est du Canada (1841-
1861)” in Études Oblates 16 (1957), p 38-39. 
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needs in that country. He hoped that their education would be completed by the 

Oblates already there - but these were young men themselves and were totally 

submerged in responding to the demands of the missions: “If their studies are not 

finished at the appropriate time, they remain ignorant. And yet in the missions 

more than anywhere else, learning is necessary because of the lack of books and 

of the possibility to consult.”736 It did not take Eugene long to realise the 

foolishness of this position and to attempt to remedy it: “We have excellent 

young men here who only long to go to the sauvage missions. But we are 

determined to have them finish their theological studies before sending them. 

Under the pretext that it is not necessary for them to know many things to 

evangelize the Sauvages, they are sometimes sent too soon into their territories. 

This is not my idea and however impatient our young people may be, I shall 

keep them until the end of their studies.”737 Guigues, as Visitor expressed the 

same necessity to the Bishop of Quebec in 1845: the young Oblates needed time 

to complete their studies of theology and Scripture as well as time to learn the 

local languages.738 

Despite the seemingly inadequate training for the foreign missions which 

they received, they were able to achieve heroic things as missionaries. Young 

concisely captured their spirit when he wrote: “They were able to endure the 

most difficult hardships, only to redouble their efforts in new directions as soon 

as the opportunity arose. They were able to find enough meaning in their 

sacrifices to allow them to endure the learning required for missionary 

effectiveness.”739 

                                                 
736 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 1 March 1844 in EO 1, n. 32. 
737 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 4 March 1849 in EO 1, n. 111. 
738 CARRIÈRE, Méthodes et réalisations missionnaires, p 38-39. 
739 YOUNG, The Mission of the Missionary Oblates, p. 149. 
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5 EUGENE’S SPIRIT IN SEEKING AND 
EVANGELIZING THE MOST ABANDONED 
The Oblates had been trained primarily for the work of preaching 

missions in France, either conducting missions in parishes or else in permanent 

missions. They had received no specific training for foreign missions and thus 

had to be prepared to change their mentality when they arrived at their 

destinations. Their first years in Eastern Canada will be dealt with in more detail 

as these were significant in that they were faced with new situations which had 

to be responded to armed only with what they had been trained with in France. 

As the years progressed, so did particular patterns of ministry emerge and thus 

the later missionaries went to situations as wiser persons, having learnt from the 

experience of those who had been there longer. 

5.1 REPRODUCING AND ADAPTING THE FRENCH 
MODEL OF MISSION IN EASTERN CANADA 

The six pioneer Oblates were initially settled at St. Hilaire, some 

kilometres outside of Montreal, which contained an enormous mission Cross. 

They hoped that, as in the shrines in France, this “Calvaire” would be a centre 

for pilgrimages and permanent mission. From there they went out to preach 

retreats and missions. In 1842 the Oblates preached 6 three-week long retreats, 4 

of four weeks, and some of one or three days duration.740 The methods they used 

were those in use in France which had been codified in the Rule. On arrival in 

Montreal, for example, they had presented Bishop Bourget with their method of 

conducting missions as laid out in the Rule, and he had approved totally except 

                                                 
740 CARRIERE, Histoire documentaire, I, p. 117-118. 
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for their walking in bare feet during the penitential procession during the winter 

months.741 

A year after their arrival they moved closer to the city of Montreal by 

establishing themselves at Longueuil and making this the centre from which they 

went out to preach missions and retreats in the Montreal area. 

In 1843 they preached 11 missions of two to three weeks’ duration, 8 

retreats of around three days each and one novena.742 In addition to preaching, 

and the permanent mission at the shrine and parish, the Oblates from 1843 to 

1845 were responsible for missions in four eastern townships: settlements where 

French-speaking and Irish Catholics lived side by side with Protestants and were 

influenced by them. The missionaries went from door to door bringing “the 

lights and consolations of the faith” to the people who were poor and ignorant.743 

Honorat identified these people as being the most abandoned and had a 

predilection for them.744 The accounts of the missions conducted here closely 

resemble the accounts of those preached in France from 1816 onwards: the long 

hours of confessions, the topics on which they preached, and the enthusiasm of 

the recipients in their difficult situations.745  

The missionaries identified the three major wounds of the people, which 

they aimed at healing as being: Protestantism, intemperance, and keeping bad 

company.746 As in France, they responded to these needs by striving to prolong 

                                                 
741 J-B. Honorat to E. de Mazenod, 12 January 1842 quoted in CARRIÈRE, G., Histoire 
documentaire…I, p. 117. 
742 MARCOTTE, E., “La Province du Canada,” in Études Oblates 2 (1943), p. 133. 
743 Ibid., p. 129. 
744 Eugene described how the Oblates were involved with “what they call the Townships, regions 
without spiritual aid where Catholics are mixed with Protestants at peril of losing their faith. Our 
missionaries not only bolster the wavering Catholics but convert a great number of apostates and 
many Protestants” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 12 May 1844 in EO 1, n. 34). 
745 Cf. CARRIERE, Histoire documentaire, I, p. 151-164. 
746 Notes pour servir à l'histoire de la Province du Canada, manuscrit du R. P. Pierre Aubert, O.M.I. 
(1841-1864), ASSJ, quoted in MARCOTTE, La Province du Canada, p.128. 
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the effects of the mission. In Canada they did this by establishing congregations 

for girls and, in reaction to the problems of heavy drinking, established several 

abstinence societies. Honorat reported that in each of their missions some 

participants were drawn away from the “fascination” of Protestantism.747 

Telmon, in particular, tackled the Protestants in a lively manner,748 engaging in 

fiery public debates with their ministers, and on one occasion even organising a 

public burning of Protestant Bibles in the United States, a gesture which 

received much criticism.  

5.1.1 RESPONSIBILITY FOR PARISHES AS A FORM OF 
MISSION  

Responding to the situation in Canada led Eugene to be less rigid in his 

insistence on some of the points on which he had been firm in France. He 

realised the urgent need for local vocations to the Oblates, and knew that 

Quebec’s Catholic population would have been a fertile territory. Counteracting 

Honorat’s assessment of the needs of Quebec, Eugene showed that his long-term 

aim was always to serve the most abandoned, but that compromises had to be 

made for the greater good: “You say to me: that is not where the most 

abandoned souls are. True, but in establishing yourselves there, you provide 

yourselves with the means to come to the aid of those most abandoned souls, 

without taking into account that you will also do much good to many of those 

who, while not abandoned, are nonetheless in need.”749  

Secondly, while carefully assessing each situation, Eugene was prepared 

to encourage the Oblates in Canada to take on the responsibility of running 

                                                 
747 J-B. Honorat to C. Aubert, 11 December 1842 in Archives Deschâtelets, Ottawa (G. LPP. 1931a). 
748 Cf. E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 30 May 1843 in EO1, n. 18. 
749 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 7 October 1943 in EO 1, n. 27. 
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parishes.750 They were needed as a form of stable commitment in the diocese, a 

source of regular income, and a setting where the community could be together 

during the times when they were not out on missions. “They have been known to 

say on other occasions that they were made to be missionaries, not parish priests. 

One should be able to organize their service as a kind of mission but in such a 

way that our Fathers might never be less than two together.”751 Léonard’s report 

to the 1850 Chapter on the parish of St. Pierre, Montreal, showed that when they 

did take responsibility for a parish, it was run along the same lines as the 

permanent missions of France: it was in a well-populated neighbourhood where 

the Catholics had been neglected because they were at a certain distance from 

the churches of the city. The Oblates built a house for the community and a 

chapel, which was filled to capacity. They also established congregations and a 

temperance society. From here they went out to preach missions and retreats in 

the various parishes of the diocese.752 

It is important to note that Eugene did carefully guard the Oblates against 

becoming parish priests as such. When it came to the question of an invitation to 

an opening in Toronto, Eugene was clear: “If it amounts to being parish priests 

of these people, isolated there as such in a fixed situation, you know that would 

not be for us.”753 In the same letter he turned down a proposal for them to go to 

New York “because it seemed to me that there were nothing but parishes there.” 

The ideal for Oblate parishes was thus that they resemble the permanent 

missions of France. 

                                                 
750 Cf. LAMIRANDE, E:, “Le Ministère Paroissial dans la Congrégation, du vivant du Fondateur” in 
Études Oblates 23 (1964), p. 273-290. 
751 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 26 September 1848 in EO 1, n. 103. For the same reason he 
appealed to Bishop Bourget for the charge of a parish: “As for Longueuil, if it is difficult to be able to 
provide for that community when provision will also have to be made to furnish the needs of the new 
community at Montreal, could you not place the Oblates in charge of the parish of this place?” (E. de 
Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 16 April 1850 in EO 1, n. 132). 
752 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 274.  
753 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 17 January 1843 in EO 1, n. 15a.  
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The year 1844 opened new horizons for the Oblates and began to change 

the nature of their ministry to respond to the demands of the country. With 

Telmon they extended to the town and surroundings of Bytown to minister to 

several thousand Irish and French Catholics. The arrival of Guigues as the new 

superior of Canada made this a permanent establishment. In the town (later to 

become known as Ottawa) the Oblates built the cathedral church, new parishes, a 

school and hospital. In 1847 Guigues became the first bishop of Bytown. In 

1850 he reported to the General Chapter that the Oblates were a powerful help to 

the bishop in instructing the people of the diocese and assisting them to live their 

religious duties. Moreover they were involved in a college where they “trained 

the children of the best families in the fear of God and gave them all the 

knowledge necessary for the important social positions which they would one 

day hold.”754 Evoking Eugene’s method of formation of a group of leaven in the 

Aix Youth Congregation, this college became the influential university that 

today is known as St. Paul’s. 

In the same report, Guigues spoke about the mission of the first two 

Oblates in Rivière Rouge. They were based in the episcopal town of St. 

Boniface, where they looked after the parish of the cathedral and some of the 

surrounding parishes, as well as being involved in the college. From here they 

spread out for seasonal mission ministry to the First Nations Peoples.755 

In 1844 the Bishop of Quebec entrusted the area of Saguenay to the 

Oblates and Honorat and three others responded to this invitation by establishing 

their base there. Using this as a centre, they ministered to the Catholics colonists 

spread out in various distant outposts, and tackled the evangelisation of the First 

Nations Peoples in the St. Lawrence Gulf. The latter meant that Honorat 

remained alone at the station because the others found themselves making long 

                                                 
754 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 277. 
755 Ibid. 
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annual journeys and wintering away from the base. Apart from the churches 

which he built, Honorat also constructed a flour mill and a sawmill in an attempt 

to safeguard the rights of the colonists who were being exploited by rich 

landowners. He recognised them as being the most abandoned, and supported 

them in their struggles by inspiring them with courage, acting as arbiter in 

disputes and opposing those who were exploiting them. 756 

Being close to the border of the United States, the Oblates accepted some 

retreats and missions to Canadians who had emigrated, and who were living in a 

Protestant environment. It appears that the thrust in the USA was to French-

speaking people. In August 1848 Telmon with two others took over the 

Pittsburgh seminary, continuing a tradition begun in France, but did not stay 

long. In October 1849 Telmon went to Brownsville, Texas, with two others. A 

year later they were back in Canada - it was only a couple of years thereafter that 

the mission in Texas began permanently. 

5.1.2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CANADIAN MODEL OF 
MISSION IN ACCORDANCE WITH EUGENE’S SPIRIT  

In the 1844 move to Bytown it was not the town itself that was of primary 

interest to the Oblates, but Bytown as a centre of missionary irradiation to the 

lumbermen in the moving lumber camps, and to the First Nations Peoples.757 

                                                 
756 Cf. TREMBLAY, V., "Les Oblats au Saguenay," in Études Oblates 3 (1944), p. 13. 
757 Bishop Bourget proposed Bytown to the Oblates, underlining the advantages for the Oblate 
mission: “Cette ville est au centre de toutes les communications de la Grande Rivière appelée Ottawa. 
C'est là qu'abordent les voyageurs et les hommes qui, par milliers, travaillent à abattre les immenses 
forêts qui bordent cette belle et magnifique rivière, qui sont tous gens bien dignes du zèle de vos 
enfants. C'est de là que devront partir ces hommes Apostoliques pour aller évangéliser ce que nous 
appelons ici les chantiers... Pour en revenir à Bytown, je vous dirai de nouveau qu'il est le centre de 
tous les chantiers qui sont sur l'Ottawa. Tous les hommes qui y travaillent doivent nécessairement y 
passer en venant ici. Pendant qu'ils sont occupés à faire leurs radeaux dans les environs de cette ville, 
les Missionnaires profitent de leurs moments de loisir pour les réunir afin de leur donner des 
instructions dont ils ont un si grand besoin, de les confesser et de leur donner les autres secours de la 
Religion. De plus à 60 ou 80 lieues de Bytown se trouvent les terres de chasse des Sauvages. Comme 
ces pauvres Infidèles sont errants et vagabonds dans leurs épaisses forets pendant la plus grande 
partie de l'année, et qu'ils ne se réunissent qu'à certaines époques dans les Postes qu'a établis la 
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5.1.2.1 ITINERANT MISSIONS TO THE LUMBERMEN AND 
BISON HUNTERS 

Bishop Bourget wrote to Eugene about the thousands of young men who 

were involved in working in the lumber camps. He narrated how entrepreneurs 

with groups of 300-500 men would spend the winter months of the year in a 

lumber camp in the forest cutting down trees. The rest of the year would be 

spent floating these logs down the rivers to sell them in the cities. He described 

each of these camps as being nearly like one of the villages of France as far as 

population went, except that they were some 60 to 80 leagues away from each 

other and separated by deep snow in winter, and rapids in the summer.758 These 

men were abandoned and it is not surprising that Eugene responded, “I cannot 

express the consolation that I experienced from your letter. You show me a field 

that is fertile, ready to cultivate. Could I allow myself to refuse to go and work 

there?”759  

The lumber workers thus became a source of itinerant Oblate mission 

ministry. It became a regular annual Oblate ministry involving several 

missionaries at a time. The necrology of Father Reboul, who dedicated his life to 

this ministry, portrayed their lifestyle. The missionaries would spend the 

                                                                                                                                              
Compagnie des Marchands qui fait le commerce avec eux, les Missionnaires qui travaillent à leur 
conversion devront avoir un établissement central pour de là faire des excursions chez ces infidèles et 
revenir ensuite travailler au salut des Blancs. Sans cela, ils seraient à rien faire une grande partie de 
l'année. Bytown offre pour le moment ce précieux avantage. En outre les revenus de cette petite ville 
qui n'est en outre elle-même qu'une Mission, car il n'y a pas une seule Paroisse érigée dans ces lieux 
éloignés, suffiraient pour faire vivre plusieurs de vos Pères” (Bishop Bourget to E. de Mazenod, 19 
October 1843, reproduced in CARRIERE, Histoire documentaire, I, p. 204). 
758 Bishop Bourget to E. de Mazenod, 19 October 1843, reproduced in CARRIÈRE, G., Histoire 
documentaire de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie-Immaculée dan l’Est du 
Canada. Ier Partie. De l’arrivée au Canada à la mort du Fondateur (1841-1861),Tome II, Editions 
de l’Université d’Ottawa, Ottawa 1959, p. 198. 
759 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 15 February 1844 in EO 1, n. 31. On another occasion he 
expressed the same sentiments: “Also he has at the same time entrusted them with catering to the 
spiritual needs of what they call the lumber camps in that country. These are numerous 
agglomerations of three or four hundred men dispersed in the immense forests of this part of the new 
world. Here poor Christians spend six to eight months logging the trees without any religious 
resources to help preserve them from the dangers inseparable from this nomadic and dissipated life” 
(E. de Mazenod to Bishop de Bruillard, Bishop of Grenoble, 24 May 1844 in EO 1, n. 35). 
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freezing winter months moving from one camp to the other, travelling some nine 

hours each day to reach the lumber camp before nightfall. No matter how tired 

he was, the missionary had to be cheerful from 6 to 8 p.m. when the young 

workers came back from their hard labours, so as to gain their confidence and 

“win them over more easily to Jesus Christ.” Then from 8 to 11 p.m., and 

sometimes later, the Oblate would lead them in prayer, direct the examination of 

conscience, preach, confess, bring back to the fold the lost sheep and, on 

completion, sleep for a few hours in uncomfortable conditions. At 4.30 he would 

arise and celebrate Mass, give some final notices, and then travel on for the full 

day to another lumber camp.760 

In the spring the missionaries would wait for these same lumbermen to 

come along the river on their enormous rafts of logs tied together, being floated 

down the river towards the sawmills. They would wait to meet them in the 

towns, and minister to them. In Bytown the missionaries would visit them 

wherever they were lodged and would organise retreats to be preached to 

them.761 At the Chapter of 1850, Guigues was able to report positive results due 

to this new form of preaching Oblate missions, and how the arrival of the 

missionaries had brought about a change in these young men who had been 

neglected and abandoned and had been living in a deplorable moral state.762 It 

was a physically demanding and exhausting means of conducting missions 

which was to continue successfully into the 20th century. 

From 1845 onwards, the Oblates undertook the same type of itinerant 

missions with the bison hunters. Twice a year the hunters spent several months, 

together with their families, living in tents and following and hunting the bison. 

                                                 
760 Notices Nécrologiques des Membres de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie 
Immaculée, Volume 3, Hennuyer et Fils, Paris 1879, p. 361-362. 
761 Cf. CARRIERE, Histoire documentaire, II, p. 204. 
762 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p 277. 



 319

It gave the missionaries the opportunity to instruct the women and children and 

to have some moral influence on the men.763 

5.1.2.2 MISSIONS TO THE PEOPLE OF THE INTERIOR 

Similarly, June 1844 saw the launching of a new style of missions with 

some of the young Canadian Oblate vocations moving out to do seasonal 

ministry to various tribes of First Nations Peoples, under the apprenticeship of 

the diocesan clergy. 

5.1.2.2.1 THE INITIAL MISSIONS AMONG THE FIRST NATIONS 
PEOPLES  

The young Fisette spent three months in the Saguenay to the north shore 

of the Saint Lawrence River, Bourassa for six weeks in the upper reaches of the 

Saint Maurice, and Laverlochère to Témiscamingue and Abitibi and 

westwards.764 Thereafter they set themselves to learning the languages, and were 

able to dedicate themselves to an ever-growing annual ministry of preaching 

missions to the nomadic peoples during the hunting season, and meeting them at 

the trading posts when they came to sell their produce.  

Laverlochère (who accompanied an experienced diocesan priest) 

described this first mission765 at Témiscamingue as lasting two weeks, and being 

attended by an average of 200 people, including children ready to be instructed. 

Ninety eight adults made a commitment to temperance. As Laverlochère had 

only just begun to learn the language his work consisted in gathering people at 

the house to teach them to memorize prayers and the basic elements of the 
                                                 

763 CHAMPAGNE, J.E., “Nos premières missions dans l’ouest canadien (1845-1853),” in Études 
Oblates 4 (1945), p. 168-169. 
764 MARCOTTE, La Province du Canada, p 134. 
765 His various narratives are summarised in CARRIÈRE, G., Histoire documentaire de la 
Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie-Immaculée dan l’Est du Canada. Ier Partie. De 
l’arrivée au Canada à la mort du Fondateur (1841-1861),Tome III, Editions de l’Université 
d’Ottawa, Ottawa 1961, p. 183-196. 



 320

catechism. This mission was followed by a seven day canoe journey to Abitibi 

for a mission lasting 11 days. The following year, 1845, better equipped 

linguistically, he and another young Oblate set out again. They spent seven days 

in the Fort de Petites-Allumettes, and then once again to Témiscamingue where 

they gave a mission for 16 days. During this they heard the confessions of 200 

people and baptised 15 children and 3 adults. Thereafter to Abitibi for 14 days of 

mission, attended by 150 people. During this they baptised 19 infants, 6 adults 

and heard 100 confessions.  

The year after, in 1846, the mission in Témiscamingue lasted 20 days. 

The number of attendances was not immense, although Laverlochère noted that 

some 30 hunters attended all the activities in the chapel and benefited from 

them. He reported that Christianity was still fervent and that drunkenness was 

now unknown and dancing had disappeared too - echoing similar campaigns 

familiar to the Oblates in Provence. They were fortunate to have the services of a 

young Métis who taught catechism each day. The harvest of this mission was 4 

baptisms and 5 admitted to the catechumenate. In 1847 they were greeted by a 

fusillade of 40 shots on arrival there, and the Christians waiting for them on the 

banks of the river. The rest of the day and a good part of the night was spent 

visiting the sick in their huts and hearing their confessions. So the pattern 

continued, with each year the mission being repeated here, as in the other places 

visited by the missionaries. 

In 1845, the opening up of the mission at Rivière Rouge saw the 

beginning of the same ministry in the Northwest, and in 1847 in Oregon. The 

works here covered enormous distances, manpower and establishments. Much 

has been written on this topic, but it is beyond the scope of this study to enter 

into detail. What is of interest here is to draw the broad outline of how the spirit 

of Eugene was being put into practice and being stretched and developed.  
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5.1.2.2.2 BASES FOR PERMANENT MISSION 

Because of the large distances the missionaries were forced to establish 

bases for permanent mission from which to irradiate for the temporary missions. 

J. Champagne, in his study of the missionary methods of the Oblates in Western 

Canada,766 lists the four factors in the choice of place of permanent mission: its 

strategic importance, the number of people in the area, their receptivity to the 

missionaries, and the economic conditions of the area (the latter because the 

Oblates had to fend for themselves and produce all that they needed for their 

livelihood).767 They were also in the vicinity of a fort, where the trading post 

attracted the First Nations Peoples to spend some three weeks of the year, and 

make them accessible to the preaching of the missionaries.  

5.1.3 USING AND ADAPTING THE FRENCH MODEL OF 
MISSIONS 

In accordance with the Rule, the ideal of the missionaries was to bring the 

First Nations Peoples to the Saviour by using the methods spelt out for the 

missions in Provence. They knew no other technique and it was only through 

practical experience that they developed a methodology - no doubt trying to 

remain as close as possible to Eugene’s often-repeated injunctions to fidelity to 

the Rule.  

Since baptism was the means to bring these people to the Saviour, the 

missions had to focus on this goal. In the itinerant missions it was impossible to 

have a catechumenate because of the nomadic nature of the people, thus the 

opportunity had to be taken during the brief periods when the people came to the 

                                                 
766 CHAMPAGNE, J. E, “Les méthodes missionnaires des Oblats dans l'Ouest canadien (1845-
1875),” in Études Oblates 5 (1946), p. 143-160. Also, CHAMPAGNE, C., “Grandin and 
Evangelization,” in Vie Oblate Life 36 (1977), p. E119-125. 
767 Ibid. p. 146. 
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trading posts or when the missionaries went to their encampments. At the forts, 

the Oblates would greet the people on arrival and invite them to a gathering 

where they would present them with an introductory instruction inviting them to 

the mission about to be preached. Each day there would be three to four sessions 

of instruction, individual private interviews as well as catechism for the children. 

During the instructions they were taught to memorise the main prayers (Our 

Father, Hail Mary, Creed…), hymns in their own languages, and the basic 

teachings of the catechism and of the principles of Christian living. Some 

missionaries also spent days teaching some of the people how to read, so that 

their religious instruction would benefit.768  

Once baptised, the Christians needed regular instruction and support so as 

to receive the sacraments of confession and Eucharist whenever the missionaries 

were able to celebrate with them. To this end missions were regularly organised 

where the people gathered. Instructions continued, and the doubts and 

difficulties encountered over the previous year in their contact with non-

Christians and Protestants were ironed out. Mass was celebrated each morning, 

and prayers in the evening. For Sundays and feast days as much solemnity as 

possible was added to the celebrations, with as many songs as possible in the 

local language. The missions would end with a procession of the Blessed 

Sacrament, and a procession and implantation of the Cross.769 If there already 

was a Cross, then a ceremony would be held around it.770 

In the permanent missions in the proximity of the forts, the missionary 

would be ready to put everything aside if another group of First Nations Peoples 

arrived outside of the normal time, and preach a mission just for them. If the 

priest was alone in the mission, he would wait until everyone had departed, and 

                                                 
768 Ibid. p. 149. 
769 Ibid. p. 150-154). 
770 Cf. for example, CARRIERE, Histoire documentaire, III, p. 186. 
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then he would set out to visit and preach missions in the settlements at pre-

arranged places and dates. When the weather made this impossible, the 

missionaries would reside at their community (if they had one) and study 

languages. During the rest of the year when there was a missionary in residence, 

there would be daily Mass for the permanent inhabitants of the area, and prayers. 

On Sundays there was solemn Mass in the morning and Benediction and sermon 

in the evening. First Thursdays of the month, special Eucharistic devotions, 

devotions to the Sacred Heart, First Fridays, and Stations of the Cross during 

Lent.771 The pattern of the permanent Oblate missions in France was being 

followed as closely as possible.  

Following the emphasis of the missions in France, the Oblates compiled 

and valued the use of books in the various languages of the people, containing 

prayers, catechism and hymns.772 C. Champagne, studying the letters of Bishop 

Grandin, attests that because the First Nations Peoples were partial to singing, 

the truths of the catechism were presented in song and that “these hymns 

preached the message far and wide: Indians who had never met a priest knew 

them and were singing them.”773 Similarly, Grandin’s correspondence showed 

the importance of visual presentations: 

Another tool for proclaiming the truths of the Christian religion were pictures 
portraying the mysteries of religion, the stations of the cross. Pictures of the 
Devil were the most effective. In the same way, the missionaries used a kind 
of "chronological ladder," first composed by Bishop Norbert Blanchet and 
then perfected by Father Albert Lacombe. The missionaries had come to the 
conclusion that the traditional catechism was not adapted to the Indians. 
Without really knowing it, they were returning to the kerygma of the 
Apostles. This option was not the result of a special theology regarding 

                                                 
771 CHAMPAGNE, Les méthodes missionnaires, p. 154-155. 
772 CARRIÈRE, G., Histoire documentaire de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie-
Immaculée dan l’Est du Canada. Ier Partie. De l’arrivée au Canada à la mort du Fondateur (1841-
1861),Tome IV, Editions de l’Université d’Ottawa, Ottawa 1962, p. 58-62. Also, CHAMPAGNE, 
Grandin and Evangelization, p. E232. The missionaries also published dictionaries and grammars of 
the some of the languages. 
773 CHAMPAGNE, Grandin and Evangelization, p. E233. 
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preaching; it was a matter of what means were effective with the Indians. This 
great tableau simultaneously contained history, dogma and moral, presented in 
a way that was clear and simple for the faithful.774  

The missionaries also brought with them their conviction of the 

importance of ceremonies, processions, striking vestments and rituals, giving out 

medals and crosses, and anything which would spark interest.775 C. Champagne 

concludes with what was perhaps the most important sign of preaching: “Words 

alone were not sufficient: the missionaries’ attitude was found to be very 

important in evangelization. The telling argument in converting the Indians was 

the kindness and charity of the priest, and herein lies the reason for the 

missionaries’ popularity. The Fathers manifested their charity and affection for the 

Indians, visiting them and showing interest in them, and especially by caring for 

their children. Their concrete interest took the form of hospitals and schools.”776  

Thus in Canada, Eugene’s missionary sons continued to live by the spirit 

he gave them, applying it faithfully in their very different circumstances, but 

always searching for the most effective way of bringing the most abandoned to 

the Saviour. 

                                                 
774 Ibid. p. E232. 
775 CARRIÈRE Histoire documentaire, IV, p.68-71. 
776 CHAMPAGNE, Grandin and Evangelization, p. E 234. Guigues in his report to the 1850 Chapter 
underlined the same thing: “Les missions sont, il est vrai, pénibles sous le point de vue naturel; car 
elles se font dans un climat rigoureux, où l'hiver dure les trois quarts de l'année, et ont pour objet des 
tribus sauvages dont on ne peut fixer l'inconstance, et qu'il est difficile de soumettre aux conditions 
de la vie chrétienne. Mais ces missions n'en sont que plus méritoires aux yeux de la foi et nos Pères, 
qui y travaillent, ont assez de vertu pour trouver dans toutes les difficultés, dont ils sont environnés, 
un motif plus puissant de zèle et de dévouement.  Le R.P. Taché se distingue surtout entre les autres 
par son ardeur infatigable dans les rudes travaux du ministère, qu'il exerce dans les parties les plus 
reculées du Nord-Ouest de l'Amérique, Son âme avec ses pensées et ses affections est toute entière 
aux sauvages. Il vit au milieu d'eux, il parle leur langue, il partage leur nourriture, il s'est presque 
identifié avec eux; aussi les sauvages lui sont-ils attachés d'une manière extraordinaire, et a-t-il opéré 
parmi eux les fruits les plus abondants de salut” (Quoted in PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 
275). 
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5.2 ENGLAND 

At the same time as the Oblates were establishing themselves in Canada, 

a similar expansion was taking place in England and Ireland. As in Canada, the 

initial method of mission was an extension of what was being done in France, 

but interpreting the spirit of Eugene in response to the particular situations of 

England led them to make adaptations.  

5.2.1 ATTEMPTS TO EXTEND THE OBLATE MISSION TO 
IRELAND 

It was Providence that had sent the first Irish vocations to France,777 and 

through them Eugene’s vision was opened to the situation of the English-

speaking Church. William Daly, who had joined the Oblates in France, was sent 

to England and Ireland “to examine on the spot the possibility of forming an 

establishment of missionaries of our Congregation”778 and to recruit 

missionaries. True to his charge, while looking around for possible areas of 

establishment, he did recruit and send some vocations to France.779 When 

Eugene became aware of the actual possibilities being offered, he sent Casimir 

Aubert, a man of experience, to diagnose the situation and to see how the 

Congregation could obtain a foothold. He decided on two fields of mission. 

Firstly the seminary ministry - in keeping with Eugene’s ideals in France and his 

understanding of the importance of Oblate mission in the seminaries.780 Here 

                                                 
777 Cf. E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 15 and 16 July 1841 in EO 20; and E. de Mazenod, Act of 
Visitation of England, 22 July 1850 in EO 3. 
778 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 15 and 16 July 1841 in EO 20. 
779 Cf. E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 9; E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 1 
February 1844 in EO 3, n. 5 and 21 March 1844 in EO 3, n. 6. 
780 Beaudoin writes: “According to Ortolan (Les Oblats de Marie Immaculée..., Paris, 1914. t. I, pp. 
518 seq.), Fr. Aubert would have wished to open a seminary in Ireland. As one already existed near 
Dublin, that of Maynooth, he went to Cork and settled not far from it, at Youghal where two years 
before a college had been opened which was to provide missionaries abroad. He taught there during 
the school year of 1842-1843 but did not succeed in coming to an agreement with the bishop, whose 
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would be fertile soil for Oblate vocations - as there had been in France in the 

diocesan seminary ministry until then.781 Aubert was not able to obtain 

permission for the opening of a seminary in Dublin or Cork, and settled instead 

to teach for one year in a seminary in Youghal dedicated to the education of 

seminarians who would go to the foreign missions.782 

Simultaneously Aubert worked on the possibility of merging with the 

Patrician Brothers, whose ideals were close to those of Eugene. They had been 

founded in Ireland in 1808 “for the religious and literary education of youth and 

the instruction of the faithful in Christian piety.”783 Ireland was still suffering 

from the effects of the penal laws, which had forbidden any Catholic family to 

send their children to a school where the Catholic religion was taught. 

“Consequently not only were the young deprived of the means of instruction, but 

adults also were in a state of enforced ignorance of Christian doctrine and its 

practices.”784 With his experience of the post-revolution situation in France, is 

easy to understand the attraction between Eugene and the Patricians, and thus 

Aubert entered into negotiations for a merger with this teaching society which 

                                                                                                                                              
name was Murphy, on the conditions for the Oblates to become established there” (E. de Mazenod to 
C. Aubert, 25 December 1842 in EO 3, n. 3, footnote 2). 
781 In response to my question to Y. Beaudoin on this, he consulted the register of the taking of the 
habit which shows that between 1827 and 1841 eleven diocesan seminarians from Marseilles had 
come to join the Oblates, and six had done the same from the diocesan seminary in Ajaccio between 
1836 and 1841. This was before the visits of Léonard to the seminaries of France in 1847-1848 
brought in an enormous harvest of Oblate vocations. Cf. Handwritten register, Prises d’habit 1818 –
1850, in the OMI General Archives, Rome, (F.M. H.B. 14). 
782 “Two years earlier, Fr. John Foley, a diocesan priest had founded this college for the education of 
priests destined to go on the foreign missions. He had been ordained by Bishop Fortuné de Mazenod, 
uncle of the Founder, and Fr. Aubert saw in him a kindred spirit. The financial resources of the 
College were poor in the extreme and Fr. Aubert agreed to teach during the school year, 1842-43, 
without pecuniary reward. Fr. Foley, worn out through overwork, died a few years later and records 
show that the bulk of students moved in to All Hallows in Dublin at the abandonment of the Youghal 
College” (DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 18-19). 
783 “Patrician Brothers (Or BROTHERS OF SAINT PATRICK)” from the Catholic Encyclopaedia 
1907-1914. Internet version: newadvent.org/cathen/11553a.htm. 
784 Ibid. 
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had three houses in Ireland.785 As they were a Diocesan Society, the Bishop of 

Kildare did not give permission for the merge.786 

5.2.2 A NEW MISSIONARY DIRECTION: CONVERSION OF THE 
ENGLISH PROTESTANTS 

Speaking of the failure to establish the Congregation in Ireland, Eugene 

commented, “We have nothing to reproach ourselves for,” and putting the 

project in God’s hands, he concluded, “The good Lord has His plans when He 

allows us to put forth fruitless efforts; I am resigned without discouragement to 

try to do work in some other field.” 787 

The “other field” led to Daly and Aubert going to England to accept the 

offer of taking responsibility for the church in Penzance. Entering into the spirit 

of the rebuilding of the Catholic Church in Britain after the passing of the 1829 

Catholic Emancipation Act, Eugene was an enthusiastic supporter of the efforts 

to bring back to the Catholic Church, her children who had abandoned her for 

Protestantism.788 He supported all efforts to promote what he regarded as “the 

dispositions of the English people to return to the truth of the Catholic faith,”789 

to the point of writing a Pastoral Letter to his Diocese on the question in 1845. In 

it he stated the question from the point of view of a co-operator of the Saviour: 
                                                 

785 “You have made my mouth water in telling me about these good brothers of St. Patrick … I could 
well nourish such a prospect which offers these unexpected advantages. I await further news before 
entertaining any hope. It is to be admitted that the letter of the superior is quite categoric. To say that 
he doubts not in the least that you and the Brothers will conclude arrangements such as will put our 
Society in possession of their house is indeed strong. But I do not wish to be overly confident and I 
wait” (E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 25 December 1842 in EO 3, n. 3). 
786 DENNY, Reaching Out, p.19. 
787 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 9 February 1844 in EO 10, n. 832. 
788 Until the middle of the 20th century the Roman Catholic Church believed that outside of the 
Church there was no salvation. This was the theology out of which Eugene acted, and consequently 
anyone who was a Protestant was a “heretic.” Wherever Eugene used this word it was not in a 
disparaging manner, but rather revealed his sadness that these people, for whom the Saviour shed his 
blood, were living in error and darkness. He willingly sent his Oblate missionaries to these 
“abandoned” people. 
789 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 1 February 1844 in EO 3, n. 5. 
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These are souls redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ that must be delivered 
from death. Nor is it proposed only to snatch from the gate of hell some 
individuals engaged in the paths of perdition, worthwhile as this would 
doubtless be. What is sought here is that you undertake in a far greater 
enterprise. As the Holy Spirit teaches us that God can vivify nations, you are 
asked to employ a heavenly remedy for the spiritual healing of the whole of a 
great nation, abandoned three centuries ago by an abominable tyrant to the 
wasting influence of a malady that brings eternal doom.790 

As Eugene called on the people of his diocese to pray for the conversion 

of England, he was also describing the aim and spirit of the ministry of his 

Oblates in England in the language he used to describe his own vocation as a 

young man: 

Behold, my dear brethren, the continued sorrows of this Church across the sea 
whose tears have flowed for so long and have so often been mingled with 
blood. Hasten to dry the tears of this mother who weeps for her children and 
change her affliction into joy… 

…We do not fear to add, our very dear brethren, that you have a particular 
reason to be of the mind which we propose: our diocese is not a stranger to the 
good which is being done amongst the English for several priests formed and 
ordained here, bound to the Church of Marseilles or her pastor by sacred ties, 
are numbered amongst the evangelical workers to whom is granted so great a 
harvest. May your prayers ensure that the harvest will continue to increase still 
more and that the Lord will send an ever greater number of workers to gather it 
in.791 

It was within this context and in this direction that the Oblate ministry 

focussed from 1843 when they started in Penzance and later moved out to the 

rural ministry in other parts of the land.792  

Eugene consequently rejoiced in the descriptions of Daly’s ministry in 

Penzance: that “there are never less than three to four hundred Protestants of all 

                                                 
790 Circular Letter of His Lordship the Bishop of Marseilles which ordains public prayers for the 
return of England to Catholic unity, 21 December 1845 in EO 3, n. 9. 
791 Ibid. 
792 Denny describes the situation: “Penzance was the centre of the Cornish tin-mining industry and 
the few Catholics, mainly Irish, who resided there, were employed in mining operations… [They] 
lived in a state of extreme spiritual deprivation. As they were married to Protestants, their children 
were not baptised or were reared up as Protestants” (DENNY, Reaching Out, p.24). 
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denominations who come to hear the preaching of the holy truths of the Catholic 

religion.”793 Mass centres were established in some of the surrounding small 

villages and there was a ministry to prospective converts.794 Seven years later 

Eugene visited Penzance and rejoiced in its successes in his Act of Visitation: 

What shall I say of Penzance, the cradle of our Congregation in England? This 
was the first point gained, by which we were introduced into this Island, which 
we wish to aid in conquering to Jesus Christ, to whom England proved 
unfaithful. There were at Penzance a dozen of bad Catholics when we arrived 
there, of men, who had almost forgotten their name, so unprovided were they 
with the succours of our holy Religion. Never, since the unhappy reformation 
had the sacrifice of the Mass been celebrated there.  Heresy, especially in the 
form of “Methodism,” had, as it were, entrenched itself there! Well, we have 
the consolation and, let us say it in all humility, glory, since we refer all to God, 
Who so powerfully assists us, to have raised a temple to the Lord which, for 
beauty and dimensions, rivals many that have been constructed in England, 
since the emancipation, and to be the first to recall Jesus Christ, our Divine 
Master, to reign there once more, and receive the adorations of those who had 
abandoned Him, and now return to His worship. These already number more 
than 250. I confirmed 32 of these new converts and I received the abjuration of 
2 more a few days ago, whom I baptized conditionally.795 

From here the Oblate thrust moved into the midlands of England where, 

under the patronage of some of the English Catholic gentry, they established 

themselves for short periods796 in the countryside and ministered to people 

abandoned in the villages, and worked for the conversion of Protestants, inviting 

them to attend explanatory conferences on aspects of the Catholic faith.797 Their 

                                                 
793 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 11 June 1844 in EO 3, n. 9. 
794 “Fr. Daly was most active and enthusiastic in this extension of his apostolate and in contacting 
prospective converts and he did not hesitate to call on them door-to-door. He would inform them that 
an instruction on the Catholic Faith would be delivered in the house of a Catholic family to which 
all would be welcome. Usually the house was filled to overflowing an hour before he was due to 
make his appearances. If circumstances demanded he did not hesitate to address the assembly in the 
open-air” (DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 28). 
795 E. de Mazenod, Act of Visitation of England, 22 July 1850 in EO 3.  
796 Grace-Dieu 1845-1848, Everingham 1847, Aldenham 1848-1853, Ashbourne 1848-1850, and 
Maryvale 1849-1852. 
797 For example, Cooke describes his own ministry in Grace-Dieu: “The following is the order which 
was observed at these discourses. On arrival of a father commenced a course of visits from cottage to 
cottage to announce the sermon which he was to preach that same afternoon on the village green and to 
invite the inmates to come to hear it. A polite acceptance was normal. "Thank you, sir, we will 
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ministry at these places was summed up in the description of the activities of one 

of them: “Father Cooke carried on a vast range of apostolic works, ever ready to 

journey in all weathers to attend the sick, admonish the wayward, instruct 

converts, preach missions and give courses of Lenten lectures.”798 From 

Aldenham, they went out to the inhabitants of the surrounding rural areas - 

people who were so poor that they could not afford to contribute to the costs of 

the services - and for the year 1850 they reported 38 converts.799 At the base of 

this activity was Eugene’s desire “that our missionaries be not reduced to the 

status of parish clergy” but be a community of religious from which they would 

irradiate “as ordered by the Bishops to bring aid where it is deemed useful.”800  

5.2.3 A PERMANENT MISSIONARY DEVELOPMENT: 
MISSIONS IN THE BIG CITIES 

Until 1848 the Oblate search to live out their spirit in England had been 

confined to the rural areas and had depended on the generosity of wealthy 

Catholic landowners who had given them what turned out to be temporary bases 
                                                                                                                                              

come." A suitable spot was chosen and as the hour of the sermon approached people could be seen 
assembling in orderly fashions. The subject of this course was on Christian truth; salvation, 
conversion, the last ends and the Passion and Death of Christ. Controversial topics were avoided so 
as not to antagonise the listeners. When the sermon was over the people expressed their feelings of 
gratitude to the preacher for the enlightening discourse to which they had been treated” (COOKE R., 
Sketches of the Life of Mgr. de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles and Founder of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate, Volume 2, Burns and Oates, London 1882 p. 142).  
798 DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 37. On this Eugene wrote as well: “I am receiving letters from England 
which fill me with consolation. Daily our Fathers receive new abjurations. Lately a Methodist 
minister, his wife, and his whole family returned to the bosom of the Church, then six more persons 
and others still; in short, they are preparing some fifty people who will very shortly renounce error. 
Everyone, even our subdeacon Noble, is bringing souls back to the fold by giving instructions” (E. de 
Mazenod to H. Courtès, 11 January 1847 in EO 10, n. 920). 

Also: “Father Cooke, in rendering to me an account of his administration, also remarked: ‘Our 
missions of Everingham, etc., are going well, especially the last wherein a great many conversions 
were brought about…’ I fear that this good Father Cooke who is by the grace of God a perfect 
missionary, a very distinguished orator and a true saint, will exhaust himself by his innumerable 
sermons and his indefatigable zeal” (E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 1850 in EO 1, 
p.126). 
799 Letter of Fr. Rouisse to Bishop Ullathorne in the Archives Birmingham Diocese n. 1767 and 
quoted in DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 39-40. 
800 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Wiseman, 17 August 1847 in EO 3, n. 17. 
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to use. With the appointment of Bellon as superior of the Oblates in England in 

October 1848,801 Eugene indicated that the mission in England needed to be put 

on a more permanent base. Simultaneously, and for the same purpose, Eugene 

sent C. Aubert to England as Canonical Visitor until 1850, for a period of around 

20 months.802 Three firm decisions came out of their leadership: to open a 

formation house in Maryvale, to leave the rural ministry around the properties of 

the English patrons and move into the working class cities, and to start the 

traditional Oblate ministry of mission preaching.803 In 1850 Eugene himself 

came in person to do the Visitation and to ensure that all was being done 

according to his spirit. 

The establishment in Maryvale was used as a novitiate and scholasticate 

for the vocations coming from England and Ireland. French scholastics were sent 

there to spend time “where they can accustom themselves both to the language 

and customs of the countries in which they will exercise their holy ministry.”804 

Thus, the third part of the Eugene’s ideal for England was being fulfilled: “if the 

need arises and the number of recruits is sufficient, to spread into the colonies or 

new conquests in America or any other part of the world.”805 

                                                 
801 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, Act of Nomination, 18 October 1848 in EO 3, n. 21. 
802 Cf. BEAUDOIN, Y., “Father Casimir Aubert, O.M.I. (1810-1860). Founder of the Anglo-Irish 
Province and Secretary General of the Congregation,” in Oblate Writings II.5, Oblate General 
Archives, Rome 1998, p. 65-66. 
803 Ibid., p. 66. 
804 E. de Mazenod to Members of the Central Council for Southern France of the Propagation of the 
Faith, 23 May 1850 in EO 5, n. 118. Also in the General Council Minutes of July 8, 1849: “Several 
Fathers and Brothers were accordingly designated during the same session to become part of the 
numerous contingent destined to go and support as best they can the religious movement in England 
and to evangelize the poor souls still dwelling beneath the cloud of error and heresy in the vast 
English possessions spread over the ancient as well as the new world” (Proces-verbal des Conseils 
generaux de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée. Décembre 1844 - 
Janvier 1859. OMI General Archives, Rome, Sectio A, Class 80, Fasc. I, 8 July 1849). 
805 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 15 and 16 July 1841 in EO 20. 
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A providential opening was offered to the Oblates in the industrial city of 

Manchester with the care of St. Patrick’s chapel. Denny describes the 

importance of this:  

The foundation in Manchester had a two-fold forward thrust: it was based on 
an urban centre and it was autonomous. It was a mission that would serve as a 
prototype for all the Oblate urban missions in the British Isles. At the time the 
Oblates came to Manchester it was a rapidly expanding city and was in the 
process of becoming one of England's greatest manufacturing centres. During the 
previous half century, the city had grown enormously and the heterogeneous mass 
of people who had flocked there seeking employment were living in 
conditions of appalling squalor and misery. In addition Irish emigrants, 
practically all of whom were Catholics, helped to swell the ranks of the 
employed and the unemployed. A large concentration of them had centred on 
Manchester and many quickly fell away from their faith through lack of 
priestly administration. There was a dearth of priests all over the country, but 
more especially in the industrial townships of the North and the English 
clergy, few in number as they had always been, were unable to cope with the 
ever-increasing accumulation of pastoral problems and responsibilities.806 

Eugene, who in France had recognised the most abandoned as being in 

the countryside, now recognised that in England they were present in the large 

industrialised cities. He thus communicated his conviction to his sons of the 

importance of the Oblate response to the poor of the cities: “I am most 

concerned that you be able to establish yourselves in big cities where there is so 

much good to do though you must be in a place of your own.”807 Aubert himself 

started this venture together with four Oblate priests. On Sundays they had the 

Masses, and then spent the rest of the week visiting the poor people entrusted to 

their care.  

Soon thereafter, in October 1849, the Oblates preached their first parish 

mission in England, in Liverpool’s St. Anne’s parish. Aubert described the 

                                                 
806 DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 51. 
807 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 19 January 1850 in EO 3, n. 35. He repeated the same twice to C. 
Bellon, 18 January 1850 in EO 3, n. 34, and 4 February 1850 in EO 3, n.36. 
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mission to Eugene in terms reminiscent of all the missions preached in France.808 

All the “exercises were followed with an extraordinary zeal and assiduity and 

that already our confessionals were swamped by the multitude of persons whom 

the grace of God had touched.” He estimated around 2000 participants whose 

“eagerness to follow the exercises was so great, especially that of the evening, 

that one hour before it began, the church was already invaded by a crowd so 

compact that we had great trouble ourselves to go from our confessionals to the 

sacristy.” The people were “famished for the things of religion.” It was a time of 

grace and the people responded by flocking to confession: “we were so busy 

hearing these poor people that there scarcely remained time for us to take our 

meals and to go and throw ourselves for a few hours on our beds, which never 

occurred before one and sometimes two hours after midnight.” There were so 

many confessions that the mission had to be prolonged for a week, during which 

“five or six hundred persons, the farthest away from the path of duty, sincerely 

returned to God.” 

The traditional method used in France was successful, but adaptations had 

to be made so as to fit in with the English situation: 

We did not have, it is true, the planting of the Cross, England is still not ripe 
enough for that, but we have left another souvenir of the mission which 
somewhat comes to the same thing. We have erected in this church the stations 
of the Via Crucis. We likewise had a sort of compensation in a ceremony that is 
not yet known on the European continent, I mean the solemn commitment in 
the Society of Temperance. At the behest of Father Cooke, faithful disciple of 
Père Mathieu as you are aware, more than five hundred persons enrolled 
themselves under the banner of this association and took the oath, at the foot of 
the altar, to abstain during the rest of their lives from all inebriating drink. I 
must add that a goodly number had need of this remedy for it is inconceivable 
how drunkenness reigns in a manner so wholesale amongst the working classes 
of the great cities of England and what is still worse, almost as much amongst 
the women as amongst the men.  

                                                 
808 Beaudoin writes: “In a letter written to Fr. Baudrand at Longueuil, in which he gives various 
details on the Oblates of England, the Founder transcribes a letter, without date, from Fr. Casimir 
Aubert, about the mission of Manchester” (EO 3, n. 34, footnote 2). 



 334

Aubert concluded his narrative by showing how steeped he was in living 

and communicating the spirit of Eugene: 

Such has been the first attempt our Congregation has made in England at the 
ministry that is the principal end of its institution. The Lord has blessed this 
attempt in a manner as to prove to us that here, as elsewhere, he calls our dear 
family to do good in the Church by the means of retreats and missions and to 
do such good especially for the most abandoned souls, for it is to be noted that 
the parish that we have evangelized at Manchester is composed of several 
thousand Irish and some hundreds of other Catholics, all equally poor in regard 
to spiritual support.  

Word of the missionary successes of the Oblates in Manchester spread to 

nearby Liverpool, leading to an invitation to preach a mission in Liverpool. The 

mission was followed by an invitation to accept the running of the permanent 

mission of Holy Cross in the city.809 Denny’s researches led him to produce this 

description of the situation of the “most abandoned” to whom the Oblates 

dedicated themselves as from January 1850: 

This area of Liverpool, centred on the docklands, was a vast slum area 
containing hundreds of thousands of people, mainly Irish, who had been coming 
there in increasing numbers since the mid-1840s fleeing from the Famine in 
Ireland… Liverpool was the port easiest of access to these poor wayfarers and 
here they came either to settle or to use as a transit-station for countries further 
afield. It has been noted that in January 1847, nine hundred emigrants arrived 
in Liverpool daily and more than forty thousand came the following month. By 
the end of the year, over three hundred thousand impoverished and fever-
ridden victims had sought sanctuary in that city from the destitution that had 
overtaken them in their own country. The majority of those who remained 
settled in that area which was later to become the parish of Holy Cross…The 
area where the Irish immigrants were forced to settle in the docklands of 
Liverpool consisted of a labyrinth of streets, some of which were miserably 
narrow and constricted. There was a pile-up of dingy tenements, joined 

                                                 
809 “The fame of the goodness they spread far and wide wherever they are is so well known in the 
whole of England that, independently of the missions confided to them, they have now been called to 
Manchester and Liverpool. The establishment at Liverpool which has just come into their possession, 
being of very great importance in this immense city, affords the Congregation remarkable advantages 
of more than one kind” (E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 1850 in EO 1, p.126). 



 335

together in "courts" where the air was trapped, unventilated and polluted by 
open sewers and piles of rubbish.810 

A month after the arrival of the Oblates, they began the preaching of a 

mission in Holy Cross which was well attended. The daily instructions bore fruit 

in the stream of confessions - sometimes up to eighteen hours per day - the many 

thousands of Communions and the thirty converts.811 This led Eugene to 

recognise his own spirit and comment: “Concerning their mission at Manchester, 

I have learnt something which Father Aubert somewhat concealed from me 

which is that they heard confessions until two and three in the morning. This I 

cannot approve and I would have been impelled to scold them for it. Such 

excesses we committed in our own youth but I insist that they not be imitated for 

I wish to preserve our family so that she may continue to do good for a longer 

time.”812 

Denny notes how every immigrant ship from Ireland added to the 11 000 

Catholics of Holy Cross, with the overcrowding and misery increasing in 

proportion.813 The Oblates responded in concrete ways by their ministry814 and 

by establishing a school for the Catholic children, a temperance society and 

meeting place for the men, arranging for the publication of a Catholic 

newspaper, the “Catholic Citizen” to instruct and to counteract the negative 

                                                 
810 DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 54-55. 
811 Ibid.  
812 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 1850 in EO 1, p.126. 
813 Eugene was no stranger to the suffering of the Irish and had not been indifferent to their plight in 
Ireland and had written two pastoral letters to his diocese asking for prayers and money to relieve the 
misery. The first was on 24 February 1847 and is published in EO 3, p. 174-180, and the second was 
on 12 June 1847 (EO 3, p. 180-185) in which he introduced the Papal Encyclical on the subject. 
814 During his visit to Liverpool, Eugene wrote: “Our Fathers, as you know, are in charge of the 
district of Holy Cross inhabited by a great number of poor Irish to whom they provide the aid of 
religion. It would be too long to describe to you all that is done in this miserable shed which serves as 
a chapel and which fills up six times on Sundays” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 10 July 1850 in EO 
3, n. 42).  
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propaganda, and fought for the rights of their people in civic issues.815 Ongoing 

religious instruction took place with the establishment of a Catholic Doctrine 

Society and presentations in the church on doctrine on an ongoing basis in this 

permanent mission.816 

5.2.4  “THE GOOD WHICH I DO THROUGH OUR MEN” 

In June 1850 Eugene himself went to England on Visitation. This mission 

had existed and grown over a period of nine years and it was important to see 

whether Eugene recognised his own spirit. Describing to Tempier the warmth of 

the welcome which the poor of Liverpool gave him, he exclaimed: “these 

people, I believe, had an intuition of the good I would wish to confer on them 

and which in fact I do through our men.”817 Perhaps no higher compliment could 

have been paid! 

In his Act of Visitation,818 he expressed his joy at seeing again the Oblates 

he knew and at meeting the new ones whom Providence had sent. He expressed 

his satisfaction with what his men were doing: “I have had to bless at every step, 

as it were, the Goodness of God, Who has almost miraculously opened to us a 

                                                 
815 In his 1850 Chapter report, Aubert spoke about the Catholics of that part of Liverpool as having 
been practically abandoned until the coming of the Oblates. He compared their ministry there to that 
of the permanent mission of the Calvaire in Marseilles: several services on Sundays, also on 
weekdays, as well as the establishment of a temperance society and a library. Cf. PIELORZ, Les 
chapitres généraux I, p. 271. 
816 “The vast congregation of the mission, who had been deprived so long and so cruelly of the 
consolations of the Faith, were badly in need of instruction in its fundamental tenets. All they needed 
was initiative and guidance and Fr. Noble, who had already proved himself an adapt at crowd control, 
started in his mission what must have proved an early example of the Catholic Evidence Guild. He 
arranged with one of his community to mount a pulpit in the chapel and he would mount another and 
together they bandied forth objection and counter-objection to religious teachings. It was a practice 
much resorted to in Jesuit churches and by means of it people, as it were, witnessed the spectacle of 
one priest articulating their difficulties against the Faith and the other gently answering their queries” 
(DENNY, Reaching Out, p. 55-56). 
817 “…et ce peuple a, je crois, l'instinct du bien que je voudrais lui faire et que je lui fais en effet par 
les nôtres” (E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 10 July 1850 in EO 3, n. 42). 
818 E. de Mazenod, Act of Visitation of England, 22 July 1850 in EO 3. 
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way to the great good which we may do here with the assistance of His powerful 

grace, to the honour of His Sacred Name and for the salvation of souls.” 

He visited each of the establishments where the Oblates were present and 

spoke of the fruits of each in glowing terms. Writing about Liverpool he 

recognised that the Oblates were “in the most densely inhabited and poorest part 

of the town.” He continued, “in their parish resides a great number of poor Irish, 

who had been till then neglected; but since our Fathers were established there, 

the good which they have done is incalculable and will increase daily.” 

As well as they were doing in ministering to the poor in the cities, Eugene 

reminded them that the fight against heresy, their initial purpose for coming to 

Britain still held: “At the present day, there is question of re-conquering the 

empire snatched from Jesus Christ, by an incessant attack on all the errors which 

divide the enemy, who is reduced to the necessity of depending only on the 

power of numbers and on the protection of the secular arm.” They were to study 

and preach in order to “introduce the light into men’s minds” and the example of 

the regularity of their lives would “also contribute to hasten the return of our 

strayed brethren.” 

5.3 CEYLON 

It was the call of the most abandoned in Ceylon which moved Eugene to 

respond by sending four missionaries. Bishop Bettachini, Coadjutor to the Vicar 

Apostolic of Ceylon had visited Eugene in 1847 and “painted such a picture of 

the deplorable state of the religion in that island” that Eugene “was unable to 

refuse coming to his aid despite the needs of the other foreign missions entrusted 

to our Congregation.”819 The appeal recalled some elements of the situation of 

the Provence of Eugene’s early ministry repeating itself. There were “150,000 
                                                 

819 E. de Mazenod to the Members of the Central Council of Southern France for the Missionary 
Society of the Propagation of the Faith, 14 August 1847 in EO 5, n. 106. 
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nearly abandoned Christians”820 needing help. There was a shortage of priests on 

the island, and a number of them were also involved in a political upheaval 

regarding some of the priests under Goan jurisdiction821 whom Eugene described 

as “destroyers of souls.”822 As in post-revolutionary France, “upright priests who 

are true men of God” were essential for the good of the Church,823 and Eugene 

saw these qualities in his Oblates. Moreover these Christians were being 

threatened by that very “danger” which the Oblates were counteracting in 

England: Protestant “heresy wishes to make that land a centre of error, and an 

Anglican bishop has already been established there,”824 thus “there is heresy to 

thwart as it even now attempts to make this beautiful country a centre of its 

operation,”825 and therefore “the need to prevent the Protestants from taking 

possession of one of the most beautiful lands of India.”826 Not only were the 

Christians abandoned, but there were also “one million five hundred thousand 

Gentiles”827 who were “ready to receive the light of truth.”828 These were the 

poor whose situation cried out for salvation.  

Eugene enthusiastically exclaimed: “Here is a magnificent mission 

opening up to us,”829 and sent Etienne Semeria and three companions in October 

1847. Their official mandate was “to foster the devotion of the Catholics, to 

                                                 
820 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Casanelli d’Istria, 7 October 1847 in EO 13, n. 116. 
821 As my interest here is the ministry of the Oblates, I am not entering in any way into the political 
background or explanation of the extremely complicated Church situation, rivalries and divisions of 
the time. 
822 E. de Mazenod to Cardinal Fransoni of Propaganda Fide, 11 August 1847 in EO 13, n. 5. 
823 Ibid. 
824 Ibid. 
825 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 12 August 1847 in EO 10, n. 936. 
826 E. de Mazenod to the Members of the Central Council of Southern France for the Missionary 
Society of the Propagation of the Faith, 14 August 1847 in EO 5, n. 106 
827 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 12 August 1847 in EO 10, n. 936. 
828 E. de Mazenod to Cardinal Fransoni of Propaganda Fide, 11 August 1847 in EO 13, n. 5. 
829 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 12 August 1847 in EO 10, n. 936. 
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restore the faith among the heretics, and above all to rescue the unhappy pagans 

from darkness and the shadow of death.”830 

The many difficulties on the island did not initially match up to Eugene’s 

enthusiastic vision of their work in the Jaffna Vicariate. He was certain of 

having one area, Kandy, reserved exclusively for the Oblates, but this was not to 

be as it had been incorporated into the Colombo Vicariate at that very time.831 

He wanted the Oblates to be together in community for religious life and 

ministry, but the needs of the Vicariate split them up and the Bishop treated 

them like diocesan clergy to be sent alone to places and to be moved at short 

notice. Ciamin, for example, was sent alone to Mantotte in February 1848 

because of there being no one else available for the area.832 He could not speak 

Tamil, but the Bishop gave him his own catechist to be his translator, while he 

learnt the language. Six months later he was moved to Mannar-Vanni, where he 

remained less than a year before being moved back to Mantotte. Attached to the 

parish were some 18 chapels833 to be served, but the missionary found himself 

caught in the midst of divided loyalties between himself and one of the Goan 

priests.834  

Semeria remained in Jaffna and worked with the Bishop as his secretary, 

accompanying him on his pastoral visits and learning the situation of the 

country.835 He was able to work out a plan for the Oblate mission which he 

                                                 
830 E. de Mazenod, Act of appointment of Fr. Étienne Semeria as superior of the Ceylon mission, 21 
October 1847 in EO 4 (Ceylon), n. 1. 
831 BOUDENS, R., “Bishop de Mazenod and Ceylon,” in Études Oblates 11 (1952), p.171. 
832 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 9 May 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon), n. 3. 
833 JESUTHASAN, P., Our Tribute to our Oblate Predecessors. Biographies of the Deceased 
Oblates. Volume One, Oblate Study Club, Ampitiya 2001, p.7-8. 
834 Boudens writes: “There was also a native priest of Goa who caused much trouble. It was not 
long until he started a schismatic movement which created serious troubles in several parts of the 
Vicariate” (BOUDENS, R., Bishop de Mazenod and Ceylon, p. 173). 
835 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. C. of Propaganda Fide, 30 December 1848 
in EO 5, n. 9. 
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presented to the Vicar Apostolic: “the Oblates would open a house at Jaffna 

where they would live as a community; they would not be in charge of any 

fixed place, but would always be at the disposal of the bishop; as in France, they 

would preach missions and conduct retreats in the various Christian settlements 

in order to instruct the people in religion and revive Christian practice along 

with faith; they would open a seminary at Jaffna to prepare catechists and to 

train a native clergy.”836 Bettachini agreed with the plan and asked Semeria to 

request the manpower from Eugene. 

The three new Oblates arrived in May 1849 with the intention of directing 

the seminary. The Bishop, however, was so hard-pressed that he used them for 

priestly mission work, and not for a seminary. Leflon, basing himself on 

Semeria’s diary, summarizes Semeria’s reaction:  

…he also expected that, instead of becoming an established practice, this 
modus operandi would be merely temporary. Nor would he allow his religious 
to be subjected to the same regimen imposed on secular priests scattered over 
the thirteen districts belonging to the vicariate; these districts were as large as 
dioceses and most of them numbered from twenty to fifty Christian settlements 
which were often widely separated. Shortly after his installation at Jaffna, 
Semeria had notified Bettachini of his intention to keep his confreres together 
in that city so that they might be reserved for parochial missions, and 
Bettachini agreed. This, however, did not prevent Bettachini from going back 
on his word.837 

Thus, instead of being based in one central community house from which they 

would go out to preach missions and retreats, they were exactly like the diocesan 

clergy looking after parishes, and Eugene began to express his impatience as to 

when they were going to begin converting the unbelievers: “That is what we are 

made for rather than anything else. There are enough bad Christians in Europe 

                                                 
836 LEFLON, J., Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of Marseilles, Founder of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate, 1782-1861, Volume IV, Fordham University Press, New York, 1970, p. 179, quoting 
Bishop Semeria’s Journal of May 18, 1848. 
837 LEFLON, Eugene de Mazenod IV, p. 180, quoting Bishop Semeria’s Journal of January 1848. 
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without our having to go and look for them so far away.”838 A year later, Eugene 

expressed the same disappointment about there not having been a single convert, 

and emphasized the fact that his missionaries had been called to a ministry 

different to that of serving parishes. 839 

Semeria replied on the need for patience while the missionaries learnt the 

languages and came to understand the people better: “We cannot, we must not, 

act in these lands as we would in Europe.”840 He pointed out that the majority 

of Christians did not have a profound understanding of the meaning of their 

religion, and that once properly instructed they would change gradually and 

would not have been harmed by a “thoughtless zeal” which did not take their 

situation into account. Three months later Eugene was somewhat appeased, but 

still had the same questions: “are we never going to start working for the 

conversion of the unbelievers… I know you have work to do among your bad 

Christians, as you prove to me by your last letter in which you tell me of the 

many marriages you have done and illicit liaisons you have brought to an end in 

your country, but you must also work for the conversion of the unbelievers.”841 

The report on Ceylon to the General Chapter reiterated the same message 

about the more than a million people “still plunged in the darkness of idolatry” 

but did acknowledge that “abundant fruits of salvation” were already taking 

place among the Christians.842 

The solution for Eugene was to have Semeria appointed Coadjutor Bishop 

with right of succession to Jaffna so that he would have a Vicariate in which the 

Oblates would be able to do missions as Eugene had envisaged. He broached 

                                                 
838 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 21 February 1849 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 10. 
839 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 17 January 1850 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 14. 
840 Quoted in LEFLON, Eugene de Mazenod IV, p. 182-183. 
841 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 2 April 1850 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 15. 
842 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux I, p. 273. 
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this for the first time in 1848 and then with regularity thereafter until the request 

was granted in 1856.843 

5.4 AFRICA 

During Eugene’s lifetime two attempts were made to spread his spirit to 

Africa. The first was in Algeria, which lasted for 17 months, and the second was 

in Natal. As with Ceylon, Natal had a beginning which did not go according to 

the dream of Eugene, but after his death it was to become a fertile missionary 

success. 

5.4.1 ALGERIA 

It was with his customary enthusiasm for discerning and doing the will of 

God that Eugene exclaimed: “And now Algeria is calling us!”844 Putting his 

discernment into practice, he wrote to Viala, the first superior of the mission: 

“Truly God is showering down his blessings on our Congregation; he is putting 

into our hands, as it were, the means to accomplish our vocation 

wonderfully.”845 More specifically, Eugene discerned the call of God as being to 

work for the conversion of the Moslem Arabs, and left it to the Bishop to decide 

when the time would be ripe to begin this.846  

Until they could begin to convert the Moslems, he told the Bishop: “It 

would be better to allow our missionaries to work at their modest ministry, in 

conformity with their Rule, which lays down that they should work for the 

salvation of the most abandoned souls, rather than give them a cathedral pulpit 

                                                 
843 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. C. of Propaganda Fide, 30 December 1848 
in EO 5, n.9; 30 July 1849 in EO 5, n. 10; and 20 October 1850 in EO 5, n. 17. 
844 E. de Mazenod to L. Dassy, 18 September 1848 in EO 10, n. 987. 
845 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 6 December 1848 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 2. 
846 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 5 January 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 3; E. de Mazenod to F. 
Grenier, 26 October 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 9. 
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from which to preach a Lenten Station.”847 The Bishop responded by putting 

them to work among the Christian colonists in Blida, serving seven small 

villages and the hospital.848 In the face of the opposition they received from the 

local priest to allowing people to attend services in their own Oblate chapel, 

Eugene asked that they make the Bishop understand that it was “absolutely 

essential for your chapel to be open to the public, in order for you to exercise 

your ministry which is to preach, to instruct and to confess.”849 All that he was 

asking was that the Oblates be allowed to do that for which they were founded 

and that their community and church be understood as being a place of 

permanent mission.850 When the Bishop caused difficulties, Eugene encouraged 

the Oblates to be patient and remain where they were and to bear in mind the 

purpose of their presence and ministry in Algeria:  

Now what must we do? If such important interests were not at stake, so that the 
salvation of souls was put at risk, my mind would be soon made up. But the 
consequences of a decision which would involve the abandonment of all the 
hopes we have entertained for the conversion of the pagans and the good 
direction of a group of Christians who have been much neglected, do deserve 
reflection.851 

Four months later, this attitude seems to have paid off because Eugene 

reported that “Fr. Bellanger preached with success at Blida itself, in the church 

of the priest who was the author of their disappointment. He did much good as 

well in the new villages founded by the colonists and Fr. Viala recently worked 

                                                 
847 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 5 January 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 3. 
848 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 5 March 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 6; and LAMIRANDE, E., “Les 
Oblats en Algérie,” in Études Oblates 14 (1955), p. 161-163. 
849 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 9 March 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 7. 
850 “I have always thought that Blida should be a central house where the missionaries would be able 
to return constantly and learn again the spirit of regularity, and from which they would go out again 
more ready to fulfil their ministry worthily. From there, without being too far from the residence of 
the Bishop whose directions are to be awaited, you will be in a position later to go out among the 
natives and do much good to all the villages which spread out from this important centre in every 
direction” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Bellanger, 10 November 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 10). 
851 E. de Mazenod to J. Viala, 5 April 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 8. 
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wonders at Boufarik where he preached a retreat which drew the whole 

population. He wrote to me that he spent a whole Saturday giving absolution and 

performing marriages.”852 

Difficulties with the Bishop and financial scandals caused by Bellanger 

led Eugene to send Tempier to Algeria to assess the situation. It was decided that 

there was no future for the Oblate mission because the ministry given to them 

was not Oblate ministry and that the “Bishop had a way of seeing things which 

had little to do with our spirit.”853 By July 1850 the Oblates had returned to 

France. 

5.4.2 NATAL 

The same diary entry in which Eugene reflected on giving up Algeria, 

introduced the reasons as to why he should accept the Church’s invitation854 to 

send Oblates to Natal: “Yet it comes from God. No one among us thought about 

it and it is through the channel normally used by the Church that it comes to us. 

One has therefore to place oneself in the presence of God drafting an answer. 

The salvation of souls is at stake, besides it is a call to the fulfilment of the first 

duty of our institute and that call comes incontestably from God.”855 Two days 

later he wrote to Propaganda: “I am ready to accept with the hope in God that we 

will be able to accomplish the task,” and referred to the positive aspect that it 

would be an Apostolic Vicariate fully in the hands of the Oblates.856 After the 

difficult experiences of the Oblates with bishops in Oregon, Ceylon and Algeria, 

it was important for Eugene to not repeat the difficulties but to be able to have 
                                                 

852 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 9 August 1849 in EO 3, n. 32. 
853 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 28 March 1850 in EO 22. 
854 “In response to the proposal Your Excellency made in your letter of March 18 …” (E. de Mazenod 
to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. Cong. of Propaganda Fide, 30 March 1850 in EO 5, n. 14). 
855 E. de Mazenod, Diary entry of 28 March 1850 in EO 22. 
856 Ibid. (E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. Cong. of Propaganda Fide, 30 March 
1850 in EO 5, n. 14). 



 345

an Oblate-oriented Vicariate. He proposed Bellon as Vicar Apostolic but, when 

ill health made that proposal impossible, he put forward the name of Allard.857 

This was the situation at the time of the General Chapter.858 

6 EUGENE’S RELIGIOUS SPIRIT AS THE 
DRIVING FORCE BEHIND THE FOREIGN 
MISSIONS 
Eugene responded to the calls of the most abandoned expressed through 

the needs of the Church by providing apostolic men to give their lives for the 

salvation of the souls of the most abandoned. On this he had only praise and 

admiration for their missionary zeal and their achievements for the salvation of 

souls on the foreign missions between 1841 and 1850. But it was not as a group 

of preachers that he sent his missionaries. They went as an apostolic corps, 

securely based on the conviction that had sustained them throughout their 

mission in France: that it was from their internal life that the success of ministry 

flowed. The co-operators of the Saviour had to know the Saviour personally and 

as a community, and live his virtues personally and as a community. This was to 

be the source of strength, the powerhouse of the missionaries’ response to the 

need of the poor for salvation.  

When Eugene sent his first group to the foreign missions outside of 

France, it was almost as if he himself wanted to be the one to go and to ensure 

that all was done in absolute faithfulness to the gift that God had given to him. It 

was not a matter of his imposing his personal views on others, but of his 

conviction that the spirit given to him demanded total adherence because it came 

                                                 
857 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. Cong. of Propaganda Fide, 24 May 1850 in 
EO 5, n. 15. 
858 As this mission only began in 1852, its development does not fall within the period of this chapter. 
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from God. Thus Eugene interpreted everything through the eyes of this 

responsibility which he had received and which he had to fulfil before God. 

The letter of obedience to the first missionaries going to Canada was a 

reflection and a summary of the central ideas that he had expressed all his life. It 

stressed Eugene’s conviction that the endeavour was sacred, and not man-made, 

because they were being sent as missionaries “whom our Saviour has deigned to 

call.” Because they were the Saviour’s co-operators, they had to endeavour with 

all their “strength to respond to this holy vocation of God.”859 The way to do this 

was always crystal clear for Eugene: “The more you are holy, exemplary, 

regular, the more that good will abound.”860 In order to accomplish their mission 

they had to “exert every effort to attain the perfection” of their vocation to 

consider only God as manifested in the Rule and in one another.861  

6.1 THE RULE 

Essentially, the driving force was to be achieved by following the Rule, in 

which the whole spirit of Eugene was incarnated and contained. In his letters to 

the missionaries, he never wavered from his conviction that regularity was the 

primary foundation of everything because it brought them to the “perfection of 

the normal state of the missionary” - it made them become what they really were 

called to be: “truly apostolic men devoted to the service of the Church, fully 

zealous for the salvation of souls and above all, saintly as regards yourselves and 

your brothers.”862 The absolute means to achieve this was by “fidelity to your 

                                                 
859 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. 
860 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 9. 
861 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 17 January 1843 in EO 1, n. 15a. 
862 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 April 1844 in EO 1, n. 33. 
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Rule” which was “sufficient to bring you to this state and maintain yourselves in 

it.”863 

It was Eugene’s fundamental advice to superiors as they began to be in 

charge of new communities. They were far away from him, and so he was 

insistent. To the first Canadian community he wrote: “Once you are settled, 

promptly align yourselves with the Rule.”864 To Honorat, when he started a new 

community in Saguenay: “All that I recommend is that you settle down there on 

good foundations. The Rule! Keep strictly to the Rule, without excepting anyone 

under any pretext whatever.”865 To Guigues in Bytown: “I strongly approve of 

your having established regularity in the little community you have formed of 

the three Fathers and two Brothers, as well as the Fathers of the lumber camps. 

That is quite a worthwhile beginning and I do not doubt they will earn respect if 

they are faithful to your directions and those of the Rule.”866 To P. Aubert in 

Rivière Rouge: “As of now, you only form quite a small community. No matter. 

Conform yourselves to the Rule as much as you possibly can… Remember that 

wherever you are, you must always be what you are.”867 To Ricard at the 

beginning of the Oregon mission: “Establish from the beginning the invariable 

ideal of your Institute and a rule of wise conduct, exact and uniform, to which 

each must conform. In your missions more than everywhere else obedience to 

the superior and fidelity to the Rules must be observed.”868 And in this most 

difficult of missions, he encouraged Ricard to have courage: “To persevere in so 

meritorious an apostolate, one must hold fast to the spirit of one’s vocation with 

                                                 
863 Ibid. 
864 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 9; and E. de Mazenod to L. Lagier 28 
August 1841 in EO 1, n. 5. 
865 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 October 1844 in EO 1, n. 49. 
866 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 19 and 23 November 1845 in EO 1, n. 59. 
867 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 21 February 1846 in EO 1, n. 61. At that stage there were only two 
Oblates in Rivière Rouge: Aubert and Taché. 
868 E. de Mazenod to P. Ricard, August 1848 in EO 1, n. 100. 
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fidelity and fervour, living always as a good religious, united to God by the 

practice of all the virtues prescribed and recommended by the Rule.”869  

When it came to the appointment of superiors who were men he hardly 

knew, or who had not been trained in France, or were not French, Eugene was 

even more explicit. To Léonard, when he opened the first house within the town 

of Montreal: “I recommend also that you see that the Rule is observed in all 

respects. From the moment you are superior, the responsibility rests on you.”870 

He reminded Daly who opened the first house in England in Penzance that he 

had to be united to Eugene in all his decisions and actions: “Hence, my dear 

friend, you must follow your Rule in both letter and spirit, letting yourself do 

nothing other than what you would do under my eyes and immediate 

direction.”871 To Perron in England: “Above all take great care to be bound by 

all things prescribed by our Rules and Constitutions. You have in the book 

wherein they are inscribed a sure and faithful counsellor to guide you on all 

occasions and advice which will enable you always to do what is most agreeable 

to God and most useful to yourself and others.”872 And the fruits of this would 

be obvious: “May order and regularity reign in the interior of the house and may 

the good aroma of Jesus Christ spread well out and around from where you 

dwell.”873 To Jolivet in England, “You must not believe that I love you less 

because we have not known each other… Persevere in the exact practice of our 

holy Rules, even if all do not give you an example in this respect. Remember 

that it is the code which God has given us and that you will be judged thereby. It 

is the safeguard of your priestly virtue and of all the duties of religious life.”874 

                                                 
869 E. de Mazenod to P. Ricard, 22 May 1849 in EO 1, n. 119. 
870 E. de Mazenod to J. Léonard, 11 January 11 1849 in EO 1, n. 107. 
871 E. de Mazenod to W. Daly, 6 December 1845 in EO 3, n. 12. 
872 E. de Mazenod to F. Perron, 25 August 1845 in EO 3, n. 11. 
873 Ibid. 
874 E. de Mazenod to C. Jolivet, 21 July 1849 in EO 3, n. 31. 
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When regularity was not there, he was vehement in expressing his 

disapproval because the men were not being faithful to what their vocation was - 

they were not being faithful to his spirit, leading him to making comments like, 

“I truthfully believe that our Rules are not being read, at least their spirit is not 

well understood.”875 Honorat with his mania for building received some blunt 

lessons on this spirit of Eugene.876 Eugene thundered:  

You will admit that it is quite untenable that a local superior defy the precise 
orders of the Superior General… I reiterate that it is most emphatically 
forbidden that anything be allowed contrary to the Rules and my instructions… 
So let there be no deviation from anything I have stipulated according to the 
Rule of which the wisdom is revealed precisely when a situation like this 
occurs … When will you start adhering to the Rule so well that I shall only 
have words of encouragement and satisfaction to say to you?877  

These words were not spoken in order to hurt and be destructive, because 

Eugene continued by expressing his fatherly love for him and the reason for his 

harsh words: 

I am a thousand leagues away from giving carte blanche in money matters to a 
superior whom I know too well not, on the contrary, to bind him with all my 
strength in order that he will not stray in this respect. He is very good, very 
virtuous and I certainly love him much but he has martyred me all his life by 
his mania that everyone deplores and of which he never cures himself.878 

When Eugene recognized that there was progress in regularity, he praised 

it because the fruits were clear: they were “are rendering themselves more 

worthy of the blessings of God and more apt to accomplish the great tasks of 

                                                 
875 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 25 July 1848 in EO 1, n. 99. 
876 “I had prescribed that no construction be permitted without previously drawing up the plan and 
submitting it for my approbation…  I have been told that the novices were the first to deplore this 
disorder; that for more than three months a great number of workmen, led by the superior, have been 
turning everything upside down without any determined plan. Now they open a door, then a window, 
then they block them in, then they open them again. Today it is a dining room, tomorrow it is no 
longer that and so you begin again and so you are becoming a legend in the country” (E. de Mazenod 
to J-B. Honorat, 26 November 1843, in EO 1, n. 28). 
877 Ibid. 
878 Ibid. 
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ministry confided to them.”879 When the material situation was difficult in 

England, he consoled Bellon, the superior because of the quality of the religious 

life of the men: “Even if our temporal affairs are not brilliant in England, at least 

a good spirit reigns amongst our Fathers and the edification afforded by their 

regularity can perhaps produce as many conversions as their words.”880 

Eugene’s own visit to England in 1850, where he was able to see and 

evaluate with his own eyes how his spirit was being lived, left him jubilant when 

he saw the good effects of the ministry of his sons. He wrote in the Act of 

Visitation: “What has been already effected here is to me a guarantee of what 

may yet be done. In order to obtain this result, my dear Brothers, it will only be 

necessary to maintain yourselves constantly faithful to your vocation, that is to 

say, to be always what I think you are and what our holy Rules require of 

you.”881 He then quoted a section of the Preface saying that these words, 

“express my mind and I could not do better than borrow them from the Code 

which the Church has given you, that you may continually draw thence the rules 

of conduct which you have to follow.”882 Praising God for what had been 

achieved in England, he charged them: “Thus, if you wish not to lose the fruit 

and merit of your labours, live always conformably to your holy Rules, the spirit 

of which you ought to meditate on more and more, in order to conform to it all 

times, in all places, in all circumstances… To act otherwise, would be to depart 

entirely from the spirit of our Institute, and from what has been constantly 

practised in it.”883 

                                                 
879 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 25 November 1846 in EO 1, n. 70. 
880 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, 15 December 1848 in EO 3, n.22. 
881 E. de Mazenod, Act of Visitation of England, 22 July 1850 in EO 3. 
882 Ibid. 
883 Ibid. 
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6.2 THE SUPERIOR  

In the mind of Eugene, the superior had a central role in the inner life of 

the missionaries. Because the superior was Eugene’s alter ego, he had a special 

task and responsibility to ensure that those entrusted to him were faithful to 

Eugene’s spirit as expressed in the Rule. In the foreign missions the superior was 

given “ample faculties” because “being situated at too great distance apart will 

prevent us from being in frequent relations.” In cases where he had to make 

decisions in which exact compliance to the letter of the Rule would be 

“impossible or too arduous,” they would be dispensed “recommending 

nevertheless that in government spiritual or temporal you neither do or permit 

anything alien to the spirit of our Institute.”884  

In the living out of the Rule, the superior had to be the first to be seen to 

living by the Rule: “show yourself such that your companions may seek avidly 

to follow you step by step and to emulate you.”885 P. Aubert was reminded of his 

duties, according to the Rule: “You ought not to neglect meeting every fifteen 

days for sharing admission of faults and discoursing to your community on some 

theme relating to religious virtues, the practice of perfection or the faithful 

observance of the Rules. You ought to require that they come once a month for 

direction and that this important act is done well.”886 

The man chosen to be superior had to prove to be capable of his charge. 

Bellanger in Algeria, for instance, was not immediately appointed superior. He 

had the role of a “first among equals” so as to “to allow him to prove his 

capacity to direct religious and to administer an important house.”887 Eugene 

                                                 
884 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 20 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 6. 
885 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. 
886 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 3 February 1847 in EO 1, n. 81. 
887 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 4 February 1850 in EO 4 (Africa) n. 14. 
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concluded: “He was not long in his position when it was realised that there was 

cause for great concern over the regularity of the house, both in the spiritual and 

temporal fields,”888 and thus he was never appointed. 

The superior needed to be in touch with the source of the spirit, but he 

had to begin in prayer as the Saviour’s co-worker: “In case of need, 

communicate with me confidentially but only after ruminating the matter at the 

foot of the crucifix.”889 Eugene insisted that the local superiors had to write to 

him every three months as this was an important manner of maintaining the 

spirit alive.890 In the case of an inexperienced local superior, like Daly in 

Penzance, he wanted a report every four to six weeks.891 Eugene himself wanted 

to be able to gauge what was going on: “…what matters is that you withhold 

nothing from me. You well realize at the distance we are from each other that the 

smallest items are bound to please. Proceed methodically both with facts and 

dates. Apart from that, you must keep me always abreast of the moral state of 

your community, speaking to me specifically and in detail of each individual, as 

is required by good order and the rules.”892 

When the number of houses grew and they were spread out 

geographically, Eugene wanted the overall superior to write at least once a year - 

or preferably every six months.893 When Guigues was the first to receive this 

responsibility, he was charged to “give me a personal account of all your 

members in the mission of America. Speak to me of the progress they are 
                                                 

888 Ibid.  
889 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 9. 
890 “I have recommended that local superiors write me every three months. Apart from such regularity 
in correspondence being an exigency of good order, if you knew what pleasure I derive from the least 
details of what you are doing, you would not be so niggardly in giving them”(E. de Mazenod to E. 
Guigues, 19 and 23 November 1845 in EO 1, n. 59). He repeats the same thing in E. de Mazenod to 
E. Guigues, 14 and 16 May 1846 in EO 1, n. 62. 
891 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 1 February 1844 in EO 3, n. 5. 
892 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1, n. 10. 
893 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 3 February 1847 in EO 1, n. 81. 
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making in virtue, of the efforts they make to remove from their characters 

whatever may be defective, of their regularity and obedience, of their unity, of 

their capacity for different ministries, etc… So much for persons of whom not 

one is to be excepted. You will do the same for the state of each house and each 

mission.”894  

It is interesting to note the evolution in Eugene regarding the 

responsibility of the superiors. When Honorat went to Canada, he was regarded 

and treated as a “local superior” of a house that was an extension of France.895 

He had to refer practically everything to Eugene,896 but eventually the latter 

realised that the distance between them and the time needed for communication 

necessitated more autonomy for the superior. This is clear with Guigues, and 

then with P. Aubert and Ricard. When it came to Semeria in Ceylon, Eugene 

entrusted this superior to God: “It is not you who have called yourself; God will 

give you all that you need to bring your ship safely to harbour. Trust in his 

goodness and his promises, pray to him unceasingly for the lights of his Holy 

Spirit, and walk without fear in the name of the Lord. I approve of all that you 

have done.”897 Thus one sees the development of a certain autonomy and a sense 

of mutual respect: 

                                                 
894 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 14 and 16 May 1846 in EO 1, n. 62. Cf. also E. de Mazenod to P. 
Aubert, 3 February 1847 in EO 1, n.81. 
895 The advice is exactly the same as he used to give in France: “Do not let yourselves be 
overwhelmed by the work which will soon surpass your strength. One must never want to do more 
than God permits. Plan all things wisely. Above all, always reserve time for study and for your 
personal sanctification in the interior of your house. That is indispensable. Let the youngest amongst 
you be put to composing a certain number of sermons. I insist that this be stipulated” (E. de Mazenod 
to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1, n. 10). The ideals were correct and good, but the demands 
made on the men in Canada and the geographical distances to be traversed for ministry soon made 
this type of picture idyllic. 
896 For example, “What you must first do is send me the plans of your property. You should have 
taken advantage of the departure of Messrs. Raymond and Kelly to send me these plans. You shall 
specify all details and explain to me your projects. Until I reply, touch nothing. You have rooms to 
sleep in, a refectory for meals, an oratory in which to pray, that is enough to begin with…” (E. de 
Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 10 January 1843 in EO 1, n. 14). 
897 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 9 May 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 3. 
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You ask me to allow you full freedom to decide on the course to be followed 
with regard to the various missions that are offered to you. It seems to me, my 
dear friend, that you already have that freedom by virtue of your letters of 
institution. Do what seems best to you in the circumstances…. As always, I 
submit my notions to your judgement because, being on the spot, you are better 
placed to judge what is most suitable…. And so I no longer know what to say 
about this. If you think that nevertheless we must send some of our men there, 
do it without worrying, and may God grant that we can serve both the missions 
of Kandy and of Jaffna. Once more, I leave you in complete freedom to decide 
what it is best to do.898 

6.3 OBEDIENCE 

Since the superior was Eugene’s alter ego, who was acting in the name 

and according to the spirit of Eugene, obedience to him was paramount. To obey 

the superior was to obey Eugene, whom he represented. Eugene made this clear 

to Bermond who wanted to go to Canada among the first group of missionaries, 

but who had shown difficulties with obedience in France itself. His request was 

initially refused because one cannot be a missionary “if one is not rooted in 

obedience which is the basis of any religious edifice, … and especially if one has 

not so thoroughly renounced his own will that it no longer hurts to submit to that 

of a superior, which he even does without effort, without sadness, without the 

least murmur.”899 A year later, Bermond applied again, but his track record in 

France had not improved and so Eugene responded with another lesson on 

obedience: “Moreover, in such distant missions where one can expect so many 

frustrations, so many vexations, and where to serve demands so much sacrifice 

for the will, so much fatigue for the body, men are needed who are firmly rooted 

in holy indifference, devotedness, absolute obedience, men of sacrifice who act 

promptly and willingly in opposition to their own ideas, etc.”900 

                                                 
898 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 23 March 1849 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 11. 
899 E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 19 August 1841 in EO 1, n. 4. 
900 E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 8 September 1842 in EO 1, n. 12. 
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Eugene sent the first group off to Canada with the call to joyful obedience 

so as to “seek carefully to lighten the burden imposed on your Superior … 

respecting him truly for God’s sake.”901 Human nature was stronger than the 

ideals and took over very soon. Two year later, when Guigues was sent to 

Canada to take things in hand, Eugene stated: “Now should be the time to 

understand the duties of obedience and to learn to respect authority.”902 

The problem continued, and in 1848 Eugene restated yet again the 

centrality of obedience in order to live by his spirit: “Obedience is little or badly 

known to our Fathers in Canada. They know not how to submit themselves 

without complaining and they always have to put their own feelings ahead of the 

orders of their superiors. This is a sorry state of affairs, diametrically opposed to 

the spirit and the letter of our Constitutions and indeed to the very essence of the 

religious spirit.”903 

6.4 CHARITY: UNITED IN THE SAME SPIRIT 

“Be united in the same spirit, working together for the faith of the 

Gospel,”904 was the charge to the pioneers to Canada. Being faithful to the spirit 

of Eugene did not have as its endpoint a cult of the Founder or of his 

representatives, the superiors. Its aim was to make the whole Congregation and 

the individual communities live in a Saviour-centred manner by imitating the 

Saviour’s example and virtues. The further away they were from Eugene’s direct 

                                                 
901 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. 
902 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 18 July 1844 in EO 1, n. 43. 
903 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 26 September 1848 in EO 1, n. 103. 
904 Letter of obedience to the first Oblate missionaries to Canada: E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 29 
September 1841 in EO 1, n. 8. 
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influence, the more important it was to live as he wanted them to: in imitation of 

the virtues of Jesus.905 

On a number of occasions Eugene used the image of perfume to explain 

this.906 “…it is to be hoped that the good aroma of your virtues will attract some 

people. That is the point. We must edify so much with our regularity, our 

modesty, our charity that souls who seek perfection may be able to count on 

meeting with such practices amongst us.”907 The good aroma was only produced 

when they searched together for it: “The more there is question of extending the 

work of God, the more I recommend union, charity and the most perfect 

regularity.”908 Once more: “Above all we must take the precautions necessary 

for the salvation of our own men, and this will only make more certain the 

conversion of others.”909  

“It is not only the superior they must respect; they must also have mutual 

respect for each other and never permit the least unfavourable remark about 

                                                 
905 “We must be able to count on the solidity of the religious virtues of those who are going to find 
themselves 1500 leagues from me…Who can foresee the afflictions that one will suffer from men or 
events if one is not strengthened in the practice of humility and abnegation, if one is not disposed to 
endure the imperfections of others” (E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 19 August 1841 in EO 1, n. 4). 
906 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 3, n. 9; also, “The good God will send you 
members, but they can only reach you through the aroma of your virtues” (E. de Mazenod to J. 
Arnoux, 29 November 1852 in EO 3, n. 57). Also E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 
1850 in EO 1, n. 126. 
907 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 1 October 1844 in EO 1, n. 48. 
908 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 18 July 1844 in EO 1 n. 43. Eugene was convinced of the fruits 
borne by this: “All our members in England have an excellent attitude, are extremely attached to their 
vocation and filled with love and devotion for the Congregation. Moreover there is nothing easier 
than governing them. This is truly a blessing from God in that conversions are continually 
happening” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 4 March 1849 in EO 1, n. 112). Again: “The accounts 
coming in from Maryvale are equally satisfying. This dear house groups twenty-five of our men, as 
many priests as Oblate novices and brothers, each as edifying as the other and making redolent the 
good aroma of the name of Jesus Christ throughout the jurisdiction of Mgr Ullathorne, worthy 
bishop, protector and father of our brethren in his diocese. The fame of the goodness they spread far 
and wide wherever they are is so well known in the whole of England that, independently of the 
missions confided to them, they have now been called to Manchester and Liverpool” (E. de Mazenod 
to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 1850 in EO 1, n. 126). 
909 E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 25 January 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 2. 
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anyone.”910 The union of spirit was to be found in charity and obedience,911 and 

it made the hardships they endured more bearable.912 Eugene never tired of 

stressing the necessity for strong bonds of charity in his writings to his Oblate 

missionaries.913  

The unity of spirit had to be lived in a community consisting of a number 

of Oblates as was done in France. Honorat and the first group were sent out to 

live together in Montreal. When Daly had to be established in Penzance, Eugene 

formed a community there, as was the ideal.914 But the demands of the missions 

and the needs of the most abandoned led to a gradual whittling away of this 

principle - at least temporarily in the mind of Eugene. In 1844: “I want to insist 

again that our Fathers be not sent alone into the missions,”915 but in 1845 he 

began to yield as to the size of the community: “You tell me that the Jesuits 

make establishments with two persons. I do not think our Rules forbid this when 

one cannot do otherwise. Certainly I prefer that communities be established 

better but I will never blame you if, in order to take advantage of a favourable 

opportunity, you begin with a smaller number. This is practised in all Orders, 

especially in the beginnings.”916 In 1847 he was alarmed: “What Father Allard 

                                                 
910 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 18 July 1844 in EO 1, n. 43. 
911 “Live in perfect unity, and may the bonds of charity and obedience soften the hardships that are 
inseparable from your difficult ministry” (E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 17 August 1848 in EO 4 
(Ceylon) n. 4); and, “Do honour to your ministry by practising all the religious virtues. Be faithful in 
observance of your holy Rules, live in the most perfect union, and conduct yourselves always in 
accord with obedience” (E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 25 January 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 2). 
912 “Live in perfect unity, and may the bonds of charity and obedience soften the hardships that are 
inseparable from your difficult ministry” (E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 17 August 1848 in EO 4 
(Ceylon) n. 4). 
913 Cf. for example E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 9, and 26 March 1842 
in EO 1, n. 10; and E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 17 August 1848 in EO 4 (Ceylon) n. 4. etc. 
914 “However, since the Rule requires missionaries to be at least two together, we have in the 
meantime assigned that number in Penzance together with a lay brother to serve the priests and take 
care of the church, etc.”(E. de Mazenod to the Council of the Propagation of the Faith in Lyon, 26 
July 1843 in EO 5, n. 83). Also, E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 1 February 1844 in EO 3, n. 5. 
915 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat 1 March 1844 in EO 1, n. 32. 
916 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 6 July 1845 in EO 1, n. 57 and also 12 May 1848 in EO 1, n. 96. 



 358

tells me about the Red River leaves me no choice but to be alarmed. Our two 

Fathers, he tells me, are going to be separated for a year. But it is not my 

intention that this be so. I cannot consent that our Fathers go alone into any kind 

of mission. Any kind of good should be dependent on that.”917 Similarly in the 

same year: “…It is not to be doubted that it would be desirable that we found 

missions in the midst of the sauvage peoples. But you know how important it is 

that there always be two of our men; for that it would be necessary that you send 

them at least two workers. I cannot believe what Father Bermond says of the 

indifference of Father Aubert about founding these missions. On the contrary, I 

see that he has sent Father Taché to Ile de la Crosse. But I groan to see so young 

a Father, scarcely out of novitiate, separated from all our Oblates at so great a 

distance.”918  

The ideal in the mission situations was to establish a permanent mission 

base from which the men would go out to preach missions, and to which they 

could return in order to live the ideal of the Rule of spending part of the year in 

prayer and study in community. For example, when they took on all the diverse 

ministries in Bytown, Eugene insisted that they form a community in the parish: 

“One should be able to organize their service as a kind of mission but in such a 

way that our Fathers might never be less than two together with a brother to 

cook their food; if they could be three or more, that would still be better; let us 

not overlook that the members of our Society wish and ought to live in 

community... we do not lack members but we must always take care to employ 

them in a manner consonant with their vocation.”919 

                                                 
917 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 30 July 1846 in EO 1, n. 67. 
918 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 25 March 1847 in EO 1, n. 82. 
919 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 26 September 1848 in EO 1, n. 103. Also “I must not keep to 
myself my intention that our missionaries be not reduced to the status of parish clergy. I would wish 
to found in England a real community of our Oblates, living according to their Rule within their 
house and thence going forth as ordered by the Bishops to bring aid where it is deemed useful” (E. de 
Mazenod to Bishop Wiseman, 17 August 1847 in EO 3, n. 17). Also: “All they ask and it is in the 
Bishop’s interest to grant them this is to live according to their Rule in community, in order to 
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In conclusion, Eugene also pointed out that being united in the same spirit 

was not limited to the local communities, but encompassed the whole Oblate 

world: “Let us rejoice then mutually over all the good done by our brothers in 

the four quarters of the world. With us, it is wholly a question of solidarity. Each 

works for all and all for each. Oh! how beautiful, how touching is the 

communion of Saints.”920 

6.5 ENSURING THE COMMUNICATION OF EUGENE’S 
SPIRIT TO THE NEW OBLATES OUTSIDE OF 
FRANCE 

On sending Oblates to Canada, with all the missionary possibilities that 

opened up, it was essential to recruit vocations.921 Initially some priests came 

forward to join the Oblates,922 but the movement was slow. Eugene eyed 

“Catholic Quebec” as a source of recruitment and angled for several years to get 

a foothold in there - regardless of the ministry - as long as it produced 

recruits!923 From the earliest days, Eugene was concerned about the formation of 

candidates. In telling Honorat to give particular attention to the training of the 

novices, he underlined that it had to “certainly be a reproduction of what we are, 

                                                                                                                                              
maintain their regularity and fervour and to help each other fully to accomplish their duty”( E. de 
Mazenod to Bishop Pavy, 4 December 1848 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 1).; “I have always thought that 
Blida should be a central house where the missionaries would be able to return constantly and learn 
again the spirit of regularity, and from which they would go out again more ready to fulfil their 
ministry worthily” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Bellanger, 10 November 1849 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 10). 
920 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 11 and 25 January 1850 in EO 1, p.126. 
921 It is surely essential that you be able to found a novitiate in your country for how can you presume 
it possible to be supplied from over here in proportion to your needs.… How will you manage to 
satisfy their demands if you do not produce amongst yourselves a budding growth of our family” (E. 
de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1, n. 10). 
922 “As for the spiritual, the most abundant blessings have accompanied the ten missions which our 
Fathers have already given. Two excellent priests have joined them, others are announced” (E. de 
Mazenod to C. Aubert, 26 September 1842 in EO 3, n. 2). 
923 In 1848 he reiterated this principle: “You know I have always been reluctant to establish our 
Oblates wherever there is no hope of recruiting” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 19 and 23 November 
1845 in EO 1, n. 59). 
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otherwise beware of the outcome.”924 In his correspondence with the first new 

members, Eugene stressed all the themes so close to his heart about the “family 

spirit which animates us”: 

You are the first fruits of this fine country of Canada to which the Master of the 
Vineyard has sent the workers of our family. For this reason I owe to you my 
dearest affection and you can count on it. I hope your example will soon be 
followed by men of goodwill and devotion like yourself. Already Father 
Léonard and Father Durocher follow in your footsteps. The good God will 
grant that we shall see others imitate these fine priests of whom much good has 
already been reported to me. Take care to preserve, all of you, the family spirit 
which animates us. I love you already as my children. Consider me as your 
father. A day will perhaps come when it will be granted to me to see and 
embrace you as I actually do in spirit. I give you my blessing and recommend 
myself to your prayers.”925 

Six months later, he wrote again to underscore some of the key elements 

of his spirit to the sons he had never met:  

“You cannot believe how much pleasure I derive from anything that reminds 
me of the children that God has given me. Let all be intent on making our 
community very fervent. Fidelity to the Rules, exact discipline, charity, mutual 
support, goodwill in doing promptly and willingly all that obedience demands, 
these are the virtues to practise which makes religion a true paradise on earth. I 
know that you understood this from the moment you entered the Society and I 
rejoice about this in the Lord while blessing you with all my heart.926 

Writing to Honorat, Eugene rejoiced that Léonard, one of the original 

three Canadians, had understood his spirit: “If you knew the pleasure which 

Father Léonard’s letter gave me! Blessed be Canada if she provides many such 

members, so imbued with the spirit of our Institute and so apt to save the Church 

and honour our family with their solid virtues...”927  

                                                 
924 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 March 1842 in EO 1, n. 10. 
925 E. de Mazenod to D. Dandurand, February 1843 in EO 1, n. 15b. 
926 E. de Mazenod to D. Dandurand, 11 August 1843 in EO 1, n. 23. 
927 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 November 1843 in EO 1, n. 10. 
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In England, Eugene worried about whether his spirit would be 

communicated as it should in the new house of studies in Maryvale. Responding 

to the plans that C. Aubert proposed, Eugene said, “We see some disadvantage 

in arranging it according to the plan you propose, from which would result an 

alteration of the spirit which must animate all the members of our family.” 

Looking at the results of the formation of the Irish in France, Eugene concluded 

that since “all our Irishmen have been imbued in France with the excellent spirit 

which belongs to them and the attachment that they manifest for the 

Congregation,” he would mix the students. Thus the “English and the Irish 

would come on exchange to study for at least two years in France, to be trained 

in our spirit and our language and to become known to the Superior.”928 Eugene 

again emphasized this point to Bellon, the superior responsible for their 

formation, when he took Keating’s rebellious behaviour in Ceylon as a case in 

point: “I believe I have told you how much anxiety Father Keating is giving me 

in that he is not sufficiently imbued with this spirit that I ask you to inculcate in 

all your people.”929 

7 THE MISSIONARIES WERE WEAK HUMAN 
BEINGS WHO STRUGGLED TO INCARNATE 
THE SPIRIT IN REALITY 
The perfect Oblate did not exist among the missionaries, thus the 

successful history of each endeavour was also tinged with the struggles and 

failures of the men themselves. To study how Eugene coped with this situation I 

have placed the most accent on Eastern Canada because it reveals Eugene in all 

his freshness in the face of something totally new. Because it was so far away, 

he expressed his ideals, fears and disappointments in his writings. The situation 

                                                 
928 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 24 February 1849 in EO 3, n. 23. 
929 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, 13 June 1849 in EO 3, n. 28. 
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in Ireland and England was more manageable because of the short distance 

between the two countries allowing the Oblates to move between the two 

countries, with Eugene himself visiting England in 1850. What happened in 

Canada was basically repeated in Sri Lanka and Africa. 

7.1 THE FIRST BEARERS OF THE SPIRIT TO FOREIGN 
MISSIONS 

Eugene’s response to the invitation to go to Canada was to get together a 

group which would be capable of being totally faithful to his spirit930 - it was 

almost as if he himself wanted to be in Canada to be with them and personally 

direct their efforts. In charge of the group was Honorat, a man he had formed 

personally since he had been a member of the Youth Congregation in Aix. It was 

the closest he could get at that moment to going himself - short of sending 

Tempier, who was indispensable in the Diocese. 

With no experience of such distances Eugene tried to communicate to 

them what was in his heart. The batches of advice he gave them give the 

impression of a parent931 with a first child: so many ideals and dreams and yet 

aware as well of the fragility of the individuals who made up the group. He 

became increasingly more insistent as things do not go well in Canada between 

the first group of missionaries: “I have bowed to the law of necessity in sending 

so far, to fulfil so fine a mission, men so imperfect who have deceived my hopes 

                                                 
930 Cf. “My children have crossed the seas to work with all the zeal of which they are capable in that 
part of the vineyard of the Father governed by our venerable colleagues in the episcopate of Canada. 
This is one more bond that unites me to the bishops for whose service I am so happy to be able to 
confide a small detachment of the troops I have trained for the battles of the Lord. … They are 
essentially men of the bishops. It is with this in view that I have founded them and, thanks to God, 
they are all imbued with this spirit that belongs to their Institute” (E. de Mazenod to the Bishop of 
Quebec, 10 August 1843 in EO 1, n. 22).  
931 For example: “Take care of yourselves. When you go on board or after you have embarked, take 
care not to slip and fall into the sea; when disembarking in heavy seas, you can miss the boat and 
drown yourself” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 9 October 1841 in EO 1, n. 49). 
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and who have worked to destroy what God had founded. I am sick with 

chagrin.”932 “I am outraged as much as afflicted by such conduct.”933 

Not only was this causing chaos in the community and welfare of the 

individuals, but to complicate matters, they had spoken about this in public and 

had thus given a bad impression of the Oblates - to the point of scandalising a 

novice. Without religious unity, there was no possibility of successful ministry, 

nor of a harvest of vocations. Eugene wrote condemnations and encouragement, 

and even wanted to recall one of the men. Furthermore, this disunity was not 

going to attract vocations.934 “It is impossible for people around not to notice 

this disorder and our fine future in those regions is terribly compromised.”935 

Being so far away he felt impotent: “But I am fearful lest all will come to naught 

through the fault of those unworthy sons who have no idea how to endure 

anything, sacrifice anything or excuse anything except their own faults.”936 

Eugene could not be satisfied with trying to correct the situation by means 

of ineffective letters, and was forced to take action: “You have deviated in 

Canada with too much unconcern and without necessary authorisations on 

certain points of the rules and usages of the Society. So I have judged it 

opportune to invest Father Allard temporarily with the faculties of Visitor so 

that, during the month after his arrival, he may visit your community and render 

me an exact account of the result of his visit in terms of the Rules.937 In the Act 

                                                 
932 E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 8 September 1842 in EO 1, n. 12. 
933 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 26 September 1842 in EO 3, n. 2. 
934 “Do you feel yourself to be one of these strong men I seek to come to the aid of an authority that is 
despised, to give to a whole clergy, a whole people, the example of fraternal union, of religious 
submission, of charity and of all the virtues which must draw to us men of goodwill who seek a more 
perfect life and who will become attached to us if we do not repel them by our internal dissensions?” 
(E. de Mazenod to F-X. Bermond, 8 September 1842 in EO 1, n. 12). 
935 E. de Mazenod to C. Aubert, 26 September 1842 in EO 3, n. 2. 
936 Ibid. 
937 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 18 August 1843 in EO 1, n. 24. 
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of nomination of Allard as canonical visitor,938 Eugene made it clear that it was 

Eugene himself, in the person of Allard, who was acting because “the 

remoteness of the place and the duties which retain us in Europe do not permit 

us to go our self and visit as we desire.” The difficulties encountered relative to 

government, direction and administration in Canada demanded “a thorough 

examination and wise determinations emanating from our authority.” After the 

visitation, Allard was to give a detailed report to Eugene so that “we may be able 

to judge what must be approved, corrected, modified or reformed.” It was 

Eugene himself who was intervening to bring things back to his own spirit. The 

Oblates in Canada objected to the person who was doing the visitation, and so it 

never took place.939  

The situation did need to be taken in hand, and thus a year later, in 1844, 

Eugene sent Guigues as Visitor to organise “a kind of province of our 

Congregation in America.”940 Firstly he was to do a visitation and thereafter he 

was to assume the charge of being the new superior of the group.941 He was 

charged to apply himself “to the task of forming or rather reforming the spirit of 

our Canadian Fathers.”942 Eugene announced the decision to Honorat: “I have 

named Father Guigues as Visitor Extraordinary with very wide powers to 

organize each community, deal with the Bishops, accept missions and, in a 

                                                 
938 Act of nomination of J-F. Allard as canonical visitor to the community of Longueuil, 19 August 
1843 in EO 1, n. 25. 
939 “I had the idea of giving Father Allard the duty of Visitor on arriving in Canada in order to reform 
all that might be at variance with the Rule. I have been thwarted by the Fathers. I regret not having 
followed my first intention for I see that abuses have been aggravated which goes to show that the 
Superior General must be left to act with the aid of the graces of state he has in virtue of his 
responsibility” (E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 26 November 1843 in EO 1, n. 28). 
940 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 7 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 37. 
941 Requests were coming for Oblates to work in different dioceses, and so a different Oblate 
structure was needed. The concept of provinces did not legally exist in the Congregation until 1850, 
but it was according to this concept that Guigues organised things and acted. 
942 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 16 July 1844 in EO 1, n. 42. 
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word, do all that I would do myself were I on the scene.”943 The Founder was 

thus intervening to ensure that his spirit was being properly incarnated in 

Canada. 

Two years later, Eugene was still happy with his alter ego: “I ever remain 

glad of having chosen you to represent me in the midst of this portion of the 

family.”944 However, another idea had suggested itself to improve the system of 

government - based on his own experience in the diocese of Marseilles in 1823. 

It was to have Guigues appointed as the first Bishop of Bytown. The first 

advantage of this would be that the Oblates would have a representative among 

the Canadian bishops to look after their interests. Secondly, in the diocese of 

Bytown, an Oblate bishop would ensure that the Oblates would be protected to 

do their ministry in the diocese in accordance with Eugene’s spirit.945  

This unleashed a heated reaction in Canada. The Oblates were satisfied 

with the performance of Guigues as their superior, and were afraid of losing him 

and his interest in their affairs if he were to take on the concerns of a diocese. 

Eugene was not in agreement with them because he believed that Guigues had 

the necessary resources to cope: “On the contrary, I count on him as upon 

                                                 
943 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 8 June 1844 in EO 1, n. 39. The same idea was expressed in the 
Act constituting Father Guigues as Visitor Extraordinary to the Oblates in Canada: “In a word, our 
Visitor Extraordinary can bring about, according to his jurisdiction in his province, all that the 
Superior General can bring about in the whole Congregation” (E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 10 June 
1844 in EO 1, n. 41). 
944 E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, December 1846 in EO 1, n. 71. 
945 “Given the good that should result therefrom for the Church in America, given the great facilities 
which will be promised to our missionaries to work in the different ministries entailed by their 
vocation, given the possibility whereby you will be able to continue to fulfil your responsibility as 
Visitor, according to the assurance thereof that the Bishop of Montreal has accorded me, I have given 
my consent that you, if it so happens, can be elevated to the episcopal dignity, without posing any 
condition other than the conscientious assurance that you will have to give me of being able in effect 
to fulfil punctually your functions of Visitor, a post in which I confirm you” (E. de Mazenod to E. 
Guigues, December 1846 in EO 1, n. 71). He repeated the same ideas to E. Guigues, 7 June 1847 in 
EO 1, n. 84. 
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myself.”946 Guigues was eventually consecrated for the Diocese of Bytown in 

1848. 

The conviction of the need for the Oblate superior to be a bishop grew for 

Eugene over the years as his Oblates had to work under bishops who were 

hostile or who did not understand their needs and spirit. Hence he appealed to 

Rome for the appointment of Ricard as Bishop in Oregon947 (unsuccessfully) 

and, with success, of Semeria in Ceylon948 and Allard in Natal.949 Similarly, 

having decided to remove the Oblates from Rivière Rouge, the episcopal 

appointment of Taché decided Eugene to leave the Oblates there.950  

The episcopal appointment of Guigues to Bytown, worked out well for 

the diocese, but the needs of the Canadian Oblates and their expansion over 

enormous areas was not adequately covered by this appointment. In 1849 

Eugene expressed his dissatisfaction to Tempier: “They have lost the spirit that I 

wanted to communicate to my children.”951 His response to the situation was: 

“Therefore, I am determined to use the only remedy that I know of for these 

evils; send an Extraordinary Visitor with the powers to regulate, correct, etc.”952 

“It has reached the stage where I can no longer recognize my work,” he 

                                                 
946 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 4 June 1847 in EO 1, n. 83. 
947 “The only solution to so many loathsome episodes and problems would be to make one of the 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate an Apostolic Vicar. This is exactly the same thought expressed by the 
Jesuits residing in that area. They also add that the person to be proposed to the Sacred Congregation 
is the same one I wrote you about in earlier letters, the superior, Fr. Ricard. It will be up to you, very 
Reverend Monseigneur, to decide whether it would be more opportune to appoint him Apostolic 
Vicar or titular bishop of Nesqually” (E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. C. of 
Propaganda Fide, 30 July 1849 in EO 5, n. 10). 
948 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. C. of Propaganda Fide, 30 December 1848 
in EO 5, n. 9. 
949 E. de Mazenod to Bishop Barnabò, Secretary of the S. C. of Propaganda Fide, 24 May 1850 in EO 
5, n. 15. 
950 Cf. E. de Mazenod to Bishop Bourget, 16 April 1850 in EO 1, n. 132. 
951 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 6 September 1849 in EO 10, n. 1016. 
952 Ibid. 
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lamented to Honorat as he painted a picture of the total opposite of what he had 

dreamt of when he first sent the Oblates:  

But nowhere do they behave as in Canada. There everyone rises up as doctor 
and teacher, each vying with the other in giving lessons to the superior who, 
however, is not a child. Not content with making an observation respectfully 
and then leaving the matter to his wisdom, they return to the attack again and 
again. 

You well need that I be able to extend my visitation as far as Canada. It is there 
and not in France that they have lost the very notion of the religious spirit. It 
has reached the stage where I can no longer recognize my work. It was never 
my idea to make a gift to the Church of a society of insubordinate priests, 
without deference or respect for their superiors, detractors of each other, 
grumblers, void of the spirit of obedience, each reserving the right to judge 
according to his prejudices, his tastes or his repugnances, sparing no one, not 
only amongst themselves but even before strangers whom they carelessly take 
into their confidence about the woes they have but would not have if they tried 
to understand what a religious should be. Hence the miserable opinion that has 
been formed of the Congregation that however, thank God, does not resemble 
her contingent in Canada. The wound must be quite deep and the illness quite 
chronic if all the recruits I send and who leave full of goodwill soon become as 
imperfect as the others. I am sickened to the depths of my soul. I hope 
nevertheless that by the mercy of God the means He inspires me to take will 
remedy the evil I deplore. I am going to send a Visitor extraordinary with full 
powers.953 

Yet, it was not all as negative as Eugene painted above: 

The account that you render to me of your community at Longueuil has 
touched me to the depths of my soul. Be a thousand times blessed, my dear 
children! How I love to see reigning in your midst such cordiality, regularity 
and zeal! You know how much I suffered at the thought that it was not so. So 
continue to erase this bad memory and show clearly what you have become. 954 

Eugene took comfort: “Do not imagine that there is a single mission in the 

world without its problems.”955 However, there were positive and negative 

reports, leading him to decide: “Unable to understand at all what is happening in 

                                                 
953 E. de Mazenod to J-B. Honorat, 12 July 1849 in EO 1, n. 121. 
954 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 14 January 1850 in EO 1, n. 127. 
955 E. de Mazenod to J. Baudrand, 30 September 1849 in EO 1 n. 124. 
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Canada and not knowing whom to believe amid such a divergence of opinions, 

receiving sometimes from the same person one contradictory statement on top of 

another, I had taken the decision to send a Visitor Extraordinary on the scene to 

take cognisance of everything and make me an exact report.” 956 Eugene decided 

to send Vincens as Visitor, but it did not materialise. Instead after the General 

Chapter, Tempier himself was sent over in 1851 to take matters in hand.957 

7.2 THE FATHER OF HIS MISSIONARIES 

The relations of Eugene with his missionaries were those of a loving 

Father. Despite his harsh outbursts to correct them, his letters always conclude 

with warm expressions of fatherly concern. They were “his” co-operators with 

the Saviour, and so it is not surprising to find that his moments of most intimate 

communion with them were when he was at prayer in the presence of the 

Saviour’s Eucharistic presence. In this way he expressed his closeness with his 

sons who were enduring hardships and loneliness in Rivière Rouge: 

I must say that it happens sometimes when I find myself in the presence of 
Jesus Christ that I experience a kind of illusion. It seems to me that you are 
adoring Him and praying at the same time as I and with Him being as present 
to you as to me, we feel as if we were very close to one another although not 
able to see each other. There is something very true in this idea. I revert to it 
constantly and cannot describe the good and the consolation I derive from this. 
Try to do the same and you will experience it as I do.958 

                                                 
956 Ibid. 
957 Cf. E. de Mazenod to E. Semeria, 27 July 1851 in EO 4, n. 21. 
958 E. de Mazenod to P. Aubert, 3 February 1847 in EO 1, n. 81. Eugene expressed the same to 
Guigues: “It is not that I forget you a single day. Yesterday again, while carrying the Blessed 
Sacrament in a general procession, I conversed openheartedly with our beloved Lord. I also spoke to 
Him unreservedly of all our missionaries who are so often exposed to losing their lives in His service. 
I had just received the letter wherein you speak of the shipwreck of our Fathers who were 
miraculously saved. I returned to the house more consoled, more strengthened, more grateful than 
ever; let us redouble our confidence; it is God Himself who leads us”(E. de Mazenod to E. Guigues, 7 
June 1847 in EO 1, n. 84). 
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Perbal, in examining Eugene’s relationship as Founder with his religious 

family, provides a concluding summary, presenting him as being “leader of 

missionaries, organizer of their life of prayer and work, inspirer of their 

methods.” In his relationship with them as Superior General and Father he was 

“a missionary with them, the centre, hearth and source of their spirit, their 

courage and all their activity.959 

                                                 
959 PERBAL, A., “Eugène de Mazenod reste marqué par sa vocation missionnaire,” in Études Oblates 
19 (1960), p. 73. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MAPPING THE FUTURE: EUGENE’S FINAL 
PREPARATIONS FOR HIS SPIRIT TO 
CONTINUE IN THE CONGREGATION 

AFTER HIS DEATH 
 

The years 1850 to 1861 were marked by Eugene’s awareness of getting 

older and of the imminence of his death and made it necessary for him to have in 

place a body of men who would continue to understand fully their God-given 

spirit and to live according to it after his death. Hence it was essential for him to 

provide the structures to do this in a situation that had changed enormously since 

the beginning in 1816. The General Chapter of 1850 was to do this with its 

changes to the Rule. Faced with the unexpected increase in personnel and in 

geographical expansion since 1841, the 1850 Chapter was a response to 

Eugene’s concern to ensure that the lifestyle of his Oblates reflected his spirit in 

every diverse situation in which they found themselves. The last ten years of his 

life constantly reflected this preoccupation. 

1 THE GENERAL CHAPTER OF 1850: 
CHANGING THE RULE TO ACCOMMODATE 
THE EXPANSION OF THE CONGREGATION 
The Oblate Rule, which was approved in 1826, had been written within 

the context of Oblate ministry in France. It had been written for Oblates who 

went out to preach missions while having some centres of permanent mission in 

a restricted geographical area. Between 1826 and 1841 the Rule had been 

adequate for this small group of Oblates. The geographical and numerical 
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expansion after 1841 changed the situation, and it was Eugene’s consistent 

preoccupation to ensure that the Oblates remained true to the spirit that God had 

entrusted to him. For this reason, the General Chapter of August 1850 was an 

important event in the life of the Congregation. As with all general chapters, it 

was an opportunity to review the actual situation of the Congregation and to see 

whether it was being faithful to its founding vision in its response to the 

changing needs of the Church. The Rule, as “guardian” of the spirit had to be 

examined in the context of the new situation to see whether its wording and 

concepts adequately covered the present situation and its demands on the 

Oblates.  

The Letter of Convocation that Eugene sent out to the Congregation 

underlined the importance of this event for all the Oblates throughout the world, 

who would be sending a representative to the Chapter. It was an invitation to 

renewal in his spirit and to find their point of unity in this spirit: 

We urgently exhort, in the Lord, each and every member of the Congregation, 
as very dear sons in Christ, to renew themselves by God's grace in the spirit of 
their vocation… Mindful of these words, (which marvellously sum up our 
entire Rule), “all united in the bonds of the most intimate charity under the 
direction of the superiors,” may they form but one heart and one soul.960  

A month before the Chapter, Eugene wrote what could be considered a 

concise situation report to the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide in which he 

set out the extent of the Oblate involvement in the mission of the Church: 

More than ever before am I able to attest that the Apostolic Blessing granted by 
Pope Leo and all his successors has produced fruits of salvation that would 
surprise anyone: 11 communities in France to serve missions and seminaries, 
and six houses in England to serve 12 missions, a novitiate, and a house of 
studies in the two kingdoms. In Canada, we have two communities in the 
diocese of Montreal for the urban and rural missions; one community in 
Saguenay, in the diocese of Quebec, for missions in the colonies and among the 

                                                 
960 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur I, Editions des Études Oblates, 
Ottawa 1968, p. 251-252. 
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Sauvages. In the diocese of Bytown the Oblates of Mary Immaculate do 
practically everything: they have a novitiate, staff the seminary, go on missions 
among the Sauvages of Abitibi and Temiscaming and evangelize the 
lumbermen, the hundreds of men who spend most of the year in the woods 
cutting lumber… Moreover, the Oblate Congregation is still providing almost 
all services in the vicariate of St. Boniface on the Red River and is moving 
towards Ile a la Crosse and Hudson Bay. In the United States, His Excellency 
the bishop of Buffalo has installed the Oblates in his diocese for the seminary 
and missions. The Congregation also takes care of missions for Sauvages in 
Oregon, Walla Walla, Vancouver, and Nesqually... Your Eminence, to 
conclude the picture I wish to place before you, I would recall that 10 Oblate 
missionaries are working in the Vicariate of Jaffna in Ceylon…961  

The Congregation had come a long way from that moment in 1816 when 

the first five Missionaries of Provence had joined Eugene to live out a mission 

according to his spirit. Now, thirty four years later, at the beginning of the 1850 

Chapter there were 223 Oblates: 132 priests, 4 bishops, 39 brothers and 48 

scholastics.962 

1.1 THE TONE SET BY EUGENE 

The record of the proceedings of the Chapter describe how Eugene’s opening 

address recalled the blessings that God had bestowed on the Congregation and its 

ministry since the previous General Chapter.963 He called to mind its prodigious 

expansion throughout the world and in France itself, and emphasized the 

“powerhouse” behind this: “We must understand now more than ever the need for 

being a perfect religious in order to be a good missionary. We must be very 

convinced that the most effective means to reap great fruits in the hearts of people is 

the holiness of life and the faithful practice of all the duties of our state.” Since the 

means to achieve this were contained in the Rule, he continued that the time had 

come to make changes so as to put the Rule “in keeping with the expansion the 

Congregation has made, and with its future state.” He indicated that the areas which 
                                                 

961 E. de Mazenod to Cardinal Fransoni, 25 July 1850 in EO 5, n. 16. 
962 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux, I, p. 241. 
963 Ibid., p. 264-265. 
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were in need of change were the direction of seminaries, foreign missions, the 

division into provinces, and the relations between the “distant branches and the 

centre of the Congregation from which they must always receive their impetus and 

life.” Thus Eugene expressed his conviction that the Rule had to be changed so as to 

preserve that which was seen as being essential for all Oblates: remaining in 

communion with the source where his spirit was incarnated and with those who were 

the custodians of this spirit. 

1.2 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 1850 CHAPTER 

This Chapter could easily be regarded as being the most significant of 

Eugene’s life because of the changes to the Rule which put into place the 

administrative structure of the Congregation which were to last for the succeeding 

116 years until the changes made in 1966. Rambert summed it up by referring to this 

Chapter and the Rule as being the crowning achievement to complete the building 

that the Founder had painstakingly constructed, thus “the work of his life was 

achieved and assured for the present and the future.”964 

There were more than 200 changes made to the Rule, some being new 

paragraphs which were added, and others being modifications to existing 

paragraphs.965 The new sections concerned the direction of seminaries966 and the 

division of the Congregation into provinces and vicariates. The creation of the 

division necessitated many changes being made to existing articles so as to 

transfer power or responsibilities to the local leadership, which were formerly 

                                                 
964 "Le Fondateur avait posé le couronnement de l'édifice qu'il avait eu tant de peine à voir 
s'élever; l'œuvre de sa vie était achevée et assurée pour le présent et pour l'avenir” (RAMBERT, 
T., Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod, évêque de Marseille, fondateur de 
la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée, Volume II, Tours, Mame, 1883, 
p. 329). 
965 COSENTINO, G., Histoire de nos Règles III. Premiere revision de nos Règles (1843-1853), 
Maison Générale, Rome 1954, p. 33. 
966 The question of the direction of seminaries was dealt with above in Chapter Four section A 3. 
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held by the Superior General. Other changes were made necessary because of 

the new circumstances in which the Congregation found itself. No specific 

chapter was added to the Rule regarding the Foreign Missions, but an appendix 

was added, Appendix de Exteris Missionibus, which would only be incorporated 

fully into the text as part of the Rule in 1909. Eugene and Tempier went to Rome 

in 1851 to get approval for the changes, and the text of the Rule was 

promulgated in 1853. 

2 INSTRUCTION ON THE FOREIGN MISSIONS 
The changes made to the Rule by the Chapter of 1850 covered the 

administrative aspects necessary for regulating a new situation. However, it was 

not sufficient to animate this new reality with the spirit of Eugene. The situation 

and the challenges were changing in response to the ever-newly discovered 

needs of the most abandoned, and the new Oblate response that was required in 

each particular situation. Hence the decision not to include the Instruction in the 

body of the text of the Rule was a wise one while the missionary situation was 

still fluid. As an appendix it was not law in the strict sense of the word, 

nevertheless it was an important guiding document. Its importance was affirmed 

in 1928 when it was eventually integrated into the actual text of the Rule and 

became law.967 

Although not signed by Eugene, the Instruction is attributed to him 

because it is easy to recognise his ideas and expressions.968 It is Eugene’s 

                                                 
967 Here I use the English translation: Instruction of our Venerated Founder with regard to foreign 
missions, Rome, General House, 1936. 
968 In reading it I find it easy to recognise the heart of Eugene here as being in continuity with the 
ideas and sentiments of his letters to the missionaries. Cf. also HENKEL, W., “The Mind and Heart 
of Blessed Eugene de Mazenod according to the Instruction on Foreign Missions (1853),” in Vie 
Oblate Life 36 (1977), p. 166-167. Henkel discusses the question of the authorship of this document 
whose original copy no longer exists, and recognises the hand of Eugene. Of the same opinion is also, 
QUÉRÉ, M., Monseigneur de Mazenod évêque de Marseille Fondateur de la Congrégation des 
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reflection on the “barely credible” explosion of the Congregation’s mission 

since 1841 and his attempt to help the Oblates to “read” the situation 

through the eyes of the spirit given to him by God.  

2.1 THE FOREIGN MISSIONS 

The first part of the Instruction dealt with the external aspects of setting 

up an Oblate presence in the foreign missions. 

2.1.1 THE OBLATE MISSION CAME FROM GOD AND WAS 
SITUATED WITHIN THE TRADITION OF THE 
SCRIPTURES AND THE CHURCH 

Eugene began by situating the foreign missionary thrust of the Oblates 

within the context of the Biblical injunctions to “make the glory of God known 

to the Gentiles” and within the missionary mandate of Jesus to go and preach the 

Gospel to every creature. Throughout the history of the Church, Orders and 

Congregations “filled with the same spirit” had responded to this call, and it was 

this tradition into which the Oblates were inserted and have “rejoiced in being 

inflamed with the same apostolic ardour.” It was important for Eugene that 

the Oblates recognize that their mission was not a personal work, but that it 

fitted into God’s plan for the history of salvation through the Church. 

Eugene expressed his unwavering conviction that the initiative of the 

foreign missions was not something that he himself had invented, but that it 

was his response to the call of God. “God showed how pleasing this 

enterprise was to Him by the great blessings showered on our labours” and 

the Church had confirmed this by the various approvals given to the 

Congregation and to the Rule. Having discerned the action of God in the 

                                                                                                                                              
Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée et le missions étrangères. Excerpta ex dissertatione ad 
Lauream in Facultate Historiae Ecclesiasticae Pontificiae Universitatis Gregorianae, Rome 1960 p. 
56. 
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life of the Congregation, Eugene had no doubts in declaring that “Foreign 

Missions are consequently to be counted among the holy occupations of our 

Society,969 and it becomes necessary to establish special rules for our 

members devoted to this sacred function.” 

2.1.2 PART OF THE OBLATE SPIRIT 

Having established the foundation, Eugene next enunciated some of the 

principles of the “Foreign Mission in General.” In 1816 he and his first 

companions had discerned that the most appropriate response to the needs of the 

suffering Church in France was the preaching of missions.970 In that very same 

spirit of response to the Church’s needs, the Congregation, from 1841 onwards, 

had come to understand that the response that was “most appropriate in 

promoting the spread of Religion” was that of the foreign missions. He gave 

three reasons as to why the Oblates were to value the missions: 1/ These 

Missions were “in fact a source of spiritual good for many souls converted to, 

or maintained in the true Faith”; 2/ they were a proof of the “zeal of the 

Congregation for God's glory”; and 3/ they were a proof “of its tireless 

charity towards the most abandoned souls.” 

                                                 
969 Cf. “Foreign missions compared to our missions in Europe have a special character of a higher 
kind, because this is the true apostolate of announcing the Good News to nations which have not yet 
been called to knowledge of the true God and of his son Jesus Christ.... This is the mission of the 
apostles: Euntes, docete omnes gentes this teaching of the truth must penetrate to the most backward 
nations so that they may be regenerated in the waters of baptism. You are among those to whom 
Jesus Christ has addressed these words, giving you your mission as he gave their mission to the 
apostles who were sent to convert our fathers. From this point of view, which is a true one, there is 
nothing higher than your ministry and that of our other Fathers who are wearing themselves out in the 
glacial regions to discover the Indians whom it is their task to save. On the Red River, the 
missionaries and even the Bishop are working with their hands, like Saint Paul” (E. de Mazenod to P. 
Ricard, 6 December 1851 in EO 2, n. 157). 
970 Approbation by the Church authorities had been vital in this process of discernment to ensure that 
it was a God-given mission and not a human endeavour. 
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2.1.3 THE CHOICE OF CANDIDATES 

Eugene was realistically aware that not all the members of the Congregation 

were fit to be sent to the foreign Missions. Accordingly he gave two criteria of 

choice: firstly that the “characteristic signs” were recognizable in the Oblate, and 

secondly that the candidate himself felt “an inclination for such a ministry” as a 

result of “the inspiration of grace.” The superiors were to identify that the 

candidates were “inflamed with an ardent desire for spreading the Faith,” and 

that they appeared “to be men of charity and of good will, resolute and cheerful 

at work, firm and unwavering in suffering, sociable, healthy and of a bodily 

constitution fit to bear the strain of toil and capable of facing straitened 

conditions of life.” 

2.1.4 IT WAS EUGENE HIMSELF WHO SENT THEM TO 
PROPAGATE HIS SPIRIT 

The Provincials were to “inform the Superior General of those, amongst 

their subjects, whom they consider as best endowed with such qualities.” It was 

Eugene himself, and later his successors, who decided which country the 

Oblates would be sent to, the modality of their travel, and whatever else was 

necessary to bring it about. It underscored the importance of the step and that it 

was being in done from the centre and in communion with the whole 

Congregation, and not as a personal or provincial initiative.  

2.1.5 ENSURING LEADERSHIP WHICH WOULD MAINTAIN 
EUGENE’S SPIRIT 

Experience in Canada, Ceylon and Algeria had taught Eugene the 

importance of avoiding any ambiguity in the question of leadership. They 

encountered two types of situations. Firstly, the ideal of having the whole 

missionary region under Oblate jurisdiction in the person of an Oblate Vicar 
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Apostolic or Bishop. In this case, “the Bishop is usually the ecclesiastical and 

religious superior of our Missionaries; with them he leads the common life, 

directs them in their exterior ministry and also in all things concerning the 

interior management of the houses.”  

The second situation was that of the Oblates working under a bishop who 

was not an Oblate and who assigned them a particular area of evangelization 

within his diocese or vicariate. In this situation they were to “show deep 

reverence and sincere affection to their Bishop, and in external ministry they will 

obey him through the intermediary of the local Superior. But in all things 

concerning the duties of religious life they are subject only to the Vicar of 

Missions appointed by the Superior General.” So there was a clear attempt to 

distinguish between where a non Oblate Bishop’s authority started and ended, 

and where that of the Oblate Superior was. This was to ensure that the lifestyle 

of the Oblates, and their mission activities be in keeping with the spirit of 

Eugene, and that the missionaries not be absorbed into an amorphous group of 

diocesan workers but that they maintain their Oblate identity and specificity.  

2.1.6 ACCEPTING NEW MISSIONS 

The invitation to accept a new mission came either through Propaganda 

Fide or through the local Bishops. In either case it was up to the Superior 

General and his Council to make the final acceptance of place and conditions. 

“Among these conditions the most important are that the Missions be 

administered according to the Rules and Constitutions of our Institute” - so that 

whatever the circumstances, the spirit of Eugene would be maintained, and 

it was he and his successors who would be ultimately responsible for it. 
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2.1.7 THE BENEFICIARIES OF FOREIGN MISSIONS 

The foreign missions accepted by the Congregation were in partibus, sive 

hereticorum, sive infidelium. He then explained the statement it this way: “The 

former stands for people already familiar to the customs of humanity and 

civilization; the latter, for people instructed with only the first rudiments, or who 

are even deprived, of any notion of civilization and religion.” In this rather 

historically-bound description of “civilization”, what was referred to was a 

summary of the situation where the Oblates were already involved: to maintain the 

faith of those who were Catholic, to bring other Christians to Catholicism, and to 

lead those who were not Christians to becoming Catholics.  

2.1.8 RESPONDING WITH NEW FORMS OF MISSION 

In response to the very varying needs of the people they were sent to 

evangelize, the Oblates were required to engage in forms of ministry that were 

different from those traditionally regarded as being particular to the Oblates. 

They were “permitted” to have parishes if these were “necessary for the 

establishment and the upkeep of the Missions.” Moreover, “for the same 

reasons, the members of our Congregation will not refuse to undertake the task 

of teaching young men, whether clerical or not, besides their religious duties 

the divine and the human sciences.” But in doing these parochial and education 

ministries their “first law” was to firmly establish the Missions “to attend with 

special care to the Catholic inhabitants, who, endowed with the splendour 

of all virtues, will be as lights that shine in the dark and who, by their 

example, will spread everywhere the good odour of Christ.” Eugene’s 

model of mission which he had learnt at Saint Sulpice and successfully 

applied throughout his life was just as applicable in the foreign missions: to 

train a core of people to become leaven, and thus missionaries themselves in 

their own situation. 
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Having done this, “our Missionaries will turn their attention to the 

sheep wandering outside the fold, and they will resort to every possible means 

in order to lead them back.” These were the “heretics” and “infidels” whom 

Eugene identified as being the most abandoned in these areas.  

2.1.9 THE CENTRAL OBLATE MINISTRY WAS NEVER TO BE 
FORGOTTEN 

“Moreover, in order that the members of the Congregation labouring in 

foreign countries, may come nearer to the end of their vocation, they will 

endeavour to preach Missions, in the proper sense of the word, and retreats 

according to the spirit of the Congregation; not only in our churches but also 

in those confided to the care of secular priests. In this ministry they will try 

to put into practice, as much as is possible, the prescriptions concerning 

Missions.” This reminded the Oblates of the purpose of their having been 

founded and while as many as possible were to be actively engaged this 

ministry, it would also be the inspiration and guiding principle for the 

methodology of those doing other ministries. 

2.2  THE INTERNAL LIFE OF THE OBLATE 
MISSIONARY 

Having established the characteristics of the external structure, Eugene 

then moved to the internal life of the Oblates - the all-important “powerhouse” 

which gave the mission its impetus and maintained it. 

2.2.1 OBLATE LEADERSHIP 

Especially in the mission territories where the houses and the Provinces 

could not be regularly organised, all the missions fell under an Oblate superior 

known as the Vicar of Missions. His residence was the Oblate house which was 
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“the centre of the whole Vicariate” where the missionaries would “come 

together from time to time in order to participate in the regular exercises of a 

retreat, and renew themselves in the spirit of their vocation.” His function 

was to ensure the regularity and spiritual and material well-being of those 

entrusted to his care. 

2.2.2 OBLATES BEING ALONE 

Whereas Eugene had always insisted on community life for the Oblates, 

he now was forced to acknowledge that in order to evangelise “distant families, 

it will be sometimes found necessary to establish Missions wherein one of our 

Fathers will remain alone for a certain period of time.” In such a necessity the 

Vicar of Missions was asked to send an Oblate Brother to be “companion to the 

one appointed to this post.” He was also to try to send another priest to join 

them as soon as possible and “thus the prescription of the Rule will be 

fulfilled.” 

2.2.3 DESIRE FOR RELIGIOUS PERFECTION - EVEN WHEN 
ALONE 

Wherever the Oblates found themselves for the sake of mission, they 

had to “always bear in mind that they must be inflamed with a desire of 

perfection so much the more ardent the longer they are separated against their 

will, from the company of their brothers.” They were reminded that the more 

frequently they were “deprived of the benefits of community life” the more 

necessary it was to be faithful to their duties as Oblate religious which were 

encapsulated in this summary: 

Consequently they will foster in their hearts the love of prayer and will not 
neglect the daily exercises of meditation and examination of conscience; they 
will entertain pious thoughts and good desires by the assiduous reading of 
the Holy Bible and of some ascetic work. They will observe most faithfully the 
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prescriptions of the Rule concerning the devotion towards the Holy 
Eucharist, the daily celebration of Mass and the frequentation of the 
Sacrament of Penance. Every month they will spend a day in spiritual 
recollection and every year, all together, they will perform the exercises of the 
holy retreat as it is customary in the Congregation. 

In order to be faithful to what he was called to be, the Oblate had to use these 

means to live in a state of continuous renewal and had to progress in the spirit of 

his missionary vocation. 

2.2.4 HEALTH: THE NECESSITY TO MODERATE PHYSICAL 
HARDSHIPS 

In the early days of the Missionaries of Provence, the zeal of the young 

missionaries far outstripped their common sense when it came to looking after 

their health. They were young and gave generously and did not spare themselves 

physically, hence Eugene’s incessant admonitions to look after their health. The 

zeal of the young missionaries in the foreign missions matched that of the 

beginnings in France, and Eugene attempted to moderate their efforts to 

maintain their well-being: “Although our Fathers must do their utmost to 

promote the glory of God and practise unwearied charity towards their 

neighbour with an ever increasing zeal, they will nevertheless be moderate in 

the use of bodily hardships and penances in order not to render themselves 

unfit for the work of the Missions because of any excess on their part.” The 

Vicars of Missions and the Directors of Residences were given the explicit 

responsibility to take care of the health of the members of the Congregation who 

were under their direction. 

2.2.5 MAINTAINING THE SPIRIT OF THE CONGREGATION 
THROUGH CORRESPONDENCE WITH SUPERIORS 

In order to maintain the family links of communion open and to 

“strive to remain under the direction of Holy Obedience,” each missionary was 
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to write to the Director of Residence once a month, to the Vicar of Missions 

once every three months and to the Superior General at least once a year.  

2.3 THE DIRECTORY FOR FOREIGN MISSIONS. 

Just as the Rule provided a Directory for the preaching of missions and 

for conducting permanent missions in Europe, so too did the second half of the 

Instruction contain similar directives to be observed in the new and different 

circumstances of the foreign missions. 

2.3.1 IMMEDIATE PREPARATION AND JOURNEY 

In the same way that each parochial mission in Provence had had to be 

prepared with a time of prayer, retreat and personal renewal, so too did the 

foreign missionaries have to begin preparing themselves as soon as they 

received their obedience: “by daily progress in virtue; the observance of 

regular discipline and the study of the sciences more appropriate to their 

vocation.” Immediately before leaving they had to do a three-day retreat that 

ended with the missioning and departure ceremony, based on that of the 

Missionaries of Provence.  

The sea crossing was to be a time for prayer and study, but also an 

opportunity for mission among the sailors and the other passengers: “After the 

example of Saint Francis Xavier, not only will they assiduously try to win, by 

means of good example, polite manners and pleasing words, the sympathy of 

men who have not any concern about their religious duties, but they will also 

try by way of conversation to inculcate in them the truths of our Religion 

and finally bring them back to God by the use of the Sacraments.” 
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On arrival in their territory of mission, the superiors were to train the 

inexperienced new missionaries by assigning them to work with someone older 

and more experienced.  

2.3.2 PERMANENT AND TEMPORARY MISSIONS 

There were two types of missions. Those known as “permanent” were 

those where the missionaries had a fixed residence from which to operate. 

Those referred to as “temporary” missions were those where “either due to the 

small number of the inhabitants often living far from one another, or to their 

nomadic way of living, the Missionaries will have to pay them only a passing 

visit.” In this case the lifestyle of the missionaries would be to “travel from 

place to place to visit the tribes and the families, to make the most 

abandoned souls share in the benefits of Religion.” 

Directives were contained on the instruction and baptism of 

catechumens and of children, the preparation of neophytes for First 

Communion, and how to help people to benefit from the sacraments. As in 

Provence, the Oblate spirit required the missionaries to reach everyone and 

interest was to be focussed on the various groups: irregular marriages, children, 

young men, women, men and the aged. In describing the mission to the aged, 

Eugene used the formula of the St. Sulpice Aa group and the Aix Youth 

Congregation: “they will be so formed that they may become by their example 

and advice, a help and a consolation to the Missionaries,” and consequently a 

leaven in the community. 

In Provence, the missionaries had used the language of the local people 

for their preaching, and had provided catechisms and hymn books to reinforce 

the contents of the instructions. The same principle was applied now: 

The Missionaries will not neglect to write in the language of the natives a 
summary of the Christian doctrine in the form of questions and answers so that 
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they may be taught with greater facility the essential religious truths. They will 
hand it to the neophytes to be learnt by heart, and they will explain it 
gradually in a way adapted to them. They will accustom them to sing the same 
truths put to music. These truths they will also present to them in the form 
of images and paintings in order that the doctrine may he more vividly 
impressed in the mind and more firmly retained in the memory. 

As the permanent missions were the ideal situation in which to instruct 

people on a continuous basis and maintain them in their faith, the missionaries 

were encouraged to ensure that “every means should therefore be taken to bring 

the nomad tribes to abandon their wandering life, and to select places in which 

they may learn to build houses, cultivate fields and practise the elementary 

crafts of civilized life.”  

True to the words that he had written in the Preface, “we must lead men 

to act like human beings, first of all, and then like Christians, and, finally, we 

must help them to become saints,” Eugene spelt out how he envisaged this in 

the foreign missions. In doing so he expressed himself in the nineteenth century 

conception of “civilization” and “culture.” In what that period considered to be 

the “civilised” welfare of these peoples, no area of life was to be seen as being 

alien to the concern of the missionaries. Thus the missionaries, priests and 

brothers, needed to be versed in “different mechanical arts.” Their “civilizing” 

mission was to extend to the education of youth. Every mission was to have a 

school where,“the children will be taught the elements of Christian doctrine 

and at the same time receive a suitable training in the human sciences and 

the civil arts.” Eugene did not envisage education as being a particularly 
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Oblate work,971 but he allowed some of the missionaries to be involved in 

schools as a means of bringing them to the Saviour.972  

Besides giving the tribes a “Christian and social formation”, their 

responsibility extended to all aspects of their welfare: “they will have to see 

that the tribes converted by them remain peaceful towards the others, maintain 

good understandings between themselves, keep harmony in their homes and be 

able to uphold and improve domestic affairs through industry and labour.” 

The missionaries, however, were there to train people but never to take 

upon themselves the government of the tribes. Their aim was to ensure that 

government was: “according to the dictates of Religion and of justice and of 

promoting the temporal happiness of the place and of the subjects.” 

2.3.3 TEMPORARY MISSIONS 

Reflecting the influence of the letters he received from the missionaries 

on how the local situations had forced them to adapt the Oblate method of 

itinerant mission preaching, Eugene drew up guidelines for them. In the cases 

where people could not be persuaded to abandon their nomadic lifestyle or 

where the numbers were too small to justify the presence of a permanent priest, 

the Oblates would go to them “at the most convenient time of the year in 

order to offer them the services of their ministry and they will remain there as 

long as it will be necessary.” The missionaries, always “two by two” were to 

                                                 
971 Cf. “You must understand that our Congregation in not a teaching congregation like the Jesuits. 
We were founded to give missions etc. Our family is too young in the Church and too poor in 
subjects for it to be possible to take a large number of them away from the special vocation that 
distinguishes us and to use them in colleges” (E. de Mazenod to J. Verdet, 2 September 1852 in EO 2, 
n. 167). 
972 For example, regarding Barret in Pietermaritzburg: “I can, of course, understand that he does not 
want to teach in school. That is not our vocation. And one could always give that job to one of our 
brothers. However, there are times when we must be able to do even that” (E. de Mazenod to J-F. 
Allard, 30 May 1857 in EO 4 (Africa), n. 26). Also the College of St. Joseph’s in Bytown, cf. E. de 
Mazenod to E. Guigues, 20 January 1856 in EO 2, n. 216. 
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“cheerfully start for the place where their flock usually assembles, to begin 

there the exercises of the Mission.” 

The description of how to conduct the mission showed how closely 

Eugene wanted them to remain to the tried-and-tested methods of the 

Missionaries of Provence: 

The order of these exercises will be like to the following. In the morning, the 
Holy Sacrifice of the Mass will be offered at which the men will assist and also 
the women who are not retained at home by household duties. After Mass a 
few hymns will be sung; in the meantime those who were not at Mass will be 
assembled in order that everybody may be present at the sermon. Since the 
chief aim of the morning's preaching is to expose the truths of the Faith in a 
manner simple enough to he understood by the hearers, it will ordinarily 
treat of the Apostles' Creed, the precepts of the Decalogue and the reception of 
the Sacraments, besides this reunion, another one also will be held in the 
morning for the instruction of the non-baptized, concerning the Christian 
Faith. In the course of the day, the Missionaries will spend one part of the 
time in hearing the confessions of the adults and in preparing the children for 
their first Communion and another part in settling disputes and regulating 
family affairs. In the evening, another general exercise will take place at 
which all must attend. Here the sermon will given on the end of man, on the 
wickedness of sin, on the four last things, on the life and Passion of Christ, 
etc. The Missionary will speak on these subjects with such zeal and ardour 
as will excite in the souls of his listeners a sincere horror of sin and dread of 
God's judgements, and will draw their hearts to the practice of virtue and to 
the love of Our Lord Jesus-Christ. In addition our Fathers will inspire the 
neophytes with a most affectionate devotion for the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
and will teach them some suitable pious practices in honour of our Most Holy and 
Immaculate Mother. 

The closing day of the Mission was to be “characterized with great splendour 

and solemnity. There would be a general communion in the morning, followed 

by a “solemnly conferred” baptism of adults and children. “After the evening 

sermon the renewal of Baptismal vows will take place followed by solemn 

Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament to crown the entire work of the Mission.” 

The missionaries would then move on to do the same in other places. 

When the preaching season had ended, they were to do exactly what every 

Oblate missionary was expected to do anywhere in the world: 
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After having visited all the places where the various nomad tribes assemble, the 
Missionaries will retire into the holy retreat of their home where they will 
restore their strength, worn out by an exacting ministry; they will be eager 
to renew themselves in the knowledge of divine things, in the fervour of their 
mind and in the spirit of their vocation. 

2.4 THE VALUE OF THE INSTRUCTION FOR THE 
FUTURE 

Although Eugene expressed himself as a man conditioned by the ideas of 

the 19th century, this Instruction did have a lasting effect on the Oblate 

Congregation and was the basis for foreign mission praxis. In this he was 

successful in his intention to have charted a direction to maintain a fidelity to his 

spirit. Although there was nothing innovative about its contents, the Instruction 

showed the concern of Eugene to bring the evangelisation of the mission 

territories into harmony with that which had been the traditional evangelisation 

of the Congregation.973 He was in contact with his men through letters and 

through the visits of some of them. As he listened to them he was in a position to 

evaluate what he heard in terms of his own experience and vision. The 

Instruction thus mirrored these experiences of what was being done.974  

The changes in theology and missiology, which came into the Church in 

the 1960’s, led to this Instruction being removed from the revised Rule of 1966. 

Nevertheless the missiologist Henkel points out, the principles and attitude that 

Eugene enunciated are still valid for the Oblate of today: 

Remaining and challenging elements are: his love for the missions, his high 
appreciation of missionary work, his interest in it, his missionary spirit, his 
missionary co-operation, his missionary principles on the formation of the 
missionary, missionary preaching adapted to the times, updated catechetics, the 
necessity of studying the language, the creation of a religious literature, and 

                                                 
973 Cf. QUÉRÉ, Monseigneur de Mazenod et le missions étrangères, p. 70. 
974 Eugene always read the Annales which contained narratives from missionaries throughout the 
world (cf. his correspondence with the Society for the Propagation of the Faith and Propaganda Fide 
in EO 5). The harbour city of Marseilles was also a constant visiting point of travellers and 
missionaries (Cf. E. de Mazenod, Diary volumes EO 20-22). 
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finally the priority of the missionary work, while finding a sound balance with 
the social work of the missionary, the look toward the future of the 
Congregation.975 

3 CIRCULAR LETTER OF 1853: “OF WHAT 
USE IS A RULE, IF WE ARE NOT IMBUED 
WITH ITS SPIRIT?” 
In order to accompany the promulgation of the new edition of the Rule 

and the Instruction Eugene wrote a circular letter to all the members of the 

Congregation.976 The tone throughout the letter was that of the communication 

between the Founder and the “children of the family whose only father he is.” It 

began with the declaration that it was the father of the family who was writing to 

his sons to speak of “certain things that should be said only face to face and in 

secret within the family.” It ended with a request for prayers that God would 

pardon him for his faults “in governing this dear family he has committed to me 

and to which I have dedicated my existence.” Within this relationship, he was 

grateful to have seen this family “grow in virtue and holiness” and “increase in 

number and extension.” 

The circular letter was written to mark the second time in the 

Congregation that an Oblate Rule was promulgated after being approved by the 

Church. Eugene hoped that this would be an occasion to renew the heart of each 

Oblate, and from here to be a source of edification for those they ministered to 

and an effective contribution to the conversion of sinners who were being 

evangelised by their ministry. He thus aimed at the renewal of the interior life of 

the Oblate, of the “powerhouse” so that his mission would be more efficacious.  

The Rule was presented as the means to achieve this renewal. In it was 

contained all that was necessary to carry out the duties of their vocation and, it 
                                                 

975 HENKEL, The Mind and Heart of Blessed Eugene de Mazenod, p. 175. 
976 E. de Mazenod, 2 August 1853 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 1. 
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was “according to this code” that Jesus Christ would judge each Oblate. From 

this vantage point Eugene praised the virtues, zeal, devotedness and heroism of 

the greater number of Oblates. “But we have to admit that, if the majority have a 

right to praise and fill my heart with consolation, some imperfections have for 

some years now subtly made their way into certain communities, which 

imperfections are such that I cannot conceal them today when I must speak to 

the whole Congregation.” Following his analysis of the causes of the 

imperfections,977 Eugene concluded that at the root of everything was the fact 

that the Rule was a “sealed book” for some of them and he cried out, “Of what 

use is a Rule, if we are not imbued with its spirit?” 

The first aim of the circular letter was thus to call all to a greater 

faithfulness to the Rule: “For my own part, my dear sons, I would like to sum up 

my advice by this single recommendation: read and meditate your holy Rules.” 

Three times he repeated this call: 

… read and meditate your holy Rules. There you will find the secret of your 
perfection; they include everything that is to lead you to God.  

… read, meditate and observe your Rules, and you will become true saints, you 
will build up the Church, you will honour your vocation, and you will attract 
graces of conversion on the souls you will evangelize as well as every kind of 
blessings on the Congregation, your mother, and on its members who are your 
brothers.  

Read, meditate, faithfully observe your Rules, and you will die in the peace of 
the Lord, assured of the recompense promised by God to him who perseveres 
to the end in the performance of his duties. 

The second aim of the letter was show how the Rule responded to the 

necessity “to establish a perfect order in all the levels of administration” so as to 
                                                 

977 He analysed the causes of the imperfections as: “1° - an excess of outside work; 2° - the small 
number of men in communities; 3° - the absence of local superiors who are obliged to go in person to 
the giving of missions, without being able to have themselves replaced by a sufficient authority; 4° - 
the lack of vigour [this must be said] on the part of local superiors in requiring a stricter observance 
of the Rule; 5° - the laxity of our men who demand conveniences they could well do without if they 
were more fervent and better religious.” 
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respond to the demands posed by “the great expansion it has pleased the Lord to 

give to our small family.” He showed that the division of the Congregation into 

provinces and vicariates, effected by this Rule, was not divisive, but aimed at a 

closer communion between himself and his Oblate family so as to live the Rule 

in a more perfect way through the mediation of the local superiors: 

Far from relaxing the bonds which link all the members of the corps to the head 
that governs it, this division into Provinces rather makes relationships easier by 
facilitating communications, which had become impossible, in spite of all the 
good will and total devotedness…. 

The superiors, and the members of their communities, had to become imbued 

with Eugene’s God-given spirit so as to act only in conformity with it: 

Nor will the Provincials lose sight of the fact that they draw all the force from 
the higher authority, of which theirs is only an emanation and which has been 
given them in the measure inherent in their charge to represent the Superior 
General wherever there are children of the family whose only father he is. 
Their whole effort, therefore, will be to become imbued with his spirit so as to 
act only in conformity to his views 

It was the role of the superiors to ensure adherence to the Rule, regularity 

and continuous communication between the Oblates and their centre, from 

which all unity and ministry drew its inspiration and strength - and to bring 

about the hoped for personal, community and ministerial renewal so strongly 

desired by their Founder.  

4 THE CONCERNS OF THE FATHER OF THE 
FAMILY DURING THE LAST DECADE OF 
HIS LIFE 
The changes in method of administration brought about by the 1850 

Chapter changed the accent on the relationship between Eugene and the 

Congregation. The Provincials took over the day-to-day administrative tasks and 
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left Eugene with an overall responsibility for the Congregation as a whole, and 

to ensure that the directions which the various units were taking were in 

conformity with his ideals. 

4.1 DIVISION INTO PROVINCES 

In 1851 Eugene and his Council implemented the decision of dividing the 

Congregation into administrative units.978 Four provinces came into existence: 

France-Midi, France-Nord, England, and Canada, and four mission vicariates: 

Ceylon, Rivière Rouge, Natal and Oregon. From an administrative point of view 

it was now the Provincial or Vicar of Missions who had the responsibility to 

ensure that the Oblates lived and worked according to their God-given and 

Church-approved spirit. Eugene’s concern in his correspondence was to ensure 

this with the Provincials, novice masters and those responsible for the formation 

of new Oblates, and with some of the individual missionaries. He also visited as 

much as he could during this period, visiting the houses of France and Corsica, 

and going to the British Isles on two occasions. His age and his diocesan 

commitments prevented him from going farther away to Canada and Africa to 

see things for himself, but he did send his most trusted collaborator, Tempier, to 

eastern Canada. 

4.2 TEMPIER’S VISITATION TO ESTABLISH THE PROVINCE 
OF CANADA 

The most rapid expansion in the Congregation had been taking place in 

Canada where the zeal of the missionaries to convert the most abandoned knew 

no bounds. The men were generous and courageous, but circumstances generally 

led them to work alone for major periods of the year thus causing Eugene to be 

                                                 
978 Proces-verbal des Conseils generaux de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie 
Immaculée. Décembre 1844 - Janvier 1859. OMI General Archives, Rome, (Sectio A, Class 80, Fasc. 
I, 23 - 24 April 1851). 



 304

concerned about their human welfare and religious life. To remedy this in 1851 

he took the step of sending Tempier - his alter ego par excellence - to do a 

visitation of Canada. Eugene’s charge to Tempier was clear and urgent: 

If you had to deal with devoted and reliable men, this would be no problem, but 
how can one entrust the most precious interests of the Congregation to men 
who have not its spirit and have not attached themselves to it? I beg you to 
show no mercy about this, and to make them feel clearly how ridiculous, how 
absurd, how disordered it is to pretend during the life of the Founder to 
understand otherwise than he does the spirit of the Society and the direction in 
which it is moving! 

… Mgr Allard realises that the Fathers in Canada have few personal contacts 
with the Superior General who is almost a stranger to them, and whose spirit 
they are rather in danger of losing, as though one could belong to a 
Congregation without having the spirit of its founder. 

… Continue to keep me in touch with everything… You have not been sent to 
approve but to reform. Act with authority, yield to nobody when it is a matter 
of re-establishing regularity, obedience, poverty, subordination.979 

At the end of Tempier’s visitation, Eugene wrote to Honorat in Canada about it, 

and expressed his urgent concerns regarding the living out of the spirit he had 

given them as their Founder: 

Now he [Tempier] will tell me all about what he has seen and done in his 
memorable visit. I would bless God for this with more warmth in my heart if I 
could persuade myself that all those whom God has given me were well 
penetrated with the spirit that must fill every Missionary Oblate of Mary. What 
would we not then receive from the grace of the Lord who goes before us so 
marvellously in every place! Fr. Tempier seems happy. I am less so when I 
think how obstinately people have murmured against the decisions and 
government of the Superior General, who, as has clearly been forgotten, is the 
Founder of the Congregation and whose spirit must therefore be taken into 
account in the government of the Society, rather than people presuming to 
impose their spirit on him.980 

                                                 
979 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 24 June 1851 in EO 2, n. 147. 
980 E. de Mazenod to J-B Honorat, 2 September 1851 in EO 2, n. 152. 
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4.3 APPOINTING LEADERS TO REPRESENT HIM 

Eugene’s handling of the appointment of a Provincial for Canada showed 

something of what he was looking for in this new system. He dismissed the 

proposal that Baudrand be appointed. He would not have hesitated to appoint “if 

he had the spirit of the Congregation.” However Baudrand showed “so little 

deference and respect to the head of the family and its senior members” and did 

not sufficiently value decisions made according to the Rule.981 Instead the choice 

fell on Santoni, whom we “have decided to place at the head of the government 

of the Canadian Province, so that you may act in our place in the bosom of our 

family.” The Oblates of the Province were commanded to receive the Provincial 

“as our vicar in whom our authority is invested” and to show him “that 

reverence, love and obedience by which subjects in religious institutes must 

honour their legitimate superior.”982  

Eugene retained France-Midi for himself, and appointed C. Aubert to 

France-Nord, and Cooke to England. As Vicars of Missions he appointed Taché 

to Rivière Rouge, Ricard to Oregon, Semeria to Ceylon and Allard to Natal.983 

They were all Oblates in whom he had confidence. 

Beaudoin’s study of the letters of Eugene shows that this new and 

necessary change in administration was difficult because he was in the situation 

of having to hand over the direct authority he had had all his life: “Accustomed 

for so long to intervene directly in the government of the Congregation, the 

Founder is sometimes still prone to forget the existence of the provincials. Thus, 

without proceeding through them, he moves Fathers Baret, Sumien, L’Hermite 

and Dassy. His orders are then, as always, unequivocal and urgent.”984 

                                                 
981 E. de Mazenod to H. Tempier, 24 June 1851 in EO 2, n. 147. 
982 E. de Mazenod to J. Santoni, 2 July 1851 in EO 2, n. 148. 
983 Proces-verbal des Conseils generaux, 23 - 24 April 1851. 
984 BEAUDOIN in EO 11, p. XXIV. 
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Symptomatic of this personal struggle is the fact the he retained for himself the 

position of Provincial of the France Midi province for a few years. When his 

workload made it clear that he was unable to continue effectively, he appointed 

Casimir Aubert to be Provincial in September 1854.985 

In this new style of government the provincials had authority in their 

areas, but it was also an “intermediate” role because they were the 

representatives of the Superior General. The “exact reports and relationships of 

Provincials and Vicars of Missions with the Superior General will enable him to 

assess with knowledge of cause everything that pertains to his concern and care 

and to apply his authority in all that refers to persons and the business of the 

entire Congregation.”986 Within the new structures, Eugene remained the one 

who was in overall charge of the spirit of the Congregation. 

4.4 INSISTENCE ON THE “POWERHOUSE” OF ALL MISSION 

As the function of government was in the hands of the provincials, so did 

Eugene insist more and more on the internal dynamism of his spirit which had to 

maintain the missionaries. He stressed to those in Canada that it would be 

foolishness to be devoted to a “ministry that is so cruel to human nature” and 

open themselves “to the danger of losing all its fruit and merit by not living as a 

holy religious.” In order to ensure success each missionary had to “become 

penetrated with the spirit of the sacred code which the Church has put into our 

hands to guide our conduct.”987 This cardinal principle of his spirit was for all 

Oblates everywhere, and Eugene was just as insistent in France to the principles 

he had enunciated in 1818:  
                                                 

985 “Le Révérendissime Père Supérieur Général a ensuite fait part à ses assistants de la résolution qu'il 
avait prise de se démettre de l'administration immédiate de notre Première province de France, et de 
constituer sous ce rapport cette Province comme le sont déjà les autres” (Proces-verbal des Conseils 
generaux, 12 September 1854). 
986 E. de Mazenod, 2 August 1853 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 1. 
987 E. de Mazenod to the Oblates of Red River, 28 June 1855 in EO 2, n. 211. 
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One more thing I recommend to you is that, when returning to the community 
after the most brilliant ministry, you immediately live in the most exact 
observance of the Rule, in the practice of the virtues of religion, so as to 
conform yourself well to the spirit of our vocation which wants us to be 
apostles on the outside and in a certain sense recluses in our communities in 
order to devote ourselves therein to study and to our personal sanctification.988 

4.5 EUGENE’S SENSE OF PATERNITY 

As the provincials took over some of his administrative responsibilities, 

Eugene laid increasing stress on the aspect of his relationship of fatherhood with 

each Oblate. The provincials were to enforce the Rule, but as Founder Eugene 

had a special link with each of his sons - that he used as a powerful means to 

communicate his spirit. Eugene wanted to maintain contact with as many 

Oblates as possible: “Though your ordinary relationships are to be entertained 

with the Provincial, you won’t forget to write me several times during the course 

of the year to give me a firsthand report on persons and things.”989 On occasions 

he referred to the importance he attached to “a father’s communication with his 

many children… That is one of the most agreeable occupations of my life,”990 

and insisted on their obligation to write to him at least once a year. 

The quality of the relationship was more that of “a father rather than a 

superior”991 to his subjects. It was the intensity and warmth of a father’s love for 

each of them, never expressed as intensely as during the last decade of his life. 

Beaudoin gives this background in explanation: 

Without doubt, the Bishop of Marseilles suffered from his isolation at the 
episcopal palace; he would have loved to live in his community. As it happens, 
two events that affected him most sorrowfully explain in part his extraordinary 
sensibility: the death of his mother during the night of the 17th December, 1851, 
and of his brother-in-law, Marquis Armand de Boisgelin, on June 29, 1853. No 

                                                 
988 E. de Mazenod to C. Baret, 9 November 1856 in EO 12, n. 1331. 
989 E. de Mazenod to G. Soullier, 23 September 1854 in EO 11, n. 1249. 
990 E. de Mazenod, 2 February 1857 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 2. 
991 E. de Mazenod to G. Soullier, 23 September 1854 in EO 11, n. 1249. 
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longer having his mother, a woman of sensitivity and affection to whom he was 
deeply attached, Bishop de Mazenod henceforth turned to his beloved sons in 
order to pour out his heart. His sensibility then erupts and from his pen flow out 
the liveliest of expressions of the sentiments of his paternal tenderness to the 
point, for example, of having to tear up a letter written, with too tender 
affection, to Fr. Baret.992 

The examples abound in his letters.993 

4.6 THE FATHER’S LOVE FOR HIS SONS CREATED A 
FAMILY UNITED IN THE BONDS OF CHARITY 

In an illuminative letter written to Mouchette,994 moderator of the 

scholasticate in France, Eugene explained what this family spirit was about. 

Comparing the Oblates with many other religious orders which had a strong 

esprit de corps, he concluded that nowhere else had he ever come across what 

existed in the Oblates: “this more than paternal love that the head has for the 

members of the family, this cordial affinity of the members for their head which 

establishes between them a relationship springing from the heart and which 

forms true family ties between us - father to son, son to father - this, I have not 

come across anywhere else.” 

While acknowledging the bonds between himself and his sons, he stressed 

that this relationship established a relationship between the members themselves. 

Here was the heart of their family spirit, given as a gift from God to Eugene for 

the Oblates: “this expansive love which is my own gift and which pours itself 

                                                 
992 BEAUDOIN in EO 11, p. XXXVIII-XXXIX. 
993 For example, writing to the Oblates of Rivière Rouge, he reminded them of the bonds that linked 
them, including that he was the one who had ordained them to the priesthood: “God knows what it 
costs my heart to live far away from you! I am so happy when I can see my children around me! This 
is a natural feeling which God gives me in order to make more meritorious the sacrifice of separating 
myself from them which has been imposed on me. But is it not I who bring you up as children in the 
Church through the imposition of my hands? In a way, I set a seal on your apostolic vocation. You go 
out from my embrace to fly to the conquest of souls and, one can truly say, of the most abandoned of 
souls, for is it possible to find souls that are more lost than those of these poor Sauvages whom God 
has called us to evangelize, a priceless privilege?” (E. de Mazenod to the Oblates of Rivière Rouge, 
28 June 1855 in EO 2, n. 211). 
994 E. de Mazenod to Mouchette, 2 December 1854 in EO 11, n. 1256. 
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out on each one of them without taking anything from the others, just like, I 

make bold to say, God’s love for men.” Here was to be found the heart of the 

family spirit: 

I am saying that it is this sentiment, which I know comes from Him who is the 
source of all charity, which has evoked in the hearts of my children this 
reciprocity of love that forms the distinctive character of our beloved family. 

May this help us mutually to appreciate the beauty of our vocation and may it 
all be attributed to God for his greater glory. This is the most ardent wish of my 
heart. 

The ideal of fraternal charity among the Oblates undoubtedly was for 

Eugene a God-given gift that reflected the love of God Himself. From the 

beginning Eugene had always emphasized the need for fraternal charity,995 but 

never as strongly as in these final years even until his dying words. Tempier 

wrote, while describing how Guibert was administering Viaticum to Eugene in 

1861, that he was instructed to tell the Oblates “two things in his name: that he 

had always loved us and would always love us, and that he wants us, for our 

part, to love each other as brothers; that this mutual affection would make us 

happy, holy and strong to do good. God will surely grant us the grace to hear this 

loving and saintly voice in our midst for a long time yet; but let us never forget 

the words that our Father spoke on this solemn moment. They are a summary of 

his life, they are the core of the holy Rule that he gave us.”996 

                                                 
995 Much has been written on this topic. Cf. in particular: LUBOWICKI, K., and CIARDI, F., 
“Charity,” in Dictionary of Oblate Values, Association of Oblate Studies and Research, Rome, 2000, 
p. 103-120; LUBOWICKI, C., Mystère et dynamique de l’amour dans la vie du Bx Eugène de 
Mazenod, Teresianum, Rome 1990; and DEMERS, F., “La paternité du Fondateur,” in Vie Oblate 
Life 54 (1995), p. 17-29. 
996 TEMPIER, H., Circular letter no. 2, 29 January in Oblate Writings II.2, n. 116. 
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4.7 HARSH MEASURES TO ENSURE ADHERENCE TO THE 
SPIRIT 

The beautiful ideals of Eugene were, however, not always being lived out 

as he desired. In the measure in which he delegated power to others, so too does 

one detect a repetition of the nervousness he had experienced when he first sent 

missionaries to Canada. They were far away and were not doing things as he 

wanted them to do and he suffered because, to an extent, the situation was out of 

his hands as a result of the distance between Marseilles and Montreal. This same 

sense of anxiety surfaced when the provincials and vicars took over. He was 

nervous because he saw blatant examples of where his spirit was not being 

understood and lived - as evidenced, for example, in the fact that between 1850 

and the time of his death seventy two Oblates left the Congregation.997 Some of 

these were defections, but he also resorted to expelling people who had clearly 

not understood his spirit and who were having a bad influence on others. 

Beaudoin comments: “… it is rather in the aspirations and exigencies of the 

Founder that can be found the reason for the departure of so many Oblates. The 

perfection of religious life, which he demands of his sons as an indispensable 

condition for remaining in the Congregation, has never been expressed by him in 

so vigorous a manner as in the letters of 1854-1855.”998 Referring to the problem 

of Oblates who were not living in accordance with the spirit of the Rule, he said, 

“I find that there is a real danger for the future of the Congregation” and that 

they would have to cut back on the numbers if necessary in order to eradicate 

this.999 On another occasion he wrote about having expelled one priest, and 

continued in language reminiscent of his condemnations of the clergy when he 

was a young priest: “We are not going to stop there in wholly purging the 

                                                 
997 PIELORZ, J., Les chapitres généraux au temps du Fondateur II, Editions des Études Oblates, 
Ottawa 1968, p. 16-17 and also p. 131-132. 
998 BEAUDOIN in EO 11, p XXVII 
999 E. de Mazenod to A. Vincens, 31 August 1854 in EO 11, n. 1243. 



 311

Congregation of the festering secretions that tear it asunder. I am going to write 

to Father Sigaud to tell him that if he does not change his ways we will throw 

him out without mercy.”1000  

Eugene brought these concerns to the 1856 General Chapter and his 

subsequent circular letter to the Congregation. 

5 THE GENERAL CHAPTER OF 1856  
At the time of this General Chapter there were 298 Oblates: (6 Bishops, 

203 priests, 60 brothers, and 29 scholastics).1001 Pielorz observes: “This is the 

last General Chapter convoked and presided by Mgr. de Mazenod. The speeches 

which he gave have the quality of the testament of a father and founder who 

wishes to consolidate his work before his death and to preserve it from all 

possible deviations.”1002 Eugene referred to fidelity to his spirit on a number of 

occasions. In the opening speech, which the minutes describe as “very paternal,” 

he referred to the shock of 50 men who had left the Congregation and gave the 

cause as “the weakening of the original spirit of the Congregation, which is a 

spirit of humility, a spirit of penance and mortification, a spirit of perfect 

obedience to the Rules of the Institute and to the superiors.”1003 The minutes 

recall that Eugene “concluded his address by making a pressing appeal to the 

members of the Chapter to join their efforts to his in the objective of maintaining 

the original spirit of the Congregation, which had attracted so many heavenly 

blessings on her and, by this means, to prevent the recurrence of these deplorable 

defections which have saddened us so greatly.” 

                                                 
1000 E. de Mazenod to C. Bellon, 8 November 1855 in EO 11, n. 1297. 
1001 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux II, p. 23. 
1002 PIELORZ, J., “L’action du Fondateur dans les chapitres de 1843, 1850 et 1856” in Études 
Oblates 24 (1965), p. 359. 
1003 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux II, p. 48. 
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The deliberations of the Chapter of 1856 showed a preoccupation to 

ensure that the Rule promulgated in 1853 be effective and be taken seriously. In 

his analysis of the role of Eugene in this Chapter, Pielorz identified four areas in 

which he intervened to show his concern: his insistence on fidelity to the Rule; 

explanation and clarification of some points of the Rule; some slight 

modifications to two articles; and his desire for the spiritual enrichment of the 

Congregation. 1004 

6 THE CIRCULAR LETTER OF 1857 
Eugene’s closing address to the Chapter ended with the hope “that 

holding this Chapter would occasion a time of internal renewal and of external 

progress for our dear family.”1005 Six months later he wrote a circular letter to 

the Congregation in which he repeated the concerns of the Chapter.1006 He 

wished to communicate to them what was in his heart regarding the experience 

of the Chapter: the joy of the father being with his family. In that role he wrote 

his circular letter aiming to achieve three things for the Congregation: to 

rekindle its fervour, to congratulate it for the good it was doing by God’s grace, 

and to denounce abuses. 

6.1 THE FATHER’S CONCERN FOR THE WELFARE OF HIS 
FAMILY 

It was the 75 year-old father of the family who wrote to his sons, the 

members of the Oblate Congregation, “which in a way came forth from my 

heart, most of whose members were raised to the priesthood by the laying on of 

my hands, whereas the older ones were either the companions or the immediate 

                                                 
1004 PIELORZ, L’action du Fondateur, p. 366. 
1005 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux II, p. 85. 
1006 E. de Mazenod, 2 February 1857 in EO 12, Circular Letter no. 2. 
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successors of my first works.” Because of these particular bonds which united 

them, he urged them to fulfil the Chapter proposal “which obliges every member 

of our Congregation to correspond with the Superior General at least once a 

year.”  

6.2 TO CONGRATULATE IT FOR THE GOOD IT WAS DOING 
BY GOD’S GRACE 

Eugene rejoiced that all those present at the Chapter “who came from the 

four parts of the earth and gathered around the Head of the family” were “all 

animated with the same spirit.” He communicated his joy because he had “the 

happiness of enjoying the presence of so many brothers with whom we are but 

one heart and soul,” and that there was a resulting “union and conformity of 

views” during the sessions of the Chapter. It was the joy and satisfaction which 

came from realising that his sons had understood and had been moulded 

according to his spirit. 

In gratitude, he invited them to rejoice with him on the blessings which 

God had bestowed on the ministry of the missionaries and for the great number 

of vocations which were coming forward. Since the previous circular letter there 

had been expansion within the countries where they were already present, and 

into a new country, Ireland. He even had had to “refuse other foundations, in 

France, in America, and in particular three apostolic vicariates in Asia and in the 

new world that the Holy Father’s confidence in us wanted to confide to us.” 

As always, when Eugene recounted God’s blessings, there was invariably 

the corollary that the quality of the lives of the members of the Congregation had 

to be a response of gratitude to God. They had to make full use of the “many 

means of salvation and sanctification that the Lord has provided us with in the 

Congregation, to which his mercy has called us by a choice of predilection.” 



 314

6.3 TO DENOUNCE ABUSES 

The call to measure up to their vocation through the quality of their lives 

was even more urgent in the light of the defections since 1850, where 50 Oblates 

had left the Congregation (23 priests, 8 brothers and 19 scholastics).1007 Eugene 

put this down to the fact that the Rule had been a “sealed book” for them, and if 

only they would have been regular, they would have been saved because “in 

their Rule they have all that is needed to get out of this misfortune or to rise out 

of it.” The second cause underlying the defections was the weakness of the local 

superiors who had been unable to enforce adherence to the Rule.  

6.4 IN ORDER TO REKINDLE ITS FERVOUR 

In the light of God’s innumerable blessings, and the scandalous 

defections, he called on all the Oblates to respond to their vocation as God 

wanted. The means to do so was found in the Rule: “And so take in hand, once 

and for all, the Code that the Church has given us and be imbued with its spirit.” 

After quoting some lines of the Preface, he continued by enumerating and 

expanding on a number of the main points on which they had to focus: continual 

recollection, obedience, detachment, poverty, the vow of chastity, the spirit of 

mortification and penance. With faithfulness to the Rule, “our dear Congregation 

will everywhere spread the good odour of Jesus Christ and will accomplish the 

mission it has to fulfil in the Church.” He concluded by reiterating the 

foundational principle:  

Is there, in fact, any need that I insist further and outline a rule of conduct for 
you? Do you not have in your code all that is required to reach the perfection of 
your sacred state? Read this precious book diligently, attentively; meditate its 
maxims, advice, counsels, the precepts it contains, and you will save your souls 
as you work for the sanctification of others. 

                                                 
1007 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux II, p. 16-17. 



 315

Everything that an Oblate needed to fulfil his vocation according to the sprit of 

Eugene was contained in the Rule. 

7 THE DEATH OF THE FOUNDER 
Until the end of 1860, when he became ill, Eugene remained an active 

and dynamic leader of the Congregation and the Diocese of Marseilles, he was a 

Senator of France and was involved with the declining relationship between the 

Pope and the Emperor (which cost him the nomination to the cardinalate). 

Beaudoin demonstrates the equilibrium of the last years of Eugene’s life: “In this 

final period of his life, he had achieved such an equilibrium in his concern and 

love for the Congregation, his Diocese and the Church that he could not, so it 

would seem, take a direct interest in any one of these without relating it to the 

others.”1008 Until a few days before his death in May 1861 he remained 

interested in the Congregation and insisted from his sickbed that the letters that 

were arriving from the missionaries be read to him.1009 

When Fabre wrote to the Congregation to announce the death of Eugene, 

he described this conversation which had taken place the day before his death - 

words which have since been considered as Eugene’s testament to all Oblates: 

- Bishop, one of us asked him, give us some words to pass on to all our 
brothers. It will make them very happy!  

- Be sure to tell them that I die happy… that I die happy that God was so good 
as to choose me to found the Congregation of the Oblates in the Church.  

- Bishop, would you reveal to us the last wish in your heart. 

                                                 
1008 BEAUDOIN in EO 12, p. XIX. 
1009 FABRE, J., 26 mai 1861 in Circulaires administratives I, (1850-1885), n. 9. 
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- Practice among yourselves charity … charity…. charity… and outside, zeal 
for the salvation of souls.1010 

8 THE CHAPTER OF 1861: “LET US BE 
UNITED IN THE MEMORY OF A FATHER 
FOREVER BELOVED” 
When Eugene died there were 414 Oblates (6 Bishops, 267 priests, 88 

brothers)1011 spread around the world in the following way:1012  

 

FRANCE-MIDI 10 establishments and around 150 
Oblates 

FRANCE-NORD 9 establishments and around 60 Oblates 
PROVINCE OF ENGLAND 7 establishments and around 60 Oblates 

in England, Ireland and Scotland 
PROVINCE OF CANADA 8 establishments and around 50 Oblates 
VICARIATE OF RIVIÈRE ROUGE 8 establishments and around 30 Oblates 
VICARIATE OF OREGON 4 districts and around 12 Oblates 
PRO-VICARIATE OF TEXAS 2 establishments and 13 oblates 
VICARIATE OF CEYLON 10 establishments and 25 Oblates 
VICARIATE OF NATAL 4 residences and 10 Oblates 

 

Tempier opened the General Chapter by declaring his conviction 

regarding Eugene: “This Venerable Man is no longer with us, but his spirit 

continues to live always in the heart of his children, ….”1013 Guibert’s address on 

the same occasion echoed the same sentiments: “Yes, our Father has died, but 

know that our Mother remains; and I regard her as being immortal; she will live 

by the spirit of her Founder.”1014  

                                                 
1010 Ibid. 
1011 PIELORZ, Les chapitres généraux II, p. 140. 
1012 Ibid., p 116 - 127. 
1013 Ibid., p.158. 
1014 Ibid., p 160. 
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The spirit of Eugene would remain in the Congregation and Church 

through the Congregation and the Rule that he left. Fabre, who was elected to be 

his successor, recognised this and constantly spoke about the responsibility to 

live by the Rule. He concluded the Chapter by saying: 

I feel the assistance of our much loved Founder; he has not left us! I was at his 
deathbed and said to him, “You will always be among us.” “Yes,” he replied, 
and he has kept his promise. He remains among us through the Holy Rule 
which he had left us, and which is the expression of his love for God and the 
salvation of souls: it is the glorious testament of his enormous heart, and in 
observing it we will find all our strength.1015 

The 38 year-old Joseph Fabre had the formidable task of having to 

continue to preserve the spirit of the Founder among a group of men, the 

majority of whom had known Eugene personally and, who had their own 

interpretations of his life and spirit. In his thirty one years as Superior General he 

concentrated on the Rule as the normative way to be true to Eugene’s spirit1016 - 

a goal which he established in his first circular letter to the Oblates after the 

General Chapter which elected him to be Eugene’s successor: “Let us be united 

in spirit and in heart and we will be strong for doing what is good; let us be 

united in the memory of a Father forever beloved”1017  

                                                 
1015 Ibid., p. 165. Eugene himself had been preparing the Oblates for this attitude. For example, “I 
will have the consolation of leaving behind me a phalanx of good missionaries who spend their lives 
in extending the kingdom of Jesus Christ and weaving a crown for themselves to wear in glory. You 
would not believe the joy that this thought gives me. I feel that I will continue to live through you, 
that I will continue to gain merit by your works. Death, which is approaching, will be sweet for me” 
(E. de Mazenod to the Oblates of St. Boniface, 26 May 1854 in EO 2, n. 193). 
1016 A perusal of Fabre’s letters to the Oblates in Circ. adm., I, (1850-1885) and Circ. adm., II (1886-
1900), leaves one in no doubt as to his insistence on the centrality of the Rule for the Congregation. 
1017 Circular letter no. 10, December 10, 1861 in Circ. adm., I, (1850-1885), p. 2 
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CONCLUSION 
 

“Evangelizare pauperibus misit me. Pauperes evangelizantur” 
 

Motto of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
 
 

This study has explored the way in which Eugene became aware that God 

was calling him and entrusting to him a particular vocation and function in the 

Church, and gave him a specific spirit by which to respond. What began as a 

personal gift to the young Eugene in Aix - a gift centred on God and for the good 

of the Church and the salvation of people - was shared with a group of like-

minded men. Today the Church uses the vocabulary of “charism” to describe 

that gift given to certain persons throughout its history:  

In every age there have been men and women who, obedient to the Father's call 
and to the prompting of the Spirit, have chosen this special way of following 
Christ, in order to devote themselves to him with an "undivided" heart (cf. 1 
Cor 7:34). Like the Apostles, they too have left everything behind in order to 
be with Christ and to put themselves, as he did, at the service of God and their 
brothers and sisters. In this way, through the many charisms of spiritual and 
apostolic life bestowed on them by the Holy Spirit, they have helped to make 
the mystery and mission of the Church shine forth, and in doing so have 
contributed to the renewal of society. (Vita Consacrata 1) 

That specific use of the vocabulary of “charism” did not exist in Eugene’s 

time but his awareness of God’s gift to him - and through him to the 

Congregation of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate - was 

unquestionable. Because the existence of this group of Oblates, called to live 

according to his spirit, was for the good of the Church, Eugene’s sense of 

responsibility to ensure its fruition was strong. He had a duty to implant his God-

given spirit into each Oblate who was called to share fully in his own missionary 

vocation. Today the Church speaks of this spirit in terms of the “particular 
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character” and “distinctive style” specific to each religious body born out of the 

“experience of the Spirit” of a Founder: 

The very charism of the Founders appears as an “experience of the Spirit,” 
transmitted to their disciples to be lived, safeguarded, deepened and constantly 
developed by them, in harmony with the Body of Christ continually in the 
process of growth. “It is for this reason that the distinctive character of various 
religious institutes is preserved and fostered by the Church.” This distinctive 
character also involves a particular style of sanctification and of apostolate, 
which creates its particular tradition, with the result that one can readily 
perceive its objective elements. (Mutuae Relationes 11) 

Eugene’s gift was for the Church and consequently for succeeding 

generations of Oblates to serve the Church and the needs of the most abandoned: 

This is a splendid and varied testimony, reflecting the multiplicity of gifts 
bestowed by God on founders and foundresses who, in openness to the working 
of the Holy Spirit, successfully interpreted the signs of the times and responded 
wisely to new needs. Following in their footsteps, many other people have 
sought by word and deed to embody the Gospel in their own lives, bringing 
anew to their own times the living presence of Jesus, the Consecrated One par 
excellence, the One sent by the Father. In every age consecrated men and 
women must continue to be images of Christ the Lord, fostering through prayer 
a profound communion of mind with him (cf. Phil 2:5-11), so that their whole 
lives may be penetrated by an apostolic spirit and their apostolic work with 
contemplation. (Vita Consacrata 9) 

 

EUGENE’S SEARCH FOR FIDELITY TO GOD’S CALL 

 

The journey of exploration of Eugene’s spirit has been a fascinating one 

for me. As I began to work through the texts I did not know precisely where they 

would take me, however the thesis took on a life of its own which led me. 

Beginning with Eugene’s own years of searching for that deepest meaning and 

desire that was particular to him and to his life, I had the privilege of standing at 

the foot of the Cross with the young man and accompanying him in his process 

of discovering his direction in life: a young man brought face-to-face with his 
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weakness and sinfulness. He understood that it was in this very state of 

weakness that he was called to experience his God fully and personally as his 

Saviour in Jesus Christ. Thus a generous and enthusiastic young man came to 

understand who he was in God’s eyes and saw himself in a new light. He was 

overwhelmed, and as a consequence began the quest of his life - endeavouring to 

live only for God and to respond to the generosity with which his Saviour had 

given Himself to him. 

Jeancard (a close collaborator of Eugene for 40 years, firstly as an Oblate, 

then as a diocesan priest in Marseilles, and finally as his auxiliary bishop) 

described Eugene’s journey of response: 

[He] was far from knowing the whole extent of his mission. By no means did 
he draw up a vast plan a priori, complete in all its parts. That plan of which he 
was the craftsman was not merely human conception; it was inspired in him 
and, in a new way, revealed to him progressively as circumstances opened up 
new horizons to his zeal. The Lord Who was guiding him allowed him to see 
only what had to be done in the immediate situation and He rewarded his 
fervent love for the Church and his zeal for souls by allowing him to see the 
exact distance he had to cover in each new advance toward the completion of 
the work that devolved upon him. Thus he advanced under the impulse and 
direction of Divine Providence, along the path that was unknown, or practically 
unknown, to him in the beginning, and by which he was ultimately to reach his 
destination willed from on High.1018 

That journey really began when Eugene learnt to live in relationship with 

his Saviour on the Cross. He learnt that the Saviour was present in the Church, 

born from His blood shed on the Cross. Hence, the conviction that to love Jesus 

Christ was to love the Church and vice versa. His vocation to serve Jesus in the 

Church was born in these terms, and it was a principle that he lived by until his 

death. He understood that being “all for God” called him to service of the 

Saviour in His Church. He embraced his vocation with joyful enthusiasm.  

                                                 
1018 JEANCARD, J., Mélanges historiques sur la Congrégation des Oblats de Marie Immaculée à 
l’occasion de la vie et la mort du R. P. Suzanne, Tours, Mame, 1872, p. 70-71. 
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Seeing himself as God saw him, led Eugene to become aware of those 

who were being least affected by the ministry of the Church. These were the 

poor with their many faces, for whom the Saviour had shed his blood. Some did 

not know about the Saviour, while others had chosen to live in such a manner as 

to ignore this fact. These were the “most abandoned,” the “poor” to whom he 

dedicated his life. Here was the context in which the Church was weeping, and 

Eugene responded with the same generosity of the Saviour by giving his life and 

imitating the oblation of his Saviour. 

These were the ideals of his vocation as they matured from 1806 onwards, 

and led him to become a priest, a founder, a religious and a bishop. The mould 

had been cast and the young priest, in a life of regular communion with his 

Saviour, lived out the journey of responding step-by-step to the needs of the 

most abandoned as they gradually unfolded and invited him to take action. The 

gift that God gave him – which today we call his charism – was the 

understanding that he was called to incarnate the words of Jesus: “He has sent 

me to preach the Good News to the poor” (Luke 4,18) - the motto he had chosen 

for the Oblates. In this sense he understood himself as being a co-operator of the 

Saviour in a mission that developed from an individual mission in Aix to a 

corporate mission throughout France and to four continents involving 415 

companions at the time of his death. 

 

THE SPIRIT PARTICULAR TO EUGENE 

 

Eugene was not the only person in the history of the Church to be called 

to dedicate his life to preaching the Good News to the poor. It has been the 

constant preoccupation of the whole Church and of countless numbers of its 
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members. The specific gift given to Eugene was the particular spirit with which 

he was called to bring this Gospel to fruition. 

As I studied his developing understanding of his vocation, what interested 

me was to see the spirit with which he responded to this vision. He understood 

his mission as being a co-operator of the Saviour - a “co-redeemer” – and hence 

it was a vocation that had to be lived in the spirit of the apostles. His spirit was 

to imitate their lifestyle as they imitated the examples and virtues of the Saviour. 

Here was his source of energy. As I read his letters, it was the concept and 

sensation of a “powerhouse” that stayed with me constantly. Eugene’s 

powerhouse was his living intensely his relation with his Saviour, and then from 

there the powerhouse reached out with enthusiasm and zeal to the most 

abandoned to bring them to the same relationship with the Saviour – and to give 

them the same source of energy for their own lives. 

This study has led to me to summarise the spirit of Eugene’s response in 

six points. 

 

1 He lived and communicated his dynamic relationship with the 

Saviour, as His co-operator 

 

The first conclusion of this study is that the most striking aspect of the 

spirit of Eugene is the vigorous way in which he lived and communicated his 

relationship with his Saviour. It was like a magnetic field in which he was pulled 

towards his Saviour, and everything that he did was born from there. Whoever 

came into contact with this force was attracted to it. He only gave to others that 

which he himself had received and lived. If one takes his “Good Friday 

experience” as being the summary of the experience of several years of where he 

stood with his God, then we can justly say that the whole of his ministry was to 
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bring as many as possible to make the “Good Friday experience” in their own 

lives and situations. This is the core of his spirit for me: that he had become so 

united with his Saviour as to understand himself as being a “co-redeemer.” 

Through his ministry, each person he encountered was invited to the same 

relationship of being a redeemed sinner in union with the Saviour. 

 

2 As Founder he invited and moulded other like-minded men to live the 

same relationship with the Saviour and to be transformed into His co-

operators.  

 

Secondly, I was struck by the energy and enthusiasm with which Eugene 

invited others to join him on the journey of living his vision. He chose young 

and enthusiastic men to be inflamed with his ideals, and he formed them 

according to his God-given spirit. His major preoccupation from 1816 until his 

death was to ensure that each Oblate became and continued to be a source of 

energy and life as a co-operator of the Saviour. For this he gave them a Rule and 

set up structures to ensure that the most efficient ways of doing this were 

employed. To keep the spirit alive and kindled he maintained personal contact 

with his Oblates and wrote countless letters to them. He rejoiced and encouraged 

them when they were living according to this spirit and corrected and fulminated 

when his spirit was not properly understood or lived. The growth of the 

Congregation in his last decades of life, and the expansion and achievements of 

the Congregation until today, where there are Oblate missionaries in 68 

countries, attests to the success of his efforts at transforming his companions. 
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3 As Founder and as Father he created a family that he desired to be 

united in the closest bonds.  

 

Never in the mind of Eugene were the Oblates to be a group of men 

merely held together by their common ministry as evangelisers. He wanted a 

family centred on the Saviour. Throughout his life he worked at nurturing the 

growth of this family united by the bonds of obedience and charity. The Oblate 

family had to live and reflect the warmth of God’s love, and in this way it would 

be a powerhouse giving witness to the Saviour in every situation. His Oblate 

family had to be of one mind and one heart to diffuse the “aroma of salvation” 

wherever they were. He considered himself the father of this family and 

understood his role as being a reflection of God’s love for the Oblates in his 

dealings with them. 

 

4 A spirit of being close to the poor and most abandoned. 

 

Because Eugene had experienced how the Saviour had been close to him 

in his own poverty he, in turn, always lived close to the poor. The co-operator of 

the Saviour was characterised by seeing everyone through the eyes of the 

Saviour. He suffered when he encountered those who were the poor and most 

abandoned in their relationship with the Saviour, and he responded by 

ministering to them in a loving manner. So great was his closeness to the poor 

that he was prepared to accept martyrdom as a consequence. Fearless of personal 

danger he was present to people in their greatest needs. 

At the heart of this closeness was the powerhouse of the Saviour Himself 

who taught the meaning of oblation by his death on the Cross. Eugene’s spirit of 

being close to the people is attested to by countless persons who share in the 
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ministry of the Oblates throughout the world today in difficult and dangerous 

situations. 

 

5 A spirit of zeal, daring, and prophetic creativity for mission 

 

Coming into contact with the suffering of people, Eugene was able to 

evaluate situations through the eyes of the Saviour and be creative in his 

responses. His zeal knew no boundaries and encompassed the whole world. He 

had a spirit of daring and creativity to present the Saviour in situations and in 

any manner where there was the possibility of bearing fruit. In this sense he was 

prophetic in being able to perceive the suffering of the poor and to respond with 

the Saviour’s love in a creativity responding to the situation and needs of the 

time. While being rigid on the fundamentals of the Rule, he taught the Oblates to 

be free and creative to adapt its spirit to the demands of changing situations. 

 

6 A spirit lived according to the model of Mary Immaculate, the 

apostles and the communion of saints 

 

Mary Immaculate - as the co-operator of the Saviour and the first to be 

redeemed by Him - had always been a part of Eugene’s personal response to 

God. She was the mother present in every aspect of his ministry: patron and 

model of the Youth Congregation, of the Missionary Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate, of the shrines and missions, and in the Diocese of Marseilles. 

Eugene and the Oblates made her an integral part of their ministry. 

Simultaneously with Mary’s maternal presence, Eugene lived his religious life, 

priesthood and ministry according to the example and spirit of the apostles. 

These “first fathers” of the Congregation were the models of how to co-operate 
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with the Saviour as “apostolic men” responding to the needs of the Church. 

Accompanying them was the communion of the saints - a body which increased 

with the death of each Oblate. They continued to contribute to Eugene’s spirit 

and mission by their example and intercession. In 1995 the Church recognised 

Eugene’s sanctity and role as a model. Saint Eugene de Mazenod became a part 

of the communion of saints on which he modelled his life. His spirit and 

presence continue to live in the Church and in his Congregation today as Father, 

Founder, and Intercessor. 

 

EUGENE’S LEGACY 

 

15 August 1822: 

“First companion of mine, you have from the first day we came together 

grasped the spirit that must animate us and which we must communicate to 

others.” 

17 February 2000: 

“Each Oblate through his oblation assumes responsibility for the common 

heritage of the Congregation, expressed in the Constitutions and Rules and our 

family tradition. He is exhorted to let himself be guided by these norms in 

creative fidelity to the legacy bequeathed by St. Eugene de Mazenod.” 

 
Constitution 168,  

OMI Constitutions and Rules, Rome, 2000. 
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