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FOREWORD

The Origins 1651-1726 is the study of a period in the history of the Institute which the
Lasallian Studies team is pleased to offer its readers in the three official languages of the
Institute.
A few lines will be sufficient to outline the characteristics of this new history of the
Institute. It is not meant to be an exhaustive work: its aim is rather to stimulate readers to
pursue their studies further.
Brother Henri Bedel, the principal author of the work, is a trained historian. He became Visitor ofBesan~on when he was quite young, attended the 1967 General Chapter as
a delegate, and was headmaster of a technical school. In order to improve the readability of
his manuscript, he asked a group of experts and formators to read through his text and
suggest improvements. I can vouch for the meticulous care with which he revised his text:
he added new material, simplified certain sections and made it more accessible. The process followed calls to mind our predecessors who produced textbooks signed by "a group
of teachers".
This will be even more the case when a manual of the whole history of the Institute is
published. This manual will be aimed in particular at young Brothers whose mother tongue
is not perhaps French, English or Spanish. The present book is the work of an historian
who is anxious to put his readers into contact with the founding documents as accurately as
he can. We are confident that this work will be of interest to a wide circle of educated
readers, in particuJar among the Brothers and their LasalIian colleagues. If readers are
interested, the team is prepared to publish three other volumes like the present one.
This volume, which begins with the birth of John Baptist de La SaUe and ends with the
granting of the Bull of Approbation, is not primarily a life of the Founder of the Brothers,
even though it is mainly concerned with him. Its main purpose is to show, by telling his life,
how the Institute of the Brotbers of the Christian Schools eame into existence and
developed its organisational structures. It is unfortunate perhaps that the description of the
principal Brothers is fairly superficial, and that the history of the various houses is only
alluded to. They figure in our story, of course, but only insofar as they contribute to the
birth of the Institute, whose history is traced in the course of this volume.

ix

FOREWORD

A consequence of this approach is that the material is both too abundant to be included
in its entirety, and yet limited enough to be outhned in summary form. When the gradual
development of a group of persons is involved, facts assume meaning only within the temporal framework of this development. Given this, we have organised chapters according to
a fairly strict chronological order and, at certain points, have inserted more detailed supplements on topics which the committee thought needed fuJler treatment.
These supplements can be omitted at a first reading. The table of contents at the
beginning of the volume indicates where they are to be found.
Some readers may be surprised to find some interpretation offacts in our treatment
of these historical documents. We believe that we have to show the same kind of critical
judgment with regard to these documents as we do when reading a newspaper. The search
for truth calls for the use of intelligence: it is not something that can be dispensed with. Our
aim is to enable the reader to tackle the actual source documents by himself one day and not
have to rely entirely on manuals which, by their nature, are obliged to adopt one or other
point of view without giving sufficient reasons for their choice.
By adopting this approach, we hope to encourage the critical judgment that is necessary. We are convinced, as the Rule says, that the Holy Spirit manifested himself in a
special way in the life, work and writings of St John Baptist de La Salle and subsequently in
the living tradition of the Institute (Rule, art. 4).
BROTHER ALAIN HaURY
DlRECfOR OF LASAillAN STUDIES

PREFACE
THE SOURCES OF OUR KN-OWLEDGE

OF THE ORIGINS OF THE INSTITUTE

Introduction
Before beginning a study of the origins of the Institute, it is useful to ask ourselves on what
our knowledge is based. Initially, the history of these origins is closely bound up with that
of the Founder of the Institute, St John Baptist de La Salle. This explains the exceptional
importance of the infonnation provided after his death by those who knew him. The essential elements of this information are to be found in the works of the first three biographers,
hence their importance.
The knowledge we gain from the first biographers is complemented and extended by
the documents and various writings of John Baptist de La Salle, and by others relating to
the origins of the Institute. These documents, which were used to a greater or lesser extent
by the biographers, are a most valuable source of information.
We have also at our disposal the results of research into other contemporary documents. These documents can help to corroborate or correct the information used by these
biographers, and fill out the information contained in documents relating to the beginnings
of the Institute.

The writings of the first biographers
Shortly after the death of John Baptist de La Salle, Brother Barthelemy, his successor as
head of the Institute, set about gathering information from. those who knew him, and other
documents, with a view to having his life written.
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Brother Bernard, entrusted with the
task of collating the material gathered, produced a first text which was limited to the
years 1651-1687. The title page is reproduced here.
Two years later, in 1723, he produced
another text which this time was complete.
De La Salle's brother, Canon Jean Louis de
La Salle, was asked to look at both manuscripts. The family and friends of the Canon
were not happy with the texts. k a conse-

quence, Dom

Fran~ois

Elie Maillefer, a

nephew of John Baptist and Jean Louis, undertook to write a life of John Baptist de La
Salle (La \lie de Monsieur lean-Baptiste de
La Salle), basing himself closely on Bernard's texts. Maillefer's text was ready to
be printed in 1723, but remained in manuscript form.
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The superiors of the Institute obtained the MaiUefer text and entrusted it, together
with the material gathered by Bernard, to a priest from Rauen, a certain Canon Jean
Baptiste Blain, asking him to write a life along the lines they specified. In 1733, a work in
two volumes was published in Rauen with the title La Vie de Monsieur Jean-Baptiste de
La Salle, Instituteur des Freres des Ecoles Chretiennes.
Dam Maillefer, unhappy that his text had not been returned to him, produced another
one in 1740, which included certain modifications.
The following table shows the relationship between these different texts:

Bernard

1721
1723

1st text -

W

2nd text -

Maillefer

Blain

partial
complete -)

1st manuscript

1733

W

1740

2nd manuscript

Printed life
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• Maillefer uses Bernard's texts as his chief source of information.
• Maillefer's first manuscript is given to Blain who borrows from it.
• Maillefer obtains a copy of Blain's printed text. In the introduction to his 1740
manuscript, Maillefer complains that Blain "had no scruples about copying my work word
for word in certain sections, and did not think it his duty to inform me of this" (eL 6, 17).
• Maillefer, in his turn, borrows certain things from Blain, which he incorporates into
his 1740 text.
The short summary above is sufficient to show that, either directly or indirectly, all
three biographers used basically the same source material. They each used the material in a
way that suited them, and at times they contradict one another.
Since the value of their texts depends on the accuracy with which they used the information they were given or the documents they used, it is important to check this accuracy
as far as possible.
One way of doing so is to check the information provided by the biographers against
original documents or trustworthy copies that have come down to us.
In the 17th and 18th century, the title of Instituteur* of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, given to John Baptist de La Salle by his biographers, was understood as
meaning "a person who institutes, who establishes something".
In our own days, we say that he is the Founder of the Institute. In the 17th and 18th
century, this term had a different meaning which will be explained later. That is why, at
least in the first part of this work, this term will be avoided. Instead we will use De La
SaJle, or John Baptist de La Salle. The term "saint" will not be used to refer to him in the
part of the work dealing with his life.
For the sake of simplification, the biographers will be referred to as Bernard,
Maillefer and Blain.

The other sources
A certain number of documents go back to the beginning of the Institute, and these are a
good source for the history of the origins of the Institute. Others come from De La Salle
himself. Others come from persons who had them in their possession, like those who had
received letters from him. And there are also official documents.
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We do not know what proportion of the original documents going back to the origins
of the Institute is now in our possession. The reason for this is that a great number of the
Institute archives were destroyed or dispersed during the French Revolution. It is fortunate
that the most precious documents were saved by a certain Brother Vivien who, throughout
this troubled period, kept guard over a trunk filled wilh documents and objects that had
been entrusted to his care.
AB time went on, other biographies of St John Baptist de La Salle appeared, in which
their authors attempted to complete or check the information given by the first biographers, on the basis of research into archival material.
More recently, research material has been published in the form of historical studies of
John Baptist de La Salle and of the Institute. In particular, our knowledge of the origins of
the Institute has been refreshed and completed on certain points, thanks to systematic research into such areas as De La Salle's family, friends and social background.
The present work will draw on these various sources, by using works which make
them accessible. However, every now and then, we will make use of specific research
regarding one point or another in order to complete the information currently available.
For quotations or references to the first biographers or various sources, we will use
first and foremost the Cabiers lasalliens. Since 1959, most of the texts or documents
concerning John Baptist de La Salle and the origins of the Institute have been published
in this series. It has the advantage also of drawing attention to other works dealing with
the same topics.
Quotations or references to this series will be indicated by the letters CL followed
by the number of the Cahier (for example: CL 6, which contains Maillefer's biography).
The present work appeared after the completion of the Complete Works of John
Baptist de La Salle (one-volume edition in French). When a text of De La Salle is involved, references to this work, either in its written or computerised form, will be given
before those to the Cahiers lasalliens.
There are other references to a limited number of works which are thought to be
easily accessible. These are almost all in French, and the references are to the standard
edition. References to Poutet 1 or Poutet 2, are taken from one or other volume of Le
XVIIe siecle et les Origines Lasalliennes (Rennes: Imprimeries Reunies, 1970).
The references given in the text are included in the bibliography.

INTRODUCTION
HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The period in which the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools came into existence - a process intimately linked for the most part with the life of its Founder John
Baptist de La Salle - has as its immediate context the history of France in the second half
of the 17th century and the first quarter of the 18th.
In this introduction to the first volume we shall concentrate on two aspects of this
context:
• a. The Socio-Political Context: the France of Louis XIV
• b. The Religious Context: the Spiritual Renewal in France in the 17th Century

a. The Socio-PoJitical Context: the France of Louis XIV
In the wider context of Western Europe, the situation in France at the time we are concerned with was not much different from that of the other countries. However, in the second half of the 17th century and at the beginning of the 18th, during the reign of Louis Xn!,
the economic, social and religious situation in France was particularly significant.

The Economic Situation
In 1680 or so, with its 19 million inhabitants, France was the most higWy populated country
in Europe. Of this population, about 15 million were peasants whose work on the land
produced between 80% and 85% of the total wealth of the country. Methods of farming
had not changed since the 12th century when the discovery of how to harness horses made
the use of the plough possible. The yield, however, remained low, and farming was to a
great extent at the mercy of the elements. Most of these peasants lived in the country,
although some (gardeners, vine growers) could be found on the outskirts of towns.
Craftsmen lived mostly in towns and exercised a multitude of crafts. Some of these
sold what they produced (e.g., bakers) and were like shopkeepers, running small businesses. These activities had changed very little since the Middle Ages.
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Other workers were employed in small workshops where they produced goods like
textiles for traders who conducted trade both in their own country and abroad. This kind
of work, known as manufacture *, was done in towns, but in some areas it was also done
at home. It created wealth - at least for the traders - but this form of production readily
slowed down or stopped completely in times of crisis or war.
All in aU, it could be said that "of King Louis' subjects (Louis XlV) nine toiled in
obscurity so that the tenth could indulge himself freely in more middle class or noble activities, or rather in idleness pure and simple" (Goubert 1966,34).
The Social Situation

In 17th-18th century France, society was made up of orders, that is, of social groups
organised according to a hierarchical scale, and to which members belonged not because of
their productive work or trading, but because of acknowledged rights. This social order
''which had been inherited from a tradition which recognised three basic roles in society praying, fighting, working - was no longer comprehensible in modem times" (Mandrou,
90). It still existed, however, but it had undergone some changes since the Middle Ages.
The first order in terms of dignity was that of the clergy. Within this order, there were
two groups which differed in both number and wealth. On the one hand, there was the
"upper clergy". This group numbered about 100 members (bishops, abbots of large monasteries, canons, parish priests of well-endowed town parishes) who enjoyed large benefices*
(income resulting from tbe position they held).
On the other hand, there was the "lower clergy", a vast mass of village parish priests
and priests attached to chapels who, in most cases, had to make do with the bare minimum
of 200 livres a year that was provided for their upkeep.
The second order was that of the nobiJity. Some were nobles by reason of the property they possessed in the country. This property, which had been either inherited or acquired, entitled the owner to the title of "Lord", to certain rights and to a certain proportion
of the produce of his land. There were nobles also who bad become so by the purchase of
a position which gave a right to the title (e.g., tbe position of Secretary to the King).
The third order, called the third state, included the rest and the vast majority of the
population. Within this order there were two distinct groups.
The richest and most influential group was that of the middle class. This group consisted of members of the legal profession (notaries, lawyers), persons employed by the law
courts or the royal administration, persons professing the liberal arts (doctors, writers) or
connected with printing (printers, booksbop owners). Included in this group there were
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also those who dealt in goods (traders, ship owners, bankers). Members of the middle class
Jived in towns, ran the town and parish councils, as well as charitable institutions and
schools.
Below the middle class there were the craftsmen. These formed higWy exclusive corps*
within their respective professions. There were the confraternities, concerned mainly with
providing mutual aid, and the corporations, whose chief concern was the defence of the
interests of the profession. Each group had its "master craftsmen", "companions" (workers) and apprentices.
There was also a weU-established hierarchy among the various crafts, which depended
on their profitability and the esteem in which they were held. Thus a shoemaker was more
highly regarded than a cobbler who mended shoes. Craftsmen lived normally in towns, but
some could be found in Iarger villages also.
The vast peasant population lived in the country. Of these, some were richer, as for
example, those who could afford to feed draught animals. The poorer peasants were
manouvriers* (manual workers) whose only asset was their physical strength, and
journaliers* (journeymen) who were hired by tbe day.
Both towns and the country had their poor. These had no steady income and were
supported by the local community. They were different from beggars and vagabonds, who
did not belong to any social group.

The Politica I Situation
From the Middle Ages onwards, the Kings of France had enforced respect for their authority by means of the landed nobility, provincial governors and parlementaires* (members of
the Parlement). During the minority of Louis XlV, this structure of authority had almost
been destroyed by various revolts known collectively in France as theFronde.
When Louis XIV finally took over control of the affairs of the kingdom in 1661, he
succeeded in imposing the principle of tbe divine right of kings. Believing that his relationship with his subjects was that of God's representative, he felt he was answerable only to
God. However, "around the Idng, the fount of aU law, but bound by the law of which he was
the final court of appeal, a complete hierarchy of councils, bodies, posts and "charges
amovibles"* (permanent positions) formed a bulwark against the arbitrary" (Chaunu 1966,57).
There were three kinds of jurisdiction in the kingdom: military and local government;
judicial ressorts* dispensed by the parlements, presidial courts, bailiwicks or seneschalsy
courts; financial, administered through treasury subdivisions. Each of the latter had an
intendant*- (a direct representative of the King). The position of this representative had
become a permanent and increasingly powerful post. The administration of the kingdom
became more and more centralised.
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The first 25 years of the personal reign of Louis XIV (1661-1685) were a period of
great glory. As a result of two successful wars, the kingdom increased its size by almost a
fifth. This period was characterised by great literary and artistic activity: it was at tbis time
that the palace of VersaiJIes was built. The country did not experience any great calamities
or food shortage (that of 1684--85 was restricted to certain areas). On the other hand, the
results of his minister Colbert's efforts to develop industry and commerce did not come up
to expectations.
The final years of this period proved to be a turning point. With the encouragement of
his minister Louvois, Louis XIV pursued a policy of annexation of towns (Strasbourg, for
example), which led to the formation of a league of European nations opposed to France.
At the same time, discriminatory measures against Ibe Protestants became more frequent
and culminated in the revocation (1685) of the Edict of Nantes with all its consequences.
The second part of the reign (1685-1715) was more difficult. In two long periods of
war (1689-1697 and 1701-1713), France had to stand alone against a coalition of enemy
nations. To meet the cost of these two wars, Louis XIV imposed new taxes (in particular,
the capitation tax, payable, in theory, by all the members of the different orders). France
went through two particularly disastrous periods: the famine of 1693-1694 which, together with the diseases that accompanied it, killed a million and a half inhabitants; and the
extremely cold first months of 1709 whose consequences were still felt in 1710. The war
led to Ule ruin of a certain Dumber of manufacturing businesses which could no longer sell
their goods. The revocation of the Edict of Nantes led to the departure of a section of tbe
population that was particularly industrious, and resulted in the revolt of the Camisards in
tbe Cevennes.
Moreover, the king's policies were beginning to arouse opposition in certain people
like Vauban, for example, the bujlder of a number of forts. The king had to cope also with
the opposition of the Jansenists when he tried to make them accept the Bull Unigenitus, in
which the Pope condemned in 1713 the works of Quesnel. (The religious implications of
tbis question will be dealt with later).
When the king died in 1715, the situation in France did not look promising at all,
especially as his successor was his 5-year-old great grandson whose survival was in doubt.
As far as the life of John Baptist de La Salle and the beginnings of the Institute are
concerned, it should be noted that Part One, entitled "Preparations", covers the period
which includes the minority of Louis XlV and the first years of his personal reign.
The really significant part of the history of the beginnings of the Institute occurs in
the second half of the reign, tbat is, during the period when France was experiencing
major difficulties.
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b. The Religious Context: the Spiritual Renewal in France in the 17th
Century
The life of John Baptist de La Salle and the history of the origins of the Institute are closely
connected with the spiritual renewal which bore much fruit in France, especially after the
decisions of the Council of Trent were applied.
In a wider context, the spiritual renewal which characterised 17th-century France was
part of a wider reform movement begun in the Church as a whole in the 16th century, in
order to counteract, in particular, the advance of Protestantism in the Christian countries of
the West.
The Catholic Reform movement which preceded and followed the Council of Trent
and which affected mostly Italy and Spain in the 16th century, really got under way in
France only in the 17th century.
The need for such a reform was deeply felt in the country. The intellectual elite had
gone over to Protestantism; religious orders were very lax; the secular clergy were inadequate; the hierarchy, organised on the basis of the 1516 Concordat and recruited from
among the nobility, lacked apostolic motivation; the laity had lost their Christian faith and
were reverting to superstitious practices, even though they lived in a religious framework
which had survived from the Middle Ages. It could be said that at the end of the 16th
century, France was passing through a period of dechristianisation.
At the beginning of the 17th century, the Catholic Reform had not yet made much of
an impact in France:
• "in French-speaking countries, people who wanted to lead a more active and profound Christian life had succumbed to the seduction of the Protestants" (Chaunu 1966,485).
• the wars of religion which raged during the second half of the 16th century served to
increase the fanaticism of the opposing parties rather than to deepen their faith.
• there was a delay in implementing the decisions of the Council of Trent. When these
decisions were communicated to the Assembly of the Clergy held in 1615, the Church in
France could in theory go ahead with their implementation. However, in virtue of "the
freedom of the Gallican Church" (see Gallicanisme*), the King did not consider these
decisions to be binding: all decisions of the Holy See had to be officially ratified before they
could have the force of law in the Kingdom.
The Catholic renewal movement in France went through three main stages.
The first consisted in the re-organisation of religious orders. Monastic reform had
already started by the beginning of the 17th century. It affected the old monastic orders of
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men, in particular the Benedictines, whose reformed monasteries grouped themselves into
"congregations" (that of St Maur was founded in 1615). Abbeys for women religious were
refonned also (Port Royal in 1609). Reformed orders or newly founded orders from Spain
and Italy were introduced into France: the Capuchins arrived in 1573, and the Jesuits returned in 1603. "The most striking contribution involved women religious" (Chaunu 1966,
486): the Ursulines spread all over France from 1596 onwards, and the Spanish reformed
Carmelites came to Paris in 1604.
The second phase of the Reform was characterised by "the establishment of a strong
secular clergy dependent on a reformed hierarchy and accompanied by serious dogmatic
reform" (ChauDu 1966,486). The reforming decrees of the Council of Trent were intended
above all to bring about this renewal. A large number of bishops began to implement decrees spelling out their duties regarding residence, pastoral visitation, the holding of synods. A parallel process of renewal began to restore dignity to the "lower" clergy: "ecclesiastical communities" were formed (e.g., StNicolas du Chardonnet) and seminaries such as
St Sulpice were established.
The third stage of the Reform stimulated by the Council of Trent had a profound
effect on the Christian laity. This was the aim of the renewal of the clergy. Their efforts
were directed towards infusing Christian life with a new vigour. And so, attempts were
made to stimulate parish life and popular piety especially by means of "missions". However
the most urgent task was to restore the faith as a guiding principle in the life of the people,
for while the visible framework of life was Christian, the underlying reality was not. This
explains the importance attached to the teaching of Christian doctrine to adults as well as to
children.
By the time the Christian renewal movement had achieved its aims, its principal instigators had disappeared. However, the movement continued even after 1680, with men
such as the Abbe de Rance, the reformer of the Cistercians, with his base in the monastery
of La Trappe; St Grignon de Montfort, who continued the work of the parish missions; and
St John Baptist de La Salle.
But with time, this movement lost its impetus. Louis XJV's choice of bishops did not
always coincide with the interests of the Church: some bishops spent more time at court
than in their diocese. The support of the clergy for Louis XIV in his dispute with Pope
Innocent XI from 1676 to 1689 served to weaken Catholicism. The lansenists demonstrated their opposition to the Pope as well as to the king by rejecting the Bull Unigenitus
in 1713, in which Pope Clement XI condemned Quesnel's Reflexions morales sur Ie Nouveau
Testament. The division brought about by Jansenism among Catholics became worse. The
disagreement between two leading bishops, Bossuet and Fenelon, on the question of Quietism wasted their efforts in a pointless exercise.
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There was also Bossuet's attack on the Oratorian Richard Simon because of his critical approach to Scripture, which deviated from the Church's current interpretation. The
first part of the century had seen the rise of rationalism. One of its chief exponents, Descartes,
had tried to build up a theory which reconciled rational thought with Christian revelation
and the teaching of the Church. Now, however, the teaching itself - still based on a system
of theology established in the Middle Ages - was called into question.
Finally, the "libertinism" of the heirs of the Renaissance movement of neo-paganism,
which had remained dormant during the last years of the reign of Louis XIV, came out into
the open when Philippe d'Orleans, one its exponents, became regent during the minority of
Louis XV
The spiritual renewal which took place when the Catholic Reform finally reached France
gave rise to a particular theological and moral movement.
Christians have always wondered what was the role of man in God's plan of salvation for him, given God's all powerful grace. There has always been the tendency to
over-emphasise either man's contribution or the overwhelming power of God's grace.
And so, when this question was discussed in the 17th century, some people, and in
particular the Jesuits (like Molina), insisted on the need to respond to God's grace in
order to have salvation.
Others, in opposition to this first group, insisted they had found in the writings of St
Augustine, and in particular in those condemning Pelagius, a doctrine according to which
man, because of his irretrievably corrupted nature "was saved by grace alone" (cf. Chelini
1993, 199). They based themselves, in particular, on a work written by a Dutch bishop
called Jansen (orJansenius in Latin), entitled Augustinus.
At a time when the teachings of the Fathers of the Church were used more as
authoritative arguments than as a witness to the faith of the early Church, St Augustine
was an obligatory point of reference. Augustinianism inspired a very demanding morality and produced many examples of sanctity. However, when an excessively radical form
of Augustinianism made its appearance in theological and, even more so, in political
debates, it was called Jansenism.
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Origins

Introduction
For a long time, our source of information regarding the birth, childhood and youth of John
Baptist de La SaUe was almost exclusively what his fIrst biographers had written about him.
They had based themselves on first band information brought to them or which they
had gathered. Bernard, who admitted the lack of information at his disposal, wrote in his
Remarks on the life of M. de La Salle:
For this reason, letters were sent to Rheims to his brother and to Jean Fran<;ois his
cousin. The latter wrote back giving some details about John Baptist's piety when
he was very young (eL 4, 102).
The brother mentioned here is Jean Louis. A5 for his cousin Jean Fran~ois, the only
one of his 25 or so first cousins to have t.his name is Jean Frao~is de La Salle (16491726), the son of Simon de La Salle and RoseMaillefer(cf.CL 26, 43, Note 1, and CL
52,22), who lived in I'Hotel de La Cloche with the family of Louis de La Salle. He was
two years older tban John Baptist and lived with him during his childhood (d. Poutet
1970,1:36), up to 1665, when John Baptist's family went to live in rue Sainte Marguerite.
Most of the authors correct Bernard's texl by putling "Jean Fran~ois, his nephew",
and thus making him Jean Fran~ois Maillefer, whose mother was Marie de La Salle, the
sister of John Baptist.

The biographer Mai1Jefer had contact with the people concerned, and yet he gives very
few details about this part of his hero's life. Blain bad at his disposal the information gathered by Bernard as well as MaiJlefer's firs! text. On the whole, however, the information
provided by the biographers is fairly limited.
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Fortunately, documents brought to light, in particular, by Brother Louis Marie Aroz,
constitute another source of information which makes it possible to check or complete
what the biographers wrote.

Birth
From the first biographies, we know that John Baptist de La Salle was born at Rheims, in
Champagne, on April 30th 1651.
John Baptist was the first child of Louis de La Salle (1625-1672) and Nicole Moet de
Brouillet (1633-1671) who were married on August 25th 1650.
The biographies agree that he was baptised on the day of his birth in the church of
Saint Hilaire.

Tn the register which records his baptism, the entry for April 30th 1651 reads as follows:
The same day, John Bapbst, son of Monsieur Louis de La Salle, King's Councillor at the Court of Appeal, and Nicole Moet. Godparents, Jean Moet, esquire,
Lord of Brouillet, Councillor at the above Court, and Perette Lespagnol, his wife.
(eL 26,228)
This document confirms the date of birth given by the biographers. In fact, in cases
where the day of baptism did not coincide with the day of birth, church registers mentioned
the fact explicitly (ct. CL 26, 229).

It also gives us a few extra details:
• about the parents,
• about the godfather and godmother. We are not told, however, that they are also the
maternal grandparents of the child.
Studies on the subject show that John Baptist de La Salle was born at the Hotel de
La Cloche or "de La Croix d 'Or", on rue de La Chanvrerie, where his parents shared
accommodation with the paternal grandmother, Barbe Cocquebert. This house has now
become the H6tel de La SaJle. Another wing was occupied by Louis de La Salle's elder
brother, Simon, and his family.
Jobn Baptist was baptised in tbe church of SaintHilaire even though his house was
in the parish of Saint Pierre le VieiL In accordance with a custom of the time, children
were baptised in the parish church of the godfather (ct. CL 26,239).
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The three biographers agree that John Baptist de La Salle was the eldest of seven
children: five boys and two girls. Other sources indicate that four other children, three
brothers and a sister, died shortly after their birth or at a very early age.
John Baptist was godfather to two ofllis brothers: Jean Louis, the second, and Pierre.
His signature appears also as that of a witness on the burial certificate of his young brother,
Simon (cf. CL 27,65, 110-145).

Close relatives of John Baptist de La Salle
Grandparents Lancelot de La Salle + Barbe Cocqueben
(1582-1651)
(1595-1653)
Parents

Louis de La Salle
(1625-1672)

Surviving clllidren
John Baptist Marie
1651
1654
Other children

Jean Mod + Pererte Lcspagnol
(1599-1670) (1614-1691)

+

Nicole Moet
(1633-1671)

Rose Marie Jacques Joseph Jean Louis Pierre Jean ReIDy
1656
1659
1664
1666 1670

Remy
1652

Marie Anne
1658

Jean Louis
1663

Simon
1667

Youth
Regarding the childhood of John Baptist de La Salle, the intention of the biographers
was to edify their readers, and they restrict themselves to mentioning examples of his piety
(d. CL 4, 11 and CL 7, 118-119):
• his liking for church ceremonies: he re-enacts them when playing; he likes to attend
them with his father; he is allowed to serve Mass at a very early age.
• he is interested :in serious reading like the lives of the saints.
Bernard notes also his precocious mind:
He gave the impression of having already reached the age of reason and, by the
age of four or five, he had left his childhood and childishness behind (eL 4, 11).

As for Blain, he stresses John Baptist's lack of liking for music. In this he was different
from his father.
A better knowledge of the setting in which John Baptist de La Salle lived enables us to
picture his life as being less austere than what his biographers describe. For example, we
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can imagine him staying with his maternal grandparents at their house at Brouillet, or going
with them to the wine harvest at Rilly la Montagne (d. CL 26, 132 & 134). There is
mention also of his taking part in family celebrations as well as sad occasions.
We have to admit, however, that our knowledge of John Baptist de La Salle's childhood is at best sketchy.
Regard ing his youth, the biographers speak of the beginning of the intellectual formation of the young John Baptist. Maillefer tells us that his father "saw to his education till he
reached the age for starting his studies" (CL 6, 19).
This means that, after learning some rudiments of knowledge at home, probably with
the help of a private tutor, John Baptist began his studies, properly so called, by going to a
college. His father chose the one run by the University, the College des Bans En/ants, and
not the Jesuit school. As Louis de La Salle was a member of the town administrative
council, on which this College depended, it is possibly for this reason that he preferred to
place his son there.
According to Bernard, John Baptist joined the school when he was 8 or 9 years old.
Mailiefer tells us that "after finishing his philosophy course he took his Master of Arts
degree at the age of 18" (CL 6, 20).
Maillefer's information is confirmed by the original copy of the M.A. certificate, dated
July 10th 1669 (d. CL 41-2,212). This document shows that De La Salle had passed the
examination summa cum laude. It mentions also that he had followed a course in philosophy for two years from 1667 to 1669, beginning and ending with the feast of St Remy.
These two years had been preceded by four years of "grammar" and two years of "letters".
This means that De La Salle joined the College in 1661.
With an M.A. degree, De La Salle had the right to teach in a school depending on the
university and to join one of its faculties. He chose the Faculty of Theology.
At the same time, the young De La Salle was also graduaUy preparing himself for the
priesthood. This will be dealt with in the following chapter.
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Engraving of front view of 'he H6tel de La Cloche. Photo E. Roussel.

- SupplementFan1ily Background
The better knowledge we now have of the family situation in which John Baptist de La Salle spent
his childhood and youth enables us to fill in some details.

Social Position
John Baptist's father, Louis de La Salle, was descended both on his father's side (Lancelot) and his
mother's (Barbe Cocquebert) from a rich merchant family. He was the first in his family to be a
magistrate. In 1647, his parents had acquired for him the position of Conseiller au Baillaige et
Siege Presidial* (Councillor of the Court of Appeal of Rheims) (CL 26,208). This meant that as
a Conseiller du Roi* (Councillor of the King), he worked in a court of law and handed down the
final verdict on cases which could be referred to a court of appeal after a sentence delivered by a
lower court.
Nicole Moet was descended from the landed nobility on her father's side: Jean Moet was Lord
of Brouillet and other places. On her mother's side (Perette Lespagnol), she was descended from a
middle class family. While her mother had joined the nobility by her marriage, Nicole Moet lost her
noble title by marrying a commoner.
John Baptist de La Salle could lay no claim to nobility on his mother's side, and his father's
ancestors had lost their right to the title by becoming merchants. In any case, his father's employment did not permit him to be a noble. And so, De La Salle did not belong to an ancient noble family
nor to one that had acquired a noble title (ct. CL 41-1, 74-75).
The titles of "honourable person" and "Sir" attributed to Louis de La Salle indicated that he
was "a person of quality", as was said in those days (ct. CL 27, 111).
The name "de La Salle" which once indicated nobility was not changed when this
nobility was lost. We shall continue to use the "de" in our text.
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Standard of Living
The marriage contract signed by Louis de La Salle and Nicole Moet on August 20th 1650, five
days before their wedding, stipulated that they should each receive 16,000 !ivres from their respective families. And so, they started their married life with ajoint capital of 32,000 livres*.
On tbe death of his mother, Barbe Cocquebert, in February 1653, Louis de La Salle's capital
increased by 5,000 !ivres.
Converted into perpetual annuities, as was customary in those days, the interest on these sums
at a rate of 5% could produce some 1,850 livres per year. After being married for a few years, De
La Salle's parents had a regular annual income of at least 2,000 !ivres to live on. This was almost
ten times the sum of 200 !ivres which priests demanded as their annual income in order to live
decently.
Even when more and more children were born, the De La Salle-Moet family could live comfortably without touching their capital.

As the word "income" will occur from time to time, it is necessary to understand
what is meant by it.
In the Catholic Church, obtaining interest on a loan was forbidden. On the other
hand, one could "buy in part or completely the rent of a building in exchange for a
payment in cash" (Corvisier 1992, 43). The income obtained annually was calculated
normally as 5% of the sum paid (the capital which generated the income). For an example, see CL 42-1, 127, or the whole of CL 33.

Position in Local Administration
By their family ties and the connections on which their social position was based, the parents of De
La Salle were involved with the people who, generally speaking, ran the City of Rbeims.
By LIadition, the members of the family to which Louis de La Salle belonged, on botb the
father's and tbe mother's side, held positions in the city administration such as lieutenants des
habitants ((;!vic officers), or:1$ memb~rs of theConse;! de Ville* (City Council). His wife's family
was involved in tbe same way. He himself served as a Conseiller-Echevin* (municipal magistrate)
in 1666 and 1669 and in this way was involved in local administration.
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The form town administration took at that time was the result of a reform brought
about by a great-uncle of John Baptist de La Salle on his mother's side, Claude Lespagnol.
In 1636, the position of echevin (financial administrator) was merged with that of City
Councillor (responsible for public order): the City Council had six of these merged positions (cf. Poutet 1970, 1:89).

Christian Roots
In the extract that follows, Blain, as usual, wishes to show the influence exerted on the young John
Baptist by his parents. He does not say much, but it is enough to reveal that tbis influence stemmed
from the very strong Christian convictions of both parents.
His father, who was profoundly religious, took great pleasure in the natural goodness
and the happy dispositions of his son.... The father, who was delighted to fulfil his own
religious duties while at the same time satisfying the inclinations of his son, took pleasure in attending divine office with bim. His mother, whose piety was even more tender,
constantly sought to sow its seeds in this youthful soul, and she saw them flower far
beyond her expectations (CL 7, 120).
We should mention also the important role apparently played by the Moe! grandparents in the
Christian upbringing of their grandson.
Bernard tells us that the grandfather, who had made it his duty to recite the office of the
Church daily, introduced the young John Baptist to this practice (ct. CL 4, 12). This is a clear
indication that the grandfather's practice of the faith went well beyond the strict minimum.
An anecdote told by both Bernard and Blain shows us John Baptist asking his grandmother to
read to him from the lives of the saints because he found a family celebration boring. If nothing
else, the incident shows the close ties the child must have had with his grandmother.

This closeness can be explained by the fact that John Baptist no longer had his paternal
grandparents, and also possibly by the relative youth of his grandmother, who was only 36 when
her grandchild was born.
The information given by biographers about the parents and grandparents of De La Salle
shows that they belonged to a family that contributed to the religious renewal which took place in
France in the 17th century, once the Council of Trent had borne its fruit there.
This is confirmed also by the number of priests and religious among John Baptist's more or
less close relatives (cf. CL 26, 168), and the involvement of the lay members of this family in
charitable works and parish activities. For example:
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• Louis de La Salle was the administrator of the General Hospital of Rheims in 1662 and
1665, and "audit commissioner" for the parish of Saint Symphorien from 1666 to 1671 .
• Jean Moet was administrator of the Hotel Dieu in 1643.

It is perhaps useful to point out the difference between the two institutions we have
just mentioned.
The General Hospital was initially intended for "locking up" beggars. In practice,
it was a sort of hostel taking in infil1ll and old people without resources, as well as an
orphanage for abandoned children or those whose parents bad died.
The Hotel Dieu looked after poor sick people or those without enough money to
cope with the results of illness. It was what we now call a hospital.

Conclusion
The fact that J obn Baptist de La Salle belonged
to a "better class" of family, that is, to one that
waS socially respectable and enjoyed a comfortable standard ofliving, did not prepare him for
his future mission in life.
The strength and fonn of its Christian commitment, however, prepared him to follow a path
that reflected the Christian character of this family and which began with his entry into the clerical state.

General Hospitals founded in France between
1657 and 1690, information based on issue of
Letters Patent (cf. Mandrou 1971).
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Vocation to the Priesthood

Introduction
Thanks to the firsthand information used by the biographers, it is easy to show that De La
Salle was attracted to the ecclesiastical state at a very young age, and to describe the first
steps he took along this road.
However, in describing the way in which he prepared himself for the sacred ministry
and went through the various stages leading to the priesthood, despite all the obstacles he
encountered, we cannot rely completely on his biographers. At times they disagree, and at
other times they make mistakes, as reference to contemporary documents shows.
To complete the picture, we need to look at the life of John Baptist de La Salle and
pick out the main characteristics of a vocation which, while not being exceptional, is special in its own way. This we will do in a supplement at the end of this chapter.

Early Attraction
As the first biographers tell us, John Baptist's attraction for the ecclesiastical state was
revealed at a very early age by the games he played and later, by his wish to serve on the
altar.

When he was not yet eleven years old, he asked to receive the tonsure* as a sign of his
intention to be a cleric (clericature*). As MaiUefer points out, his parents raised no objections "even though he was the eldest of his brothers" (eL 6, 19).
When he was 5ti1l15, he was able to take a further step along the road he had chosen.
On July 9th 1666, he was offered the canonry (canonical*) of Pierre Dozet, a cousin of his
paternal grandfather. He was inducted on January 7th 1667.
We are certain that he received minor orders (ordres*) in Rheims on March 17th
1668, while he was following his two year philosophy course (ct. CL41-2, 195ft). According to Maillefer and Blain, he received these orders at the same time as the subdiaconate in
1672, but this is clearly not the case.

18

PART 0f\1"£ - PREPARATIONS (1651-1680)

The Road to the Priesthood
Qualified as an M.A. (the modem equivalent of a baccalaureate in philosophy), De La SaUe
decided to study theology "to acquire the knowledge suited to an ecclesiastic" (eL 6,21).
He began his studies in 1669 at the University of Rheims, and then went to Paris to continue them at the Sorbonne.
During tbis period, he entered the seminary of St Sulpice, for, at the same time, he
wished to obtain a solid preparation for the priesthood and to fulfIll his father's wishes. As
the seminary register shows, he took this step on October 18th 1670.
According to Maillefer, De La Salle was preparing for the subdiaconate when he received the news of his mother's death, which occurred on July 19th 1671. "Although this
was a difficult blow to bear, he did not interrupt his studies, but he did shelve his plans for
a while" (CL 6,21). It would seem that this trial made him hesitate a little.
The following year, on April 9th, his father died. His death forced John Baptist to
return to Rheims and serve as tuteur* (guardian) to his brothers and sisters, in accordance
with his father's will. He left Paris on April 19th 1672.
Despite this new trial and the further hesitation that perhaps it caused, he went ahead
and was ordained subdeacon on June 11 th 1672, the vigil of Trinity Sunday. In taking this
step, he was advised by the spiritual director he bad found in Rheims, Nicolas Roland. The
ordination itself took place in Cambrai because there were no ordinations thai year in Rbeims.
De La Salle finished his year of theology by following courses at the University of
Rbeims (d. CL 41-2,367). He began these courses in October 1673 after an interval of a
year.
After three years of theology and two of advanced philosophy, he obtained his Baccalaureate in Theology in August 1675, and two years later, in January 1678, his Licence in
Theology (d. CL 41-2, 58). At this point, he could have obtained his doctorate quite
rapidly, but, probably because of pressing commitments, he waited till 1680 before completing the required fonnalities (cf. CL 41-2,468).
At the same time as he was preparing his licence in theology, De La Salle was also
getting ready for the priesthood under the direction of Nicolas Roland.
On March 21st 1676, he was ordained deacon. Maillefer tells us in his first manuscript: "he went to Paris to be ordained deacon" (CL 6, 23). As Mgr Le TeJIier, the Archbishop of Rheims was absent from Rheims, this ordination did in fact take place in Paris (d.
CL 41-2,403). According \0 Bernard, De La Salle went again to Cambrai "because the
archiepiscopal see continued to be vacant" (CL 4, 15). This has proved to be incorrect on
two counts.
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The ordination to the priesthood, on the other hand, was performed by Mgr Le
Tellier, his Archbishop, on April 9th 1678, the VIgil of Easter, in the chapel of the Bishop's
Palace in Rheirns. The following day, the new priest said his first Mass in the cathedral, but,
as MaiJlefer points out, "without solemnity" (eL 6,25), a detail made much of by Blain.

Conclusion
A few days later, De La Salle lost his spiritual director Nicolas Roland. In accordance with
the latter's wisbes, he added to his other obligations that of looking after an undertaking to
which Nicolas Roland had dedicated himself and which needed to be completed.
For Canon de La Salle this would be the first step along a path he bad not planned to
follow, and to which nothing in his personal vocation had up till then drawn him.
Nicolas Roland (1642-1678) was born in
Rheims to a well-off family. He was the nephew
of Manhieu Beuvelet and was precocious as a
child. He studied for the priesthood in Paris under the direction of Fr BagoL While in Paris, he
came inlo contact with $t Sulpice, St Lazare and
St Nicolas du Chardonnel. He subsequently spent
six months with the parish priest of St Amand
in Roueo and made contact with Fr Barre.
He was awarded his doctorate in tbeology
at the age of 21, and in ] 665 he was a canon of
the cathedral of Rheims. His time was laken up
witn sermons, parish rrUssioos and the training
of priests. The pUblication of the Remo7ltrances
of Demia caused him to become interested in
popular education. In December 1670, he prevailed upon Fr Barre to let him have two Sisters
from Rouen to extend the work of the orphanage run by Mme Varlet. This marked the beginning of the Sisters of the Child Jesus. Between
the end of November 1677 and April 6th 1668,
be tried in vain to contact his archbishop in Paris
in order to obtain recogn.ition for this community. He returned exhausted to Rheirns. took to
his bed on April 19th and died on April 27th at
the age of 35. He was beatified on October 16th
1994 (see CL 38, 53-92).
3
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- SupplementSome Characteristics of This Vocation
To complete the description we have giveo of how De La Salle followed his vocation, it seems a
good idea to say a few words about three things that made this vocation somewhat special.

A vocation that is unusual given the common practice of the times
We have already pointed out that Maillefer-at least in the 1740 manuscript-stresses the fact that
John Baptist's parents did not object to his priestly vocation even though he was the eldest sao.
Maillefer's few words are a summary of Blain's longer and not very convincing account:
If God bad left his parents the choice of the victim they had to offer him, their choice
would no doubt have fallen on some other child of theirs, and they would have kept the
eldest, who is normally the most cherished, being the first fruit of their married love (CL
7,121).
What is true, however, is that, at the time when the biographers were writing, it was custom-

ary among "better class" families not to allow their eldest son to become a priest or a religious. On
the other hand, it was an honour for one or other of the younger children to do so. It could be
thought of also as a way of assuring their future.
Such considerations did not influence the decision of John Baptist's parents, since they had
accepted at a very early stage that he would become a priest. This did not subsequently prevent one
of their sons, Jacques Joseph, from becoming a Canon Regular, another, Jean Louis, from becoming a priest, and their daughter, Rose Marie, from becoming a Canoness of St Augustine.
The reader may be surprised to learn that John Baptist received the tonsure when he was stlll
10 years' old., and became a canon (chanoine*) when he was 15.
At the time, there was nothing exceptional or shocking about this. It has to be said, however,
that, as far as canonries were concerned., the wish to obtain the prebende* (income) which went
with the post could attract people to the ecclesiastical state without a real vocation.
What we know of De La Salle's parents makes it most unlikely that their motives were anything but pure when they accepted Canon Dozet's decision to resign (resigner*) from bis canonry
in favour of his young relative. Their motives, like their son's, were inspired by their profound
Christian faith.
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Attraction for "officiating at divine worship"
A quotation from M. Olier, the Founder of the Priests of St Sulpice, will help us to understand what
is meant by this expression:
The sacerdotal and clerical state has two principal functions. The one that concerns
itself especially with God is the one exercised by priests whom God calls to perform the
external worship that is his due. The other is that of priests involved in the care of souls
(quoted in Broutin 1956,264).
What has been said about John Baptist's vocation shows that he was more attracted to the
first of tbe functions described.
Circumstances, no doubt, had their part to play in this, but, as the biographers tell us, the way
in which the young cleric (clerc*) saw himself as "consecrated to public prayer" (CL 6,19) and the
way in which he fulfilled his duties as canon, justify our belief that these satisfied his taste for
prayer and, in particular, for the divine office to which he had been introduced at a very early age
by his maternal grandfather.
This attraction was not exclusive, however, for when he was at St SuI pice, he took active part
in the life of the parish, and taught catechism in the parish "charity schools" (d. Poutet 1970,
1:344 and 350).
And then, when his spiritual director Nicolas Roland suggested he exchange his canonry for
"a living involving the care of souls" (bellefice*), as Maillefer put it (CL 6, 25), which actually
meant the position of parish priest, he was amenable to the idea. The parish (cure*) in question was
that of St Pierre Ie Vieil in Rheims, as Blain and Maillefer tell us.
This happened in 1676, the year in which De La Salle was ordained deacon. When this ordination took place, the parish priest of St Pierre Ie Viei! declined to make the exchange. This was the
reason why the plan failed and not, as Blain and Maillefer noted, because permission was refused
by the archbishop of Rheims, following pressure put upon him by John Baptist's family (cf. CL 26,
257-258).
Canon De La Salle continued, therefore, to fulfil his duties at the cathedral, while at the same
time pursuing his studies at the university. The only reason why he had wanted to become parish
priest was "because he had thought God was telling him to by the mouth of M. Roland" (eL 7,
136).
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Serious studies
De La Salle began his theological studies at the University of Rheims. After one year, he went to the
Sorbonne to continue these studies. What was the reason for this change?
It might be thought tbat the reason for his decision to change universities was that tbere bad
been a certain amount of unrest at the University of Rheims during the year he was there (cf. Poutet
1970, 1:229; CL 41-2, 221).

However, the reputation enjoyed by the University of Paris was a sufficient reason for John
Baptist and his father to make the change. Blain, with his usual grandiloquence, called it "the fount
of knowledge". Altbough the Sorbonne had its problems also, its reputation was in fact good.
It would seem that De La SalJe's two teachers--Guillaume de Lestocq and Jacques Desperiers--had a good influence on rum, if only because they passed on to him their opposition to Jansenism
and their respect for papal authority (ct. CL 41-2, 63ft).
According to Maillefer and Blain, the cboice of the University of Paris led naturalJy to the
choice of the seminary of St Sulpice. Maillefer writes as follows in his 1740 manuscript:
Monsieur deLa Salle, his father, always solicitous about ills being well-prepared beforehand for tbe state he had embraced, instructed him to go to the seminary of St Sulpice
(CL 6,21).
Doubtlessly the choice of this institution stemmed from his desire to ensure that his son received both a solid spiritual formation as weU as a good preparation for ecclesiastical functions.
The seminary of St Sulpice played an active part in the religious renewallhat took place in France
in the 17th century, and it attracted young men from numerous dioceses in France and abroad who
wished to prepare themselves for the priesthood.
It should be added also that, unlike the community of St Nicolas du Chardonnet, which trained
the "minor clergy", St Sulpice prepared young men for more elevated positions in the Church (cf.

CL 3,61).
If, as we know, De La Salle had to leave Paris after 18 months and subsequently continued his
studies in Rheims, he was nonetheless much influenced by his stay at the seminary of St Sulpice.
As Blain wrote:
The spiritual sons of Monsieur de La Salle, who so often heard him open his heart
regarding this holy house, remark that what one can say in praise of the seminary of St
Sulpice, is that it was this bouse "that gave him the spirit of God; that it was there that he
acquired the virtues that throughout his life shone with such brilliance in him. He had a
special affection for this holy nursery of apostolic workers, and he always spoke of it
with great esteem and respect" (CL 7,127).

3

Initial Involvement with Schools (1678-1680)

Introduction
There was nothing that predisposed De La Salle to become involved with schools for poor
children, and stil1less, no doubt, to take responsibility for teachers called to run such schools.
He could not have been unaware, however, that Nicolas Roland had founded a community of Sisters who ran free schools for girls.
The biographers show how, at the request of his former spiritual director, De La Salle
had completed the work begun by the latter; and how he had been led to involve himself
with the opening of schools for poor boys in Rheims, after being approached for this purpose by a certain M. Nyel.
There followed a series of connected events that drew De La Salle along a road that,
as he himself admitted, he had not planned to take.

Completion of the work of Nicolas Roland
Canon Roland had played an important and even decisive role in the final years of De La
Salle's formation. We are told that, as he lay on his death bed, Roland chose De La Salle as
one of the executors of his will (executeur testamentaire*), and entrusted to him "the care
of the Community of the Sisters of the Child Jesus which he had just founded" (CL 6,27).
The precarious position of this community is highlighted by various biographers,
who describe the hostility of the magistrates in the city of Rheims, and in a wider context, of the royal authorities, to the establishment of new religious communities (cf., e.g.,
CL 7, 140). Their proliferation in towns took up available space and cut down their
income. There was a fear also that their presence would increase expenses if they applied
for help from the municipality.

The steps that had to be taken in order to assure the future of the work that Roland had
undertaken are described by Blain: "Permission had to be obtained from the City, consent
from the Archbishop, and Letters Patent from the King" (CL 7, 140).
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After the two executors of Nicolas Roland's will had submitted a report on tile bienfonds'" (financial position) of the community of Sisters, the city magistrates officially approved the foundation.
The approval given by the city authorities enabled the archbishop, who was in favour
of the foundation, to take responsibility for requesting the King for Letters Patent. As Mgr
Le Tellier was the brother of Louvois, Louis XVI's minister, he had no difficulty in obtaining the official document which gave legal existence to the community "instituted by Nicolas
Roland". The Letters Patent (lettres patentes*), dated February 1679, were registered
(enregislrer*) by the Parlement of Paris on the 17th of the same month, and all this at the
expense of the archbishop.
Basing himself on "memoirs" on the Jife of Nicolas Roland, to which he certainly had
access, Bl ain comes to the following conclusion: "And so, if this community owes its origin
10 Monsieur Roland, its growth it owes to tbe painstaking work of Monsieur de La Salle"
(eL 7, 142).
De La Salle continued to show interest in the new community. For two and a half years
he administered its temporal affairs (cr. CL 38, 106), and tradition has it that over a period
of years he celebrated Mass in the Sisters' chapel. On the other hand, their school activities
do not seem to have aroused much interest in him. In this context, Bernard's comment is all
the more significant:
Several of his acquaintances, who had had connections with the late Nicolas Roland,
bad suggested to him on various occasions to found schools for boys just as
Roland had done for girls. However, he bad never taken these suggestions seriously, nor had he had the least intention of acting on them, especially as he had a
living, was responsible for the orphaned community of Sisters, and had his family
to care for (eL 4, 30).

Help given to Adrien Nyel
When Nicolas Roland set up the community ofthe Sisters of the Child Jesus in Rheims, he
did so with the help of Father Barre, a Minim, who had himself established a similar community in Rouen. He had also been in contact with a certain Madame Maillefer in Rouen.
This lady, originally from Rheims, was a great su pporter of Barre's work.
According to Blain, Madame Maillefer and Nicolas Roland had planned to establish
"schools for boys" in Rbeims, but the death of the latter bad caused this plan to be shelved
(ct. CL 7, 159).
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It was very probably Madame Maillefer's wish to resurrect this plan that led her to
send to Rheims a certain Adrien Nye1, who had opened several schools for poor boys in
Rauen.
It is not surprising that when Nyel arrived in Rbeims, he was invited to go and see
Franc;oise Duval, superior of the Sisters of the Child Jesus, since she had been sent by Barre
to help Nicolas Roland to set up his congregation.
On the other hand, the meeting between Adrien Nyel and De La Salle on the doorstep
of the Sisters' house was quite fortuitous. At the request of the superior of the Sisters, De
La Salle gave his opinion regarding the motives behind Nyel's visit to Rheims. As it hap~
pened, the latter had brought a letter for the Canon.
Conscious of the difficulties he had bad to overcome in order to assure the future of
Nicolas Roland's foundation, De La Salle advised Nyel to be very cautious, and for this
reason invited him to stay at his house. It was this same cautiousness that led him to advise
the people with whom he discussed this plan "to place the schools under the protection of
one of the parish priests in the city" (CL 6, 37).
After mature reflection, Fr Dorigny, the parish priest of Saint Maurice, was chosen.
(The report of the deliberations in Bernard's text is censored, probably because it was too
frank; cf. CL 4,27.)
According to Maillefer, this priest
expressed his impatience to see schools established in his parish, and to speed the
process up, offered to lodge in his house the teachers due to teach in them. As a
result, the schools opened in that same year of 1679.
The biographer goes on to say:
De La Salle, who had made most of the arrangements, thought that God wanted
nothing else of him and withdrew. The most he did was to visit the teachers from
time to time to encourage them and help them with his advice. It did not occur to
him that this involvement would increase. God, however, soon opened up for him
a whole new career. (CL 6, 56)
Hearing that a certain Dame de Croyeres wished to start up a school for boys in the
parish of Saint Jacques, Nyel went to see her. He spoke to her also of De La SaUe. The lady
expressed the desire to meet De La Salle and offered to pay for the upkeep of two teachers.
At first De La Salle was reluctant to support the venture, but he fmally did so. As Blain tells
us, a second school was opened in the September of that same year of 1679.
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The success of the two schools entailed further consequences for De La Salle. Blain
explains why:
As the number of pupils in the school at St Jacques increased every day, so the
need to increase the number of teachers likewise grew. There were five of them
and they lived with the parish priest of St Maurice, who now said he could not
feed them for only 50 eeus, and demanded 200 \ivres per year for each of them.
(CL 7, 167)
John Baptist provided the outstanding 250 livres and brought the total up to the 1,000
livres demanded by the parish priest of St Maurice (50 ecus* = 150 livres).
Also, as Nyelleft the teachers too much to their own devices for the liking of De La
Salle, he saw a need "either to draw closer to them or to draw them closer to himself' (CL
7,170). And so he provided accommodation for them in a house on rue Sainte Marguerite
close to where he lived with his brothers. This happened "at Christmas, 1679", as Blain tells us.
In this house, which was in the parish of St Symphorien, Nyel opened a third school.
MaiIJefer tells us that De La Salle "who .had no objections gave a helping hand. In a very
short time it had more pupils than the other two" (eL 6,38), and he adds in the margin that
the date was 1680.

Conclusion
And so, in the space of one year, De La Salle had found himself involved with the opening
of several schools and taking interest in their teachers.

N3 he admitted in a "memoir" quoted by Bernard and Blain:
1 had imagined that my involvement with the schools and the teachers woul.d
simply be on a superficial level which committed me only to providing for their
upkeep and ensuring they performed their duties with piety and application (eL

7,167).
All this time be had continued to fulfil faithfully his duties as a canon and to see to the
education of his brothers. From 1676, he was no longer their legal guardian, but during the
course of 1680, he took up again the guardianship of his three youngest brothers. Having
completed his doctorate in theology, he may have thought he would have more time available.

- SupplementJohn Baptist de La Salle and Teaching the Poor
The previous chapter showed how De La Salle became involved with the opening of schools for
the poor children of Rheims. It is important to understand the situation as it was. At this point he
is still not taking the initiative, but is simply supporting work undertaken by others:
• he completes the establishment of the community founded by Nicolas Roland;
• he helps Adrien Nyel to implement the wishes of Madame Maillefer.
In addition, through a network of relationships shown in the table below, he comes into
contact with Barre:
• the founder of a community of "schoolmistresses";
• the supporter of a group of teachers running schools initially under the responsibility of
Adden Nyel.
Network of relationships

Initiators

Collaborators

RaUEN
N. Barre

Types of schools

RHEIMS
) F. Duval

F. Duval

t

N. Roland
N. Barre
Mme Maillefer

> A. Nyel

A.Nyei

t

I
/

J. B. de La Salle

r

for girls

r

for boys

Barre, like Roland, was part of a widespread movement concerned with the education of the
children of the poor, which developed in France during the 17th century. De La Salle also, through
his connection with these two persons, was unwittingly drawn into this movement.
To understand the positions he took up later, it is necessary to recall the essential aspects of
the situation in which he found himself and which he had to take into account.
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The development of schools for the children of the poor
One of the most important tasks of those who had sought to apply the decisions of tbe Council of
Trent in France had been to renew the teaching of religion to the faithful and, in particular, the
teaching of catechism to children.
However, a certain number of those involved in the 17th century Christian renewal considered
the results achieved by Sunday catechism lessons to be inadequate. In their eyes, a school was a
means not only of teaching catechism every day, but also of teaching children to live like Christians. And so, during the course of the century:
• Bishops and diocesan synods encouraged the establishment of primary schools.
• Leading proponents of the Christian renewal, like St Vincent de Paul and Olier helped to
found "charity schools".
• A number of priests wrote books on the topic, which were widely circulated, e.g., the
Rbnonlrances by Charles Demia.
• Religious communities or similar groups (like groups of lay women teachers), dedicated to
the teaching of girls, proliferated.
Those who established schools did so above all for apostolic reasons and for the children of
the poor. The teaching of the rudiments of knowledge was considered as a means of attracting
children in order "to instruct them in the truths of salvation and the principles of religion" (CL 7,
34).
The means for acquiring rudimentary knowledge certainly existed in those days:
• We know, for example, that De La Salle certainly began his intellectual formation at home
with the help of a tutor.
• Courts of Jaw had a group of experts at their disposal to draw up documents. These also
taught "the art of writing" and bookkeeping, which involved arithmetic.
• At least in the more important towns, there existed a network of schools supervised by the
Grand Clwntre (cathedral precentor). These schools taught reading, writing and "grammar".
• In the country, the parish priest's assistant, in addition to his duties as sacristan and cantor,
would "demonstrate" reading and writing to children when they were not needed for work in the
fields.
In the schools supervised by the cathedral precentor tuition fees were charged, although teachers were not supposed to charge fees in the case of children from families known to be poor.
However:
• this discrimination between the children discouraged parents from sending their children
there.
• and probably a more important reason was that the teaching given there was unsuitable.
The poor needed a type of teaching that prepared them more directly and rapidly for life.
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And so, other kinds of schools were needed it the poor were to be educated. Because of the
apostolic aim wbich these schools were intended to have, and because of the need to protect them
against the jealousy of teachers running schools as a livelihood, the task of opening these schools
had been entrusted to parish priests.
De La Salk understood this weIl and Blain, describing the occasion when it was a question of
opening the first school for poor boys in Rheims, attributes the following thoughts to him:
(Since a good parish priest) has the power to provide instruction for his parishioners,
and his title of pastor authorises him to give them teachers capable of teaching them
Christian doctrine, no one has the right to prevent him from doing so (CL 7, 163).

The proliferation of free schools
The development of schools for poor children was possible only on one condition: the schools had
to be free for everyone, meaning that parents were not to pay the teachers.
Others, therefore, had to fund the teachers and the running costs of the schools.
• These could be public bodies, like town councils, parish funds (fabriques de paroisse*), the
Poor Office (a group of people coordinating help for the poor).
• Or individual benefactors.
In the latter case, benefactors often ensured the continuation of their funding by a
"foundation". What is meant by this is made clearer by the following extract from Maillefer
which describes tbe opening of a scbool in the parish of Saint Jacques.
"I must", she (Mme Croyeres) told him, "take advantage of such an opportune
moment, because God has been inspiring me for a long time now to found a school in my
parish...." She guaranteed a sum of 500 livres to be taken from her funds each year for
the upkeep of two teachers. She also promised to set up a fund amounting to 10,000
Iivres to provide income in perpetuity. As she was elderly, she urged haste in settling the
matter, but despite strenuous efforts, arrangements were completed only after her death.
This took place six weeks after she had made known her intentions. Her heirs made it
their duty to carry out faithfully the terms of her foundation (CL 7,39).
We can see from the above example that fonder* (to found) a school meant to set
up a capital "fund" whose interest would be used to finance the running of the school.
So, in those days, the word "found" and its derivatives had a precise meaning
which is different from the present one, To express the modern meaning of the word, the
biographer used the verbs: begin, form, open, establish (ef. CL 6, 35-39).
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In a work enlitledAn Historical Treatise on Episcopal and EccIesiastica I Schools (1678),
one of the precentors of Paris, Claude Joly, defends the rights of the teachers he is responsible
for against whal he considers to be the encroachment by teachers of three otber types of schools.
The reader might be interested to know how the author describes tbe schools he refers to,
and how he distinguishes one from another.
In the first place:
• He says that the term "little schools" was given to "grammar schools belonging to the
precentor of the Church of Paris" (270).
• He explains that among the rights the lauer has over the "grammar schools now
known as little schools", is that "he alone can authorise persons to teach children of both sexes
in the town, outlying districts and suburbs of Paris, excluding the colleges of the university"

(304).
• He mentions also persons with "boarding school permits" (347), that is, teachers who
had permission from "the precentor of the cathedral cburch" to teach the children for whom
they provided lodging.
In the second place:
• He deplores the proliieration of "so-called charity schools" set up by parish priests in
Paris (376), which "ruin the local ones" dependent on the precentor of the Cburch of Paris (377).
• He is of the opinion that, while parish priests "are obliged to teach catechism to the
children of their parish", they do not have "the right to establish independently schools that
teach reading, wriling, grammar, arithmetic and the other liberal arts that are taught in the

little schools" (385).
• and, if "the masters of the Church of Paris" opened schools, "it was in order to teach
all children and especially the poor ones" (389).
In the third place:
• Since "writing is one of the first sections of grammar", he does not accept that the
ecrivains juris * (members of the Writers' Guild) have the right "to call themselves Masters of
writing schools" (471).
• These claim 10 have the right to teach spelling, on the pretext that "it is a part of
ecriture paree* (embellished writing) which the writing masters profess to leach". Joly does
not accept they have this right: this teaching can be given only by "an expert grammarian"
(480).
Of all the different kinds of schools and teachers mentioned by Joly, it is sufficient for our
purpose to retain only the following terms describing the kinds of teachers:
• Teacbers of the Little Schools, supervised by Ole precentor. With these we can include tbe Boarding School Teachers.
• Charity School Teachers, organised by parish priests to teach in schools for the poor
of the parish.
• The Writing Masters. The term "master" has the meaning of "master craftsman" (see
above, page 3).
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On the basis of this principle, "charity schools" or "charitable schools", for which the parish
priest was responsible, catered exclusively for children from families recognised as being poor.
These poor families were easily identifiable because often they were given help on a permanent
basis and so were listed in the "alms register".
It is likely that the first schools which were opened for poor boys in Rheims and for which the
parish priests were responsible, were originally organised along these lines.
However, whereas in Rauen Nyel depended on the Poor Office which administered all charitable institutions, in Rheims he had more freedom of movement. Probably because of this and
because of De La Salle's influence once he had started caring for the teachers, their schools also
were known as "charity schools".
While st111 observing the principle of gratuity, it seems that these schools fairly rapidly opened
their doors also to chiJdren from families that were not officially registered as poor, and that the
teaching given in them was less restricted than in "charity schools".
Was it in order to distinguish these first schools from the "charity schools" that the
biographers called them "gratuitous schools" (Bernard and Maillefer) or "Christian and
gratuitous schools" (Blain)?
Or did these biographers, who were writing some time after these early days, give
the expression "gratuitous school" a meaning that it took on only later when the schools
run by the followers of De La Salle were clearly different from the "little schools" and
the "charity schools"?
We shall leave the answer to these questions for some other time.

Conclusion
Opening schools for the children of the poor presupposed also that the teaching given in them was
adapted to the needs of those that such schools wished to attract. This being so, what was taught
there had to be more directly usable in everyday life, and not be considered as a preparation for
further studies leading to the liberal professions.
Teaching methods also had to be devised that would enable large classes of children to be
taught, and relatively rapid results obtained with children who could not attend school for any
length of time.
Such methods had already been adopted by certain promoters of education for the poor, especially in schools for girls.
And so De La Salle did not have to devise a completely new approach. However, in a number
of areas, he did bring about some truly radical changes.

PART

Two
BEGINNINGS

4

(1681-1694)

Formation of a "Community" of Teachers
(1681-1682)

Introduction
During this period, De La Salle became increasingly involved with the teachers of the first
schools opened in Rheims for poor boys.
Closely linked to this increasing involvement was the gradual transformation of the
group of teachers into a kind of community (communaute'*).
At the same time, Adrien Nyel continued to establish new free schools for boys in and
around Rheims.

De La Salle becomes increasingly involved with the teachers
Towards the end of 1679, De La Salle had lodged the teachers of the first schools in a house
close to his own.
Seeing the teachers at close hand, he was able to observe the unhappy effect of Nyel's
frequent absences as he sought to open new schools, as well as of his marked tendency to
leave them to their own devices (eL 4, 35).
Wishing to remedy the unsatisfactory situation of the teachers, De La Salle gave the
matter a great deal of thought. For example, when the lease of the house he had rented for
the teachers expired, should he renew it and so allow the situation he had noted to continue? Or should he invite the teachers into his own house where he could take greater care
of them? The matter was not urgent, however, since he had taken out an IS-monLh lease.
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As Maillefer tells us, he began by "inviting the teachers to take their meals with him"
(CL 6, 40), but he does not tell us the date when this started. In an extract from theMemoir
quoted by Blain, De La Salle tells us, "When I first invited them to my house, I experienced
great difficulty. It lasted two years". For the teachers to have been able to frequent De La
Salle's house for two years, they must have begun to do so in June 1680.
According to Bernard, it was six months before the lease expired that he began "to
wonder whether he should continue to rent a house for them, or lodge them in his own
house" eCL 4, 36). As he had to go to Paris, he took the opportunity to consult Fr Barre
about his quandary. This journey must have taken place either at the end of 1680 or the
beginning of 1681. Fr Barre, who had been able to give only distant support to the teachers
recruited by Adden Nyel in Rouen, advised De La Salle "to lodge the teachers in his own
house" (CL 4,37). De La Salle, however, continued to hesitate, and this "uncertainty and
indecision" lasted for a further three months (eL 4, 39).
A recently discovered piece of information can help us to understand the hesitation
of De La Salle. The house where he lived on rue Sainte Marguerite was in fact part of the
common inheritance of Louis de La Salle's children. John Baptist, who had become his
brothers' guardian again in 1680, found himself being taken to court in January 1681 by
his sister Marie and her husband Jean MaiIIefer. They did this in order to secure the saJe
of the property held in common and to ensure they received their share (cf. CL 52, 58).

And then an opportunity occurred to try an experiment. During Holy Week in 1681
(March 30th-Apri16th), with Nyel in Guise arranging for the possible opening of a school,
De La Salle had the teachers stay in his own house outside of school hours and during the
night.
As Bernard tells us, it was a chance for De La Salle
to see if he could lodge them in the house all the time, and accustom them to live
there with him; and also to find out by experience if there would be any difficulties. If there were some insurmountable difficulties, he would have to rent the
same house again or some other that was vacant eCL 4,40).
When Nyel returned, having failed to open a school, De La Salle continued to invite
the teachers to the house he shared with his brothers. Finally, on June 24th 1681, he moved
the teachers permanently into his own house, in spite ofthe problems this might raise, for,
if the house were sold, he would have to move out.
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Regarding the date of June 24th, feast of St John the Baptist, Bernard has the
following to say: "This day is special, because this saint, whose name he was given at
baptism, was his patron, and he had a special devotion to him" (CL 4, 41). The other
biographers drew attention also to the fact it was on this feast day that tbe teachers came
to live in the De La Salle family house.
The truth of the matter is that De La Salle had not renewed the lease on the bouse in
which the teachers lived, and which ended on the feast of Sl John the Baptist. "On this
day leases are taken out on houses in Rbeims" (quoted in CL 52,37, note 94).

Although De La Salle's brothers and the teachers lived in different wings of the house,
they all came together for me~s. Several members of his family objected to this. Jean
Maillefer arranged for Pierre, one of De La SaUe's brothers, to come and stay with him.
The youngest, Jean Louis, became a boarder at Senlis, in the house of the Canons Regular,
where his brother Jean Jacques already was. Jean Louis, on the other hand, remained with
his elder brother.
One year later, on June 24th 1682, John Baptist, together with the teachers and his
brother, Jean Louis, moved out of the house in rue Ste Marguerite and went to live in rue
Neuve, in a district that was further from the cathedral. Unlike Bernard, Blain mentions this
change of bouse (CL 7, 77), but only Maillefer in both his manuscripts gives the date of tbe
move (CL 6, 44 & 45).

By moving out of the family house in this way, De La Salle simply anticipated a decision which the sale of the house at the end of July 1682 would have made necessary. On
July 30th, the proceeds of the sale of the property jointly inherited, amounting to 16,073
livres (cf. CL 52, 42 and 138), were shared out between the five children of Louis de La
Salle who were entitled to a share. Rose Marie, who died in 1681, would not have been
entitled because she was a religious (profession religieuse*), and this was the case also for
Jacques Joseph.

The group of teachers takes the form of a community
De La Salle's aim in involving his own life more and more with that of the teachers was to
lead the latter to adopt a fonn of life which, in his eyes, was more in keeping with the
profession of a teacher in "the Christian schools" .
• In the house which be had leased for them, he bad already tried "to establish for
them a uniform and regular form. of life" (CL 7, 170).
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• When he had invited the teachers into his own house, in Holy Week 1681, he had
obliged them to follow the regulations he had already established there, and they had taken
meals together.
• When he had given them a permanent home, "he set about organising properly the
life of his small community", Maillefer tells us. He accustomed them, in particular, "to
follow a series of exercises" (CL 6,45).
At the same time, according to Bernard, De La Salle invited the teachers to choose a
confessor who would be the same for all. At first, it was the parish priest of St Symphorien
who provided this service, but later De La Salle himself took over this role. As the biographer is at pains to point out, these were still "teachers", "since they were not yet Brothers
and did not wear the habit" (CL 4,44). Blain seems to support Bernard in this (CL 7, 177).
However, according to Maillefer, it was only when the teachers were at rue Neuve that De
La Salle became their confessor (d. CL 6, 47).
This difference in chronology between Bernard and Blain on the one hand, and Maillefer
on the other, can be seen also in a series of other facts.
The table that follows shows these differences. We shall limit ourselves to making a
few observations at this point.
First of all, the three biographers refer to the same facts.
• The teachers recruited by Adrien Nyel and obliged to live a "regulated life" to which
they were not used, soon became tired of it. Several left De La Salle. Others he sent away,
because "they had neither talent nor vocation for the schools, even though they had sufficient piety" (CL 4,46; d. CL 7, 179 & 184 - the same fact being mentioned twice - and
in CL 6, 50 & 51).
• New teachers came forward who, as Bernard tells us, "had talent for the school,
piety and the disposition to live in community" (CL 4,47; cf. CL 7,179 & 185; CL 6, 52 &

53).
• This group of new teachers "takes the form of a community", in the words of
Bernard and Blain (cf. CL 4,47; CL 7,179), or, as Maillefer put it, "formed a more numerous and more perfect community" (CL 6, 52).
However, although Bernard says very clearly, and Blain does so in a somewhat confused way, that the original teachers left after they had gone to live in De La Salle's house
(cf. CL 4, 46; CL 7, 178), Maillefer maintains this happened after the move to rue Neuve
(cf. CL 6,51).
If we choose to accept Blain's version, which is perhaps the best solution,
• it was in the second half of 1681 that the first teachers left De La Salle and the new
teachers arrived.
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Comparison of the chronologies adopted by
Bernard

MaiUefer

Blain

1680
De La SaUe invites the teachers
to take their meals with him.

Six months before the end of
the lease, De Ll Salle hesitates
to renew it.
He goes to consult Barre.

TWo years before June 2Ath 1682,
De La Salle begins to invite the
teachers to his home (CL 7, 169).

(?) De La Salle goes to
consult Barre.

o

Holy Week: Nye! goes to Guise.

1681
Easter time: Nyel in Guise.

Holy Week: Nyel goes to Guise.

oDe La Salle invites the

oDe La Salle brings the

oDe La Salle brings the

teachers to his own house.
June 24th: he gives the teachers
accommodation in his own
house.

teachers to his own house.
June 24th: he gives the teachers
accommodation in his own
house.

I teachers to

his own house.
: June 24Lh: he gives the teachers
accommodation in his own
house.

After June: departure of
the first teachers.
Arrival of new ones (CL 7,179).
End of 1681-beginn..ing of
1682: the group begins to
form a communily.

After June: the teachers
choose the same confessor.
Departure of the firsl teachers.

o

o

Around Christmas: Nyel is in
ReIbel.
Beginning of the year: arrival
of the new teachers.
The teachers are called Brothers

1682
(?) Opening of a school in
Rethel.
(?) Opening of a school in Guise.

(?) Opening of a school in
Rethel.

June 24th: move to rue Neuve.

(?) Move to rue Neuve.

oThe teachers take De La

(?) Opening of a school in Guise.

SaUe as their confessor.

July: opening of a school
in Chateau Porciee.

End of the yeM: negotiations
begin to opeD a school in Laon.

End of the year: negotiations
begin to open a school in Laon.

Following the opening of tbe
schools:
Departure of the first teachers.
Arrival of new teachers.
They adopt a distinctive habit
and the name of Brothers of the
Christian Schools.

o
o
o

Note: (?) indicates lhat the date is not given and that the event is allocated to a date given elsewhere.
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• and that "it was towards the end of the year 1681 and at the beginning of the
following one, that the house of the schoolteachers began to take on the form of a real
community" (CL 7,179).
According to what the first biographers say, from now on, the group of teachers formed
a communaule* (community):

• As before, they led a "regulated" and uniform life.
• Each day was punctuated by "exercises" performed in common. According to Bernard, it was at this time that the exercises which were always performed afterwards were
first practised (ct. CL 4, 47).
• It was doubtlessly at this time also that they adopted the "short black habit" with a
"rabat", which is mentioned in Bernard (CL 4, 69), but, contrary to what Maillefer says
(CL 6, 53), such a dress did not set them apart from seculars.
• Was it from this time onwards that they "were called Brothers", as Bernard tells us,
or did they take at this time, as Maillefer maintains, "the name of Brothers of the Christian
Schools?" It would seem this was a little bit of anticipation, as we shall see later.
To an observer, the way the group of teachers lived could give the impression that
they were already some form of religious community.
However, from what we know of the period, this group resembled more the "community" created in Rauen by Pierre Lambert, a priest who was in charge of the Poor
Bureau, or the one established by two seculars (lay persons), Laurent and Franr;ois de
Bimorel, who in 1657 had decided to live together "in order to give - as in fact they
did - a part of their wealth and all their attention to the poor" (quoted in Poutet1, 492),
and whose work centred on poor schools.

Opening of new schools
Side by side with the developments mentioned above, and sometimes involving them, new
schools were being established by Nyel's driving energy, but also with the help of De La
Salle.
On learning that the magistrates of the town of Guise wanted to open a "free school",
Adrien Nyel went to this town during the Holy Week of 1681. De La Salle had tried to
dissuade him from going. In fact, the undertaking was premature and failed. The town of
Rethel, wanting to open a school, contacted De La Salle. At first, De La Salle put off
making a decision. Finally, yielding to a number of requests, he sent Nyel to the town
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around Christmas 1681, as Bernard tells us. Nyel and another teacher opened the school at
the beginning of 1682.
For their part, the magistrates of Guise proposed their plan again. Nyel went to negotiate with them and opened a school in the June of the same year. De La Salle had to send
two teachers to Rethel, one of whom was Nicolas Vuyart (CL 37,26).
Blain is the only one to mention that in July 1682 a school was "undertaken" in Chateau Porcien. However, an autographed letter of De La Salle, dated June 20th 1682, confinns this fact. This letter promised two teachers from the "community" of Rbeims to the
town magistrates (d. LA 111 =Letter 111 in the 1954 critical edition).
Towards the end of the same year, Fr Guyart, the parish priest of the Parish of St
Pierre in Laon, asked De La Salle for two teachers. Nyelleft Guise and opened a school in
Laon, his native town. Maillefer tells us that "De La Salle sent two teachers to Laoo, who
opened a school in the following year, 1683" (CL 6,51). Nyel was one of the two.
Having mentioned the opening of this group of schools (excluding the one in Chateau
Porcien), Bernard concludes, "And so Nyel was in charge of the three schools we have just
mentioned, while De La Salle directed and built up the one in Rheims" (CL 4,45).
However, it is likely that the teachers at Rethel, Guise and Laon kept in contact with
the community in Rbeims, while Nyel saw to the running of these three schools.
As we see the succession of events which affected De La Salle and his teachers in
1682, it is worth laking a closer look at what happened towards tbe middle of the year.
On June 24th, the "community" in Rheims moved to rue Neuve: it consisted of six
or seven teachers. At the end of June-beginning of July, two teachers were sent to Rethel
and two to Chateau Porcien. On the other band, on May 14th there occurred the death of
"Christophe, a teacher at M. de La SaJle's school" in Rbeims, as we learn from the
parish register of St Symphorien (CL 37, 27; or CL 26, 189). This indicates there had
been a slight increase in the number of teachers.
These new recruits could only be the "new teachers" with whom De La Salle was
beginning to fonn a "community", This confirms wbatwe read in Bernard and Blain, as
opposed to MailJefer's text, regarding the time when the group of teachers was joined by
new recruits.
(An observation inspired by Gallego 1986, 1:153).
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Conclusion
And so, at the end of three years, De La Salle had a "community of teachers", even if
these were not the same ones who had started running the schools in Rheims, but others
who had arrived later.
For De La Salle himself, the process reflected his increasing commitment to an undertaking he had discerned as being God's will for him.
As Bernard says, basing himself on theMemoir we have already quoted, "Towards the
end of 1682, it became clear to M. de La Salle that God was asking him to take care of the
schools" (CL 4,49).
De La Salle had realised that he was no longer "involved with the teachers in a superficial manner" (Sauvage and Campos, 51), but that he had joined his fate to theirs and that
he had to devote himself entirely to them.
However, this was not the end of the journey for him, for a new crisis was already
developing in the "community of teachers", a crisis which would lead him to further selfsacrifice and would bring about profound changes in the "community" he had gathered
around himself.

The Legendre Plan of Rheims (page 40). District around the Hotel de Ville and the
Place Royale. This is part of a plan of Rheims published by Br Louis Marie Aroz in CL
52,24. Try to find the cathedral (Notre Dame M6tropole) and the Bishop's House. Move
up towards the top of the map, find Ste Marthe and, on its left, rue Ste Marguerite. Find
the church of St Symphorien. Start at the Place Royale and go left. Find the Marche au
Bled (grain market) and the rue de La Cbanvrerie where the Hotel de La Salle is located,
but not shown on this plan. At the bottom of the plan is the church of St Jacques.

- SupplementThe Memoir on the Beginnings
This is the name used in the Institute to describe a document which Bernard and Blain tell us was
drawn up by De La Salle himself. This is the Memoi, whicb is considered to be one of the primary
sources of our knowledge about the beginnings of tbe Institute. We do not possess the original text,
but we know of its existence through the biographers (CL 4,22; CL 7,167). Thanks to the use they
made of il, we can reconstitute, at least in part, its contents, and so assess its importance.

The document itself
Contents
Thanks to the use the biographers say they made of this document, we can arrive at some idea of its
contents.
Bernard refers explicitly to the "manuscript" he has made use of. In general, except in a
passage where he speaks in the first person, he tends to use the original text as it stands rather than
quote from it. Other passages also, in which he says he is reporting what De La Salle said, would
seem to originate from the '-'manuscript". In spite of the fact be says be is going use it as a basis for
"all that we are going to describe up to the 14th year" of the beginnings of the Institute, it is difficult
to distinguish what he borrows from it.
Blain tells us on several occasions that he is quoting what De La Salle said in his Memoir. The
use of the first person singular in these passages gives the impression that in fact they are extracts
from this document. Another passage seems to come from it also, in spite of the fact it is in reported
speecb and not attributed to theMemoir.
Other sections of Blain's text are definitely based on this same document, although it is not
easy to see this. Sometimes observations or conversations attributed to De La Salle are enclosed in
inverted commas. Their style, however, is too obviously that of the biographer for them to be
considered quotations from theMemoir, even if their author based himself on it.
The sections that we can be most sure about as coming from the document are the passages
that Bernard and Blain attribute or seem to attribute explicitly to the document they were using. We
tbought it would be interesting to reproduce these passages here - at least the most important
ones - sel1ing them out in the form of parallel texts, and following the order in Bernard, even
though this means changing the order in Blain. We will use these texts subsequently to determine to
what extent they enable us to discover, at least in part, the contents of the original document.
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Bernard
This is how God u~ed these two persons., that is,
M. Nycl and Mme Eveque, to I~d M. De La Salle fa
lake charge of Ihese schools, something which, a.~ we
have already said. and as he mentions in his manu·
script, was far from his mind. It is true that severa!
persons he knew and who had been close associates of
the late M. Roland had. on a number of occasions, suggested that he oughf to establish schools for boys. as
M. Roland had done for girls. However, he had never
given Ihis suggestion a second thought, and had never
had lhe slightest intention of acting upon it. especially
as he now saw rhat he hod a benefice, was responsible
for the (orphaned) Sisters and had to look afler his
family. If he had thought at liIat time lhat this commitment would oblige him subsequently to live with these
tcachers, be would never have undertaken to take care
of the teachers or of the schools. As, quite naturally,
he did not have a high opinion of these WIchers who
were quite uneducated. it would obviously have been
quite unbearable for him to think that he would have
to Jive with them. And, wben they came to live with
him two years later. this was initially a great source of
suffering for him (eL 4, 30).
God, he said, who conducts alilhings wisely and
gently, and who is not accustomed 10 impose his will
upon people. wishing me to commit myself completely
to taking care of the schools, did so in an imperceptible wa)' and in a short period of rime, so that onc
commitmenl led to another, without my having foreseen any of this initially (CL 4, 33).
He had imagined, as he himself tells us, thar hi"
involvement with the schools and the reachers would
be only superficial, and that it would not commit him
in any way in their regard, except to the extent of going to see them occasionally and making sure they did
their work piously and carefully, and that they had
enough to live on (Cl 4, 34).
Towards the end of 1682, it became clear to M.
De La Salle that God was aSking him to t-ake care of
the schools. And he underSlood Ihal, being obliged to
be the first at the exercises that he had established in
Ihe- hOllse. and to give an example to those for whom
he had established them, he could not do this wbile
being at the ~me time assiduous in his choir duties
[as a canon]. Hi~ confessor would never approve such
conduct, because he was most insistent lha! he fulfill
his dUlies assiduously (Cl 4, 49).

Blain
Jt was (he said in the Memoir we have mentioned) as a result of these two events. tbat is, my
meeting with M. Nye! and tbe suggestion made to me
by this lady. rhat I began to lake Cilre of the scbools for
boys. It had nOt oecuned to me previously to do so. It '
is not as if it had not been suggested to Ole. Several of
M. Roland's friends had tried to suggest this to me,
but the idea had never taken rool in my mind. Tt had
never occurred to me to act upon it. Tf it had occurred
10 me that the care I was taking of the teachers through
pure charity would oblige me one day to live with them,
I would have pul a stop to everything. As. I quite naturally considered those 1 had to employ in tbe schools,
especially at the begin.oing, as quite inferior to my valet, the very thoughr of having to live witb them would
have been quite unbearable_ In fact, during (he first
two years when they first came to live with me I suffered a great deal.

It was apparently for this reason that God, who
conducts all things with wjsdom and gentleness, .md
who is not accustomed to impose his will on people.
wishing 10 make me rake complete charge of tbe
schools, did so in an imperceptible manner and over a
long period of time, in such a way rhat one commitment led me ro another, without my having foreseen
any of this initially (Cl 7, 169).
I had imagined (he said in a Memoir written in
his own hand to show the Brothers in what way divine
Providence had given birth to their Institute.) that Ihe
care I W<lS taking of the schools and of the teachers
would be simply superficial and would not commit me
ro more in their regard than simply providing them
enough to live on and making sure they acquitted lhemselves of their duties with piety and assiduity (eL 7.
167).
Towards Ihe end of the year 1682 (he said this
himself), il seemed clear to him thilt God was asking
him to take care of the schools; and that being obliged
to be firsl al the exercises of Ihe community. he could
not attend to his choir duties as assiduously as his confessor wanted (CL 7, 193).
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I f we compare the two texts quoted, we can see that, on the whole, the contents are the same.
When, occasionally, Bernard speaks in the first person, as Blain does normally, the words used are
very similar. Even if they used it differently, the two biographers seem to have relied on the same
source.

1\vo differences, however, need to be mentioned.
According to Bernard, it was in an imperceptible manner and over a short period of time that
God "led M. De La Salle to take care of the schools". Maillefer says the same thing when he quotes
Ihis passage, while Blain says it was done "in an imperceptible manner and over a long period of
time". This second version seems more logical. However, there is no way of telling what the original text said!
Speaking of the difficulty De La Salle bad living with the first teachers, Bernard writes, "And,
when they came to live with him two years later, this was initially a great source of suffering for
him". Blain, on the other hand, says, "In fact, during the first two years when they first came to
live with me, I suffered a great deal".

In the first case, the biographer seems to refer to the opening of the first school in 1679. In the
second, as was noted in the preceding chapter, the indication given would help us to fix June 1680
as the date when De La Salle first invited the teachers to take meals with him. Which of the two
biographers has given us the true version of the facts? We do not know.
Regarding these two points, it is not possible to know what the original document said.
As for the rest of the texts, although it is sufficiently clear tbat they are botb based on the same
document, we can say that Blain's is closer to the original document:
• it is written in direct speech;
• the style is sober;
• the terms used in speaking of the first teachers have not been toned down in any way.
And so it is very likely that, in Blain's text, we can find some elements of the Memoir drawn
up by De La Salle.
Apart from tbese elements and other short references in Blain's text, we cannot be sure exactly what De La Salle wrote. On the other hand, what is sure, thanks to De La Salle's text, is that
Bernard and Blain were able to describe in tbe way they did the various stages in De La Salle's
gradual commitment to the work of the schools and the formation of a community, first of teachers
then of Brothers, dedicated to this work. When the Superiors of the Institute began gathering
material for a life of M. de La Salle, there remained very few contemporary witnesses, like Jean
Louis de La Salle and Pierre Guyart, of the period covered by the Memoir.

PART TWO- BEGINNINGS (1681-1694)

44

The importance of the document
The elements that we can consider as corning from theMemoir written by De La Salle enable us to
assess the importance that this document has for us.
Its importance lies in the fact that it is an autobiographical document written by De La Salle.
In it we find not only what he recalled of a certain number of events, but also the way in which he
subsequently understood them.

Recollection of events
The texts we have quoted provide us with De La Salle's own recollection of a certain number of
events:
• the way in which he became involved in opening schools for poor boys in Rheims;
• the pressure that had been put on him with regard to this matter;
• the gradual change in his attitude towards the schools and especially their teachers;
• his attitude towards persons of a social class different from his own.
Without De La Salle's own recollections, we would never have known of his reactions to these
events. We would have had only some vague idea.
According to what Bernard said - he drew material from it "covering the first 14 years" of
the Institute - the "manuscript" would seem to include the period from 1679-1680 to 1693-1694.
It would seem also that the document was written in 1693-1694, if it is true that it remained hidden
for 20 or so years and was discovered only during the Founder's journey to Provence in 17121714.
And so, at the very most, 14 years separated the most distant events from the writing of the
manuscript. Moreover, at the time of writing, De La Salle was only 42 or 43 and had not yet
reached the age of what we call "selective memory"!

Understanding events
The texts we have quoted enable us also to understand the way in which De La Salle himself
subsequently perceived the meaning of the events which he had doubtlessly not understood at the
time they occurred. With De La Salle, we can see:
• how he was gradually led along a path he had not planned to follow;
• how, from a "superficial involvement" in the schools and with the teachers, he progressed
to a personal commitment which involved him totally.
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He re-interpreted his past experience in the light offaith and discovered in it a meaning he had
not perceived previously.
This way of recognising in events "the conduct of God in his regard" and of responding to it
by a new commitment, which characterises De La Salle, can be found throughout the Memoir he
wrote.
This fitted in well, of course, with the biographers' tendency to interpret all events in terms of
Providence (interpretation providentialiste*), even though in educated society this kind of interpretation was going out of fashion. Nonetheless, even if we have to make allowances for what the
biographers added, their writings can still show us how De La Salle's habit of searching for God's
will in his regard and of responding to it faithfully guided him throughout his life.
In conclusion, having limited ourselves as far as possible to a factual survey of the
events, we were able to look at the facts in the way in which the Founder did.
For our own personal life, we can find in the Memoir on the Beginnings a fine
example of interpreting events in tbe light of faith, which could be an inspiration for us.

5

Birth of a Kind of Religious Community

(1683-1690)
Introduction
During this period we see the transformation of the community of teachers, which had
formed around De La Salle, into what we would call a religious community, by the adoption of certain basic characteristics which distinguished religious communities at the time.
This transformation is closely linked to a number of personal decisions taken by De La
Salle, which led him to share the conditions of his followers, and to link his life increasingly
with theirs.
This chapter includes three parts:
• a. Decisive choices (1683-1684)
• b. The community of teachers becomes a community of Brothers (1684-1687)
• c. New developments and the assertion of the particular character of the community
(1687-1690)

3.

Decisive choices (1683-1684)

The anxiety of the teachers
The biographers agree that, despite their generosity, it was not long before the new teachers who bad joined De La Salle became anxious about their future. M Bernard says:
From the time the teachers began to live with M. de La Salle to the end of 1682,
he noticed that several of them were tempted not to stay, because, they said, they
found no security in their situation (eL 4, 47).
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Blain gives further details:
Reduced to the bare minimum, with no fund or income, they considered their
uncertain future. In their anxiety and lack of trust, they saw that their only source
of livelihood in old age would be shameful begging. The devil exaggerated in
their minds their reasons for mistrust: he showed them only a picture of their
future misery, a hospital when they feB sick or became old, and this would be the
reward for their work (eL 7, 186).
AJthough the description given by the biographer dramatises the situation, it is
nevertheless true. Receiving just enough to live on from tbose who supported the schools
in which they taught, the teachers shared the lack of security of many of their contemporaries.
As they had no funds to faU back upon, anything that prevented them from working - illness, inftrmity, old age - would force them to rely all the distribution of alms.
In the case of illness, they would have to seek admission to a hospital or, if they were
infirm or old, to a General Hospital.
As they began to form a community, the teachers could hope to receive a regular
income in the form of an annuity.

If we foUow Bernard's chronology, the new teachers arrived at the end of 1681beginning of 1682. It was probably after the move to rue Neuve (June 24th 1682) that De
La Salle began to become aware of their anxiety, and in order to dispel it, he urged them to
trust Providence. His exhortations proved ineffective.
The reasons for his inability to convince them became clear wben the teachers became
bold enougb to tell him what they thought. Blain attributes the following words to them:
You find it easy to speak, they said to him, since you lack nothing. With a good
canonry and an equally good inheritance, you have security and are in no danger
of poverty. If our establishment falls, you remain standing; if our situation is ruined, yours remains unaffected. Where will we go, what will we do, if the schools
fail or people lose their taste for us? We are people without money, without income and even without a profession. Poverty is all that awaits us, and begging is
the only means of alleviating it (eL 7,188).
At first, De La Salle was surprised by what the teachers thought, but then he began to
wonder whether be should give up his wealth and his canonry (canonicat*) so as to be poor
like them and give them an example of complete trust in Providence (CL 7, 188).
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However, according to the three biographers, De La Salle's first reaction was to calm
the anxiety of the teachers by using his wealth to endow the schools and thus ensure their
future. He consulted Barre who dissuaded him from doing so and suggested he give up not
only his inheritance (patrimoine*), but also his canonry.
De La Salle prayed and thought a lot about this piece of advice. The outcome was that
he gave up his canonry first, even though he had first thought of starting by giving up his
i nberitance.

Giving up the canonry
Ifwe accept what the biograpberssay, what led De La Salle to give up the benefits (benefice*)
of his C<inonry had less to do with his desire to share the condition of the teachers than his
need to be more free to lead a community life with them.
According to a passage in Bernard and Blain, which seem to us to be based on the
Memoir on the Beginnings, De La Salle had come to the conclusion towards the end of
1682 that "God was asking him to take care of the schools".
In the light of what was said in the preceding paragraph, it is easy to understand why
De La Salle decided at that point to involve himself more fully in looking after the schools
and the teachers. To make himself more available he had to give up his position as canon
(chanoine*). This involved also losing a regular and considerable income.
The three biographers are unanimous when they say that it took De La Salle nine or
ten months to give up his position as canon. This means that, when his decision became
known, he encountered much opposition to his plan, in particular from Jacques Callou, the
superior of the seminary in Rheirns, in whom be had confided his intentions. The latter
finally gave his permission in July 1683.
De La Salle approached the Archbishop concerning the matter, but, as the biographers
note, the latter was in no hurry to accede to his request. Finally, however, Mgr Le TeUier
accepted that M. de La Salle "give up his benefice" as C<inon in favour of M. Faubert, a
priest whom he had chosen in preference to his brother Jean Louis. The new canon took
office on August 16th 1683.
Following the opposition aroused by his decision and his choice of a successor, and
wishing to keep a promise made to M. de La Barrnondiere, the parish priest of St Sulpice,
De La Salle wished to go to Paris to direct a school there. However, he was dissuaded from
doingso by his spiritual director, who considered his continued presence necessary for his
teachers. Barre, who supported this plan, was very put out.
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Giving up his inheritance
In the months that followed his resignation from his canonry, De La Salle returned to his
first intention of giving up his inheritance so as to convince his teachers by his example "to
put all their trust in God" (CL 4,58). As Blain says:
Grace led the holy priest to believe that, when his followers saw him become by
choice what they were by necessity, they would no longer find it difficult to follow his example and abandon themselves totally to Providence. In a word, M. de
La Salle, wishing to be like his brothers, following the example of Jesus Christ,
wished to become poor with the poor, so as to make them love their state of
poverty (CL 7, 215).
He remained undecided, however, on how to use his wealth. As Blain says:
It is true that, having resolved to give up his wealth and his inheritance, M. de La
Salle had not decided what use to make of it. He had only two choices possible.
The first was to distribute it all to all kinds of poor people. The second was to use
it for the benefit of those he had charge of (CL 7,216).

• The first choice meant following the teachings of Barre, who wanted the work of
the schools to be founded solely on trust in Providence.
• The second meant following the example of Nicolas Roland, who had "founded
[endowed] schools for girls" (CL 7, 217).

As was his custom in such circumstances, De La Salle had recourse to prayer. The
prayer that Bernard and Blain put on his lips shows what his dispositions were at this
juncture:
My God, I do not know whether I should endow or not endow. It is not for me to
establish communities, nor to know how they should be established. It is for you
to know and to do so in a way that pleases you. I do not dare to endow, because
I do not know your will. I shall therefore not contribute anything to the endowment of our houses. If you endow them, they will be endowed. If you do not
endow them, they will remain unendowed. I beg you to let me know your holy
will (CL 7,218).
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We cannot say whether this prayer was composed by De La Salle himself. The
form it takes, however, deserves a few comments.
We should note in particular that what is involved here is "establishing communities", "founding houses", while in our last reference to Nicolas Roland, it was said that
he had "endowed the schools for girls".
In fact, what was involved there was the endowment of the community of the Sisters of the Child Jesus, for which Roland had allocated 43,000 livres, which would
produce about 2,200 ]ivres annually, and so had ensured the future of the "free schools"
for the girls of Rheuns (d. Poutet, 1992:39).
It would seem that the real dilemma facing De La Salle was as follows: should he
use his wealth to produce a regular income for his communities, for his "houses", that is,
for the groups of teachers (later Brothers) running schools; or should he leave them to
continue depending for their livelihood on what those who had asked them to run schools
were willing to give tbem?

I

i

De La Salle's dispositions convinced his spiritual director, and he "allowed him ... to
sell and to distribute all his goods to the poor" (eL 7, 219).
The distressing conditions brought abou t by a famine soon offered him an occasion to
fulfil his plan. The supplement at the end of this chapter will deal more fully with this.

Conclusion
Having adopted in full the condition of the teachers to whom he had united his life, De La
Salle was able to induce them to commit themselves more fully to the process of turning the
community they formed into a kind of religious community.
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Nicolas Barre (Amiens, December
17th 1621-Paris, May 31st 1686) joined
the Minims in 164l.
In 1659, he was a teacber, confessor
and preacher in Rauen. In 1662 he
preached a parish mission in Sotteville lez
Rauen. Two women helpers, Fran<;oise
Duval and Marguerite Lestocq, gave religious instruction in their homes and then
opened a school for poor girls in Rouen.
This was the beginning of the Daughters
of Providence in Rauen.
In December 1670, Nicolas Roland
obtained two Sisters from Fr Barre. One
of them, Fran~oise Duval, leflthe Sisters
of the Child Jesus in J 683 to help to found
the Daughters of Providence in Lisieux.
In 1674, Fr Barre was sent to Paris.
He brought two Sisters from Rouen in order to open a free school and a novitiate:
the Sisters of St Maur. In 1686, Demia
obtained a Sister from Fr. Barre to start
up the future Sisters of St Charles. Fr Barre
died before he could see De La Sal Ie fulfil
his promise and come to Paris with his
Brothers.

Photo E. Roussel
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- SupplementDe La Salle Distributes His Goods to the Poor
This title is taken from a passage we have already quoted from Blain, which says that De La Salle'5
spiritual director allowed him. "to sell and distribute his goods to the poor, exposing himself to the
risk of all that could happen and all that could be said" (CL 7,219).
We shall deal with two aspects of the distribution made by De La Salle of his goods:
• the circumstances,
• the method.

The circumstances
Blain describes them in a passage which includes details about:
• the situation in which the distribution was made,
• the date on which it was made.
With regard to this, the text in question has the value of a document. It needs to be compared,
however, with other sources of information.

1684 was a year filled with misfortune. Champagne was not spared the misery that
prevailed throughout the Kingdom following a succession of failed harvests. The poor
flocked to the city from the countryside and, joining those of the city, turned Rheims into
one big hospital. Most of the inhabitants became beggars, as big increases in prices and
the Tigour of the winter caused workshops and other fonns of work 10 stop. With great
shame, they begged for bread from the rich, whereas the professional poor did so without
embarrassment. The famine was so great and so cruel, that many rich people were unable to provide against it and were reduced to the ranks of the poor, and having no bread,
were too ashamed to beg for it. The exorbitant prices of produce and food soon exhausted reserves and savings amassed over the years. Those who were only moderately
ricb were soon reduced to hunger and misery (CL 7,219).
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The situation
We can summarise the situation described by the biographer in the following way:

Causes

Characteristics

Consequences

"succession of
failed harvests"

"misery"

The poor from the countryside
join those of the towns

cherte* (increase
in prices) and the
rigour of the winter"

"Workshops and
other forms of work
stop."
"famine"
"exorbitant food prices"

Most of the inhabitants of
Rheims are reduced to begging.
Rich people become destitute.
Reserves and savings of
several years are exhausted.

«

This description, characterised by the figures of speech and ways of seeing things typical of
the time, indicates the factors which, together or separately, caused shortages in less serious cases,
and famine, in the worst.
• Bad climatic conditions, decrease in agricultural production, scarcity of grain for making
bread, increase in the price of bread, increase in the number of those unable to buy enough of it to
live, dependence by an increasing number of people on distribution of bread, increase in the number
of beggars from elsewhere.
• Rigorous winter, decrease in economic activity, reduction in the resources of those who
depend totally on their work, their difficulty in finding enough bread (especially as its price was
increasing at the same time).
The biographer shows us hawaII these factors coming together produced a particularly difficult situation. The following section will give more details.

Date
There are two pieces of information regarding this in the text we have quoted:
• "1684, a year filled with misfortune ...."
• "The rigour of the winter. ..."
This is useful information, but which winter are we referring to: 1683-84 or 1684-85? One
answer to the question lies in the records oftemperatures kept at the time by the observatory of 5t
Maur, near Paris. A recent book, based on these records, gives us the following information:
It was a well-defined winter, lasting from December 1683 to February 1684. In Paris,
the average temperature was minus point 8 degrees centigrade (in a normal winter it was
3.5°C).... From January 10th onwards, it became very cold: in the countryside around
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Paris, the temperature dropped to -20°e. In the first 10 days of February, the temperature dropped to -lO°e. On February 2nd, 3rd and 4th, the temperatures recorded are
between -16"C and
(Lachiver 1991, 77-79).

-1re

This winter is referred to as being an exceptionally cold one in a ten-year period which was
rather mild. As the climate of Rheirns was harsher than that of Paris, one can be justified in thi nking that the winter of 1683-84 corresponds to the one whose "rigour" was a joint factor wilh the
"big increase in prices" (clterte*) in the text quoted.
Another source of information is a record of the prices of various agricultural products which
was brought up to date each week in the Rbeims market. The chart that follows shows the change
in prices of t\.vo cereals (wheat and rye) over tbe period JWle 1683-June 1686. The prices used are
tbe highest reached each month. The chart shows quite clearly a period during which the price of
both cereals remained high, reaching a peak in December 1684. A prolonged period of high prices
like the one shown is typical of a time of shortage linked to bad harvests.
Prices recorded at the market in Rbeims
1685
1684
1686
2 4 6 8 10 12 2 4 6
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We can suppose, therefore, that the year of "successive bad harvests" was 1684 aDd that their
dire effects were felt in particuJar during the winter of 1684-85. According to the figures we have
shown, the "rigorous winter" and "higb prices" due to bad harvests were Dot contemporaneous but
successive. Probably, a frost killed the cereals sown in autumn and this produced a bad harvest in 1684.
This confirms the information given by the biographer when he says that there was "a period
of shortage lasting two whole years". When it became clear at the beginning of 1684 that the
harvest would be a bad one, those who slill had stocks of grain kept them, anticipating and provoking a rise in prices. It was only in Autumn 1685, after a satisfactory t1arvest, that prices stabilised
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at a lower level. This view would need to be cross-checked, but tbis is outside the scope of this
supplement.
Clearly, what we have said does not alter in any way the action taken by De La Salle in these
circumstances. However, it is useful to give as clear an idea as possible of the context of his action,
so that we can assess more fully its significance.
The chart shows that persons who had just enough money to buy bread when the
price of rye was 21ivres per setier, could no longer do so when the price had doubled or
tripled, as was the case in Rheims from April 1684 to July 1685.

The method
The description given by Blain gives the impression that De La Salle organised the distribution in
a way that was usual for the times, that is, in the normal way for the poor who were included on the
"almsgiving list", or in addition, for those who were reduced to poverty in times of famine by the
increase in prices or a reduction in resources.
On two occasions, the biographer tells us that the poor were given "a portion of bread". This
was quite in keeping with the customs of the times, given the importance bread had in the diet of the
people of those days and, in particular, of the lower classes.
During the famine, there was an increase in the price of whole meal bread, which was a staple
part of the diet. It was cheaper than white bread, and was made from a mixture of flour from wheat
and rye. There was less of it available; it was of poorer quality and it cost more. Although there was
not enough of it to satisfy needs, the distributions of bread that were organised enabled a good
proportion of the population to survive.
There is reason to believe that De La Salle did Dot restrict himself to distributing bread, but
that he also gave money away. Blain's text informs us, moreover, that De La Salle divided up his
gifts among the "three classes of poor people he wished to help" (CL 7, 220).
The first consisted of the children who attended the schools, "boys and girls", Bernard tells us
(CL 4,61). Thus his understandable generosity regarding the boys was extended to include girls,
presumably those who went to the schools run by the Sisters of the Child Jesus.
The second group consisted of the "ashamed" poor people. This was the usual name given to
people who had once been well off and who had become poor as a result of a change in their
situation (due to illness, old age, for example), or because of unforeseen circumstances (unemployment, increase in prices). These hid their change in fortune, and it was easier to help them with gifts
of money. The albers were the habitually poor who were known as such, or those who joined their
ranks in times of famine.
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How much wealtb was given away?
If we are to believe Blain, De La Salle's inheritance amounted to about 40,000
livres. It is not known where Blain got this figure from.
To know exactly what De La Salle gave away, we would have to know the size of
the sums he was able to withdraw from his inheritance, either by transferring to others
his investment contracts for ready cash, or by obtaining a reimbursement of the sums
invested, plus the interest. A receipt signed by De La Sane on January 19th 1685, would
seem to be an example of this (d. CL 42-1, 235ff).
On the basis of documents brought to light by Br Louis Marie Aroz, a number of
attempts have been made co calculate the wealth De La SaUe could have had at his
disposal around 1684 (cf. CL 42-1, 184 and 223-226; or Poutet 1992,41-42).
The results of this research seem too uncertain for us to be able to draw any satis·
factory conclusions.

Conclusion
The above study, however useful, should not make us lose sight of the events we have tried to
understand. When we see the chart showing the fluctuation in the price of cereals, we should try to
imagine the lack of security and the great privations experienced by those who lived through the
situation we have analysed. There is no doubt that De La Sa]Je was sensitive to it when he contributed to the alleviation of this suffering, and before he chose to share it himself.
This was, in fact, the inevitable final step, the culmination of his various acts of detachment
between 1683 and 1685:

• By giving up his benefice as a canon, he had deprived himself of a regular and safe source
of income.
• By using allihe part of his share of the inheritance that he couId, he had abandoned reserves
that would have been particularly useful in a difficult period like 1684-1685, or in the very severe
famine of 1693-1694 and of the winter of 1709-1710 which he experienced with his followers.
Sharlug now the condition of his followers and of many of his contemporaries, he could
appreciate how precarious it was.
Blain tells us that, after distributing all his goods, De La Salle himself begged for bread. By
this humble gesture, he joined the ranks of the poor. By doing so, he imitated his Master, Jesus
Christ who, by wilJingly giving up in the Incarnation the "rank which made him equal to God",
took on the poverty of mao's condition. Having laken the Gospel seriously himself, De La Salle
now stood more of a chance of being J lslened to by his followers when he invited them not to worry
about the future and to put their trust in tbeir Father in Heaven.

b. The community of teachers becomes a community of
Brothers (1684-1687)
The decisive choices made by De La Salle seem to have made a strong impression on the
community he bad formed around himself.
The biographers are in agreement regarding most of the facts relating to the transformation of this community of "seculars" into a kind of religious community. As far as the
chronology of events is concerned, however, there is much less agreement.
As a way of dealing with the difficulties that this discrepancy poses, it would seem to
be a good idea to use Blain's text to give a general idea of how the transfonnation took
place, before going on to deal with particular aspects of it.

The general picture
At the end of chapter one and at the beginning of chapter two of part II of his work (CL 7,
231-232), Blain describes a whole series of events around which everything else revolves
during the period we are studying in this part of the chapter (1684-1687).

The responsibilities of De La Salle are increased
The biographer begins his account by showing how De La Salle was obliged to take over
responsibility for the schools at Rethel, Guise and Laon. Chateau Porcien is not mentioned.
Earlier on in his account, Blain had anticipated events by saying, in connection with
the opening of a school at Laon in 1683, that Adrien Nyel remained two years in that town,
and that in 1685, wishing to return to Rouen, he went to see De La Salle to ask him to look
after the three schools which, if he left, would have to fend for themselves (cf. CL 7, 183).
De La Salle's reaction to the request was cautious, but he had been presented with a
fait accompli and Nyel had left for Rauen. We learn from a document that he was there on
April 26tb 1685 (cf. CL 48,31).
At the urging of a number of persons, in particular of his friend Pierre Guyart, the
parish priest of St Pierre in Laon, De La Salle accepted responsibility for the schools opened
by Nyel outside Rheims. It is clear that when the school year started in 1685, De La Salle
had taken over these extra responsibilities.
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The intention to form a small community
Blain establishes a very clear relationship between this increase in De La Salle's responsibilities and his intention to transfonn the community, which up till now had been formed of
the teachers in Rheims, into a sort of religious community. This community would include
all the teachers in the schools for which he now had responsibility. The biographer describes this as follows:
Seeing that he was responsible for a number of teachers working in several different towns, M. de La Salle considered it appropriate to form them into a small
congregation, and to prescribe for them a uniform style of life (CL 7,231).
His task consisted, therefore, in forming the group of teachers into a regular
community, in giving them a habit, rules and constitutions, and in establishing in
aU things a uniformity that was perfect and suited to their vocation. It consisted
also in inspiring them all with the same spirit, the same sentiments, the same
dispositions, the same views, and in giving them one heart and one mind, following the example of the first Christians who, in forming the primitive Church,
provided the centuries to come with the model of a perfect community (CL 7,

232).
On the basis of what Blain says, it seems, therefore, that in the course of 1685, the
commu1ity of teachers that had formed around De La Salle in Rheims, was extended to
include l:.l- teachers from Rethel, Guise, Laon (and perhaps Chateau Porcien), and had
begun to take on more and more the features of a community that could be called religious.

Convocation of an Assembly
After outlining De La Salle's plan, the biographer goes on to say, "However, he did not
think he had to make any personal contribution in order to make it successful". In the
following paragraph we read:
The humble Founder called his 12 principal followers and held an assembly with
them. His purpose was to discuss together with them tbe means to give tbe establishment a form, to define the vocation of its members and to give them stability.
(CL 7, 232)
Blain tells us that this Assembly "began on the eve of the feast of the Ascension 1684
and was due to finish on the feast of Pentecost, but was prolonged till Trinity Sunday".

THE COMMUl\TJTY OF TEACHERS BECOMES A COMMUNITY OF BROTIlERS

59

According to the chronology of events established, the date given - 1684 - seems
to be a mistake. Maillefer's date for the Assembly -1686 - fits in better and is normally
accepted as being correct.

Various aspects
Blain continues his account of the Assembly of the 12 "principal followers" of De La Salle:
We are not able to report all the topics that were treated in this Assembly of 12,
nor what were the results. We know only that agreement was reached. on a number of regulations, and that there were deliberations about the changing of the
habit, the name tbe teachers would subsequently adopt, the food they should eat
and the question of making vows (CL 7,233).
We shall use the list given in the passage as a guide for our study of various aspects of
the process wh ich transformed the community of teachers into a community of Brothers.
However, we shall treat the question ofregulations and food together, and will deal with a
new attempt by De La Salle during an Assembly to have a Brother elected as Superior.

Choice of a habit
The same biographer tells us that, although during the Assembly of the 12 the question of
a choice of habit was broached, no decision was made regarding the matter. During the
following winter, at the suggestion of the mayor of Rheims, De La Salle had cloaks made of
black material, which were similar to the capotes worn in Champagne. And then he gave
his foHowers "a cassock of the same black material, similar to what ecclesiastics used to
wear and which are still worn in some communities, which was closed in front with metal
hooks and eyes" (CL 7,238).
Information given elsewhere regarding the date of the Assembly would seem to point
to the winter of 1684-1685 as the date when the new habit was adopted. Since doubts have
been raised about 1684 as the correct date, we cannot rely on it. We cannot rely either on
what the other biographers tell us about the matter.
However, there is another source on which we can rely regarding this. At a certain
pain t, De La Salle saw himself obi iged to defend his choice of babi t, and he set ills reasons
down in a document which subsequently became known as the Memoir on the Habit, of
which we have a preliminary draft.
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• This text confirms that the habit in question consisted of a cloak also calledcasaque
and capote, and a short cassock.

• It says that the cloak was worn first over the "jerkin" (justaucorps*) worn by the
teachers.

• It says that at the time lhisMemoir was VvTitten, this habit had already been worn for
five years in five towns.
It is thought that the Memoir on the Habit was written at the end of 1689-beginning
of 1690. The Memoir would seem, therefore, to indicate that the habit was being worn at
the end of 1684-beginning of 1685, and not only in Rheims, but also in the four towns
where Adrien Nyel had opened a school. This would mean that it was being worn before
the teachers had come together to form a "small congregation".
However, at the date indicated, the teachers wore simply a cloak over the jerkin: the
short cassock was introduced only subsequently.
Whatever the truth of the matter may be, it is clear that, as soon as the teachers began
to wear it in its entirety, this "unusual dress" (unusual because it differed from what was
worn by seculars and ecclesiastics) was one of the most visible signs that the community of
teachers had been transformed into a sort of religious community (an expression that is
used in the Memoir on the Habit).

The change of name
"The change in dress led to a change of name", Blain tells us (CL 7,240). This would mean
that the change of name must have occurred at the end of 1684-beginning of 1685. This
seems more plausible than what the other biographers maintain, namely, that it took place
several years earlier, immediately after the arrival of the new teachers.
In fact, it is difficult to know exactly when "the teachers were called Brothers", as
Bernard writes (d. CL 4,47). We can be certain, however, that the adoption of the name
"Brother" served to give a new appearance to the community gathered around De La Salle.
The importance of this fact will be highlighted in the supplement entitled "Brothers of
the Christian Schools" which will follow this part of the present chapter.

A decision regarding "regulations"
In the course of this same Assembly, the question of establishing "regulations" appears to
have been broached. According to Blain, "M. de La Salle was in no hurry to give regulations to the Brothers: it was easier to draw them up than to make them practised" (CL 7,
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234). Following his usual practice, he preferred to allow the Brothers to experiment before
drawing up regulations.
All the same, the Assembly did draw up some rules concerning meals. It appears that
the intention was to establish some kind of uniformity regarding food among the various
houses (local communities) where the Brothers lived.

A decision to bind themselves by vows
The three biographers are in agreement when they say that, during the first Assembly of the
"principal Brothers" (according to Blain and Maillefer) or during the Brothers' retreat
(according to Bernard), the Brothers discussed the "plan to make vows", as Blain puts it.
It was in fact a way of identifying more closely with the so-called "regular communities", as well as of "procuring stability for those who belonged and would belong to the
Institute" (CL 4, 72).

According to Maillefer, the Brothers were "resolved to pronounce the three vows of
poverty, obedience and chastity for life" (eL 4, 75). Bernard and Blain mention only the
vows of obedience and chastity. Finally, De La Salle convinced the Brothers to restrict
themselves to the vow of obedience.
On the feast of the Holy Trinity, De La Salle and the Brothers present took this vow
for a year (according to Bernard and Maillefer), or for three years (according to Blain).
Blain tells us, that a year later, on the feast of the Holy Trinity, De La Salle and 8 of the
12 Brothers who had made a vow of obedience a year previously, renewed it. This renewal
is still a custom in the Institute.
Even if they had pronounced this vow for three years, as Blain says, the Brothers
renewing their vow for one year extended it by that period. In fact, they gave it an
indeterminate duration.

An attempt to have a Brother appointed Superior
All three biographers mention the fact that, during another Assembly, De La Salle wanted
a Brother to be elected in his place as Superior of the new community.
They do not agree, however, on the date of this second Assembly. According to
Maillefer, who we think is right, it was held on the feast of the Holy Trinity in 1687 (cf. CL
6, 76-77).
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In justification of De La Salle's wish to be replaced as Superior, the biographers speak
of his wish to practise the vow of obedience he had made. We can also mention the disinterestedness and clear-thinking of this young man - he was only 36 - who did not wish the
work he had undertaken to be dependent too much on himself.

The Brothers accepted the reasons put fOIV/ard by De La Salle and, in his place, elected
Brother Henri Lheureux, who was 24 years old.
However, the decision was premature. As soon as the Vicar Generals of Rheims became aware of it, they obliged De La Salle to take up his position as Superior again (CL 7,
270).

Conclusion
The various decisions taken in the course of tbe years we have just considered bad given
the community gathered around De La Salle characteristics which made it similar to the
religious communities of the period. However, there were differences.
What distinguished the community of Brothers even more than its external characteristics was the fervour of its members. Blain, in particular, draws attention to this by speaking of the young Brothers who died in the course of the years: Jean Fran\=ois io 1684,
Nicolas Boudette in 1686, Maurice on May 1st 1687 (d. CL 7, 247ft).
Side by side with tbe "regular communities" which made "solemn" vows and which,
in the case of women, were cloistered, there appeared at that time the "secular communities" whose members made "simple" vows, or sometimes made no vows at all. Thus the
Sisters of the Child Jesus of Rheims were described in an official document as "secular
women" (eL 38,91). This was the case also of the Daughters of Charity of St Vincent de
Paul.
We are therefore justified in saying that the community of Brothers as it was in
1686-1687 was a "secular community". Blain, on the other hand, mistakenly refers (0 it
as a "regular community" (d. CL 11, 104-105).

- SupplementBrothers of the Christian Schools
If we accept what Maillefer says, this is the name De La Salle gave to the teachers that took the
place of those who had left at the end of 1682--beginning of 1683. However, there is reason to doubt
that De La Salle gave this name to ttle teachers at the time indicated by tbe biographer.

111is does not change the fact that, at one time or another, this was the name adopted by the
followers of De La Salle.
But how was it and when was it that they began to caU themselves and to be called by this
name? These questions deserve an answer, and this we should like to provide at this point, by
considering each element of the name separately and then the name "Brothers of the Christian
Schools" as a whole.

Brothers
The change of name referred to earlier is certainly connected to the fact that the teachers gathered
around De La Salle "took the form of a community". It is connected more particularly, however,
with the fact that the teachers, at some particular poiot, began calling one another "Brother", and
that those who observed them caJIed them by that name also.
This is clearly shown by Bernard's text:

It was at the end of the first six months and at the beginning of the year 1682 that new
candidates appeared.... And it was then that a true form of community began to appear
in the house. It was also at the beginning of that same year tbat what were known as
exercises began to be practised, and the teachers were called Brothers (CL 4,47).
Even in his first manuscript, MaiIlefer tells us that De La Salle gave the name of "Brothers of
the Christian Schools" to the teachers, and then he goes on to say:
This name seemed to them more unassuming and more appropriate to the common life
they bad adopted, and more capable of maintaining the union that reigned among them.
The effects of this change appeared at once, although on tbe face of it, it was not a great
one.
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When he goes on to describe these happy effects in the following paragraph, it is clear that he
sees a connection between the changes that had come about in the community and tbe facllhal from
now on the teachers called themselves Brothers.
The Brothers (that is how I sball refer 10 them in the future) had one beart and one mind.
They lived in peace with one another, helped one another with tender and compassionate
charity. All they had became common property, no private interests distracted their minds,
and in this way the reguJarity of their conduct was a vivid image of the life of the first
Christians (CL 6, 54).
The reference to the community of the first Christians was, no doubt, part of the hagiographer's
stock-in-trade. However, we are probably right in thinking that tbe biographer is actually describing a point in our early bistory when, by their lifestyle, tbe first Brothers deserved to bear this
name.
For the teachers gathered around De La Salle, the fact of being called "Brothers" indicated
their intention to go beyond what already held them together, that is, life in community and the
exercise of a common profession. Taking the Gospel as their sale source of inspiration, they wished
to found their commWlity on the command of mutual love received from Christ.
The text in which Blain speaks of "the change of name", which according to him, followed "the
change of dress", is somewhat long. All the same, it deserves to be quoted in full and studied carefully.
The change of dress led to the change of name. That of Brothers was chosen as it was
appropriate, and the name of Schoolmasters was left to those who taught for their personal gain, and for whom charity and humility had no place. Such a name had never
suited persons wllo professed to run schools for the sale purpose of making Jesus Christ
reign in them and of teaching Christian doctrine there gratuitously. Even if this name had
been tolerated up till then in a house in which uniformity and equality in all things had
not yet succeeded in bonding together persons wavering in their vocation, it was no
longer so now tbat they had united to form one sale body. Consequently, the name of
Brothers, which nature bestows on children who have the same blood and the same
father on earth, and which charity applies to those who have the same spirit and the same
Father in heaven, truly belonged to them.
In this way, the nature of the sons of M. de La SaJle was reflected in the title of Brothers
of the Christian and Gratuitous Schools, and from now on we shall not call them by any
other name. This name is appropriate because it includes a definition of their state and
indicates the commitments of their vocation. This name teaches them that the charity
which brought their Institute into existence must also be its life and soul, preside over all
their deliberations and inspire their plans. It must also be the force that impels them to
work and act, which must regulate all the steps they take and animate all their words and
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actions. This name teaches them the excellence of their commitment, the dignity of their
state and the holiness of their profession. It tells them that, living as Brothers, they owe
one another mutual signs of tender, but spiritual friendship. Since they must look upon
themselves as the elder brothers of those they teach, they must exercise this ministry of
charity with a charitable heart. (CL 7, 241)
In this text, Blain explains first of all why the followers of De La Salle adopted the name of
"Brothers" in the place of "Schoolmasters".
His gives two reasons for this which the following questions can help us discover. (The answer can also be found in Lasallian Themes 2 1995, 19).
• What difference does the biographer establish between the two names?
• What made this difference more obvious?
The biographer goes on to justify the name "Brothers of the Christian and Gratuitous Schools"
which he uses.
• How does he do this?
The following questions concern the name "Brother":
• What does this name recall to those who bear it?
• What does it invite them to do?
After studying this text, we can conclude that Blain follows Maillefer in stressing that the
change in name from "Schoolmasters" to "Brothers" represented for the followers of De La Salle
the transition from life in common to fraternal life.
The biographer noted also how "Brothers" was an appropriate name for men one of whose
most striking characteristics was, and had to remain, the type offraternal relationship they maintained with their pupils.

Of the Christian Schools
What we have said above should be enough to explain how the teachers who formed a community
with De La Salle came to call themselves "Brothers".
It remains now to see why these "Brothers" were called "of the Christian Schools", since any
specification used needed to be sufficiently different to distinguish them from others. An explanation is needed because, in those days, all schools properly so called could be called "Christian".

They all depended, in fact, on the Church authorities, that is, on the "precentor" for the "little
schools", and on local parish priests for parish schools and, in particular, for the "charity schools".
Moreover, Christian doctrine was taught in all of them. In this regard, Protestant schools also
(till they were suppressed) could be called Christian.
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And yet, in 1677, Barre had drawn up statutes and regulations for "Christian and charitable
schools". It seems certain that De La Salle himself, once he had become involved with a number of
schools, was quick to call them "Christian schools". The use of this descriptive term was, therefore, evidently a means of distinguishing them from others.
What was so characteristic about the term "Christian schools" that it could serve to make
theD..! distinctive?
In order to explain the difference between "Little Schools" and "Christian Schools", Blain has
the following to say in a passage from the Treatise on the institution ofthe Masters and Mistresses
of Christian and Gratuitous Schools which preceded his life of De La Salle:
By Schools should be understood places where young people go to learn how to read,
write and count for a fee. By Christian and Gratuitous Schools should be understood
places where they go to acquire Christian instruction and a holy education for no payment. The former by comparison with the latter, should be considered profane and secular, because children go there to receive a fairly indifferent sort of profane instruction.
(CL 7,34)
The biographer's description of what he called "schools" must have applied to groups of
pupils, or rather apprentices, who were taught the art of writing by the Writing Masters and whatever else they added. Their only aim, in fact, was to transmit practical skills.
In the Little Schools dependent on the Church authorities, the teachers were not supposed, in
theory, to limit themselves to teaching only the rudiments of knowledge. In practice, however, their
main concern was to earn their living by transmitting this knowledge.
On the other hand, in Christian Schools, the chief concern was to impart "Christian instruction and a holy education". In this they were similar to the Charity Schools, whose owners promoted these same aims.
However, contrary to what Blain's text could lead us to believe, while the teaching of catechism and Christian formation were considered important in Christian Schools, special attention
was also given to profane teaching. As opposed to what happened in the Charity Schools, this
teaching was not considered simply as complementary to that of catechism, in particular where
reading was concerned. In practice, it was even more effective than the teaching given to individuals or small groups of pupils by the Writing Masters or the teachers in the Little Schools.
Finally, a more detailed study reveals that, for De La Salle, what made a school deserve to be
called "Christian" was above all the extent to which it created an environment in which the children
could experience Christian life in the very framework of their school activities.
What we have just said is only a brief sketch of a topic which will be given more ample
treatment later. It enables us, however, to understand what made the schools run by the Brothers
sufficiently different from other schools to enable them to call them "Christian Schools", and for
their teachers to be called "Brothers" of the "Christian Schools".
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Brothers of the Christian Schools
Composed oftbe two elements we have just considered, the name given to the followers of De La
Salle described them well.
This is what Blain claimed in the text we quoted earlier regarding the name of "Brothers of the
Christian and Gratuitous Schools" which was given to the "children of M. de La Salle". He wrote,
"This name is appropriate because it includes a definition of their state and indicates the commitments of their vocation".
The name of "Brothers of the Christian Schools" recalls that those who bear this name:
• belong to a "community" founded on evangelical charity, in which its members try to live
according to tbe Gospel;
• have "as their mission to give a Christian education through the school" (Lasallian Themes
21995,22).
As was pointed out in the preceding chapter, we do not know exactly when and how the name
"Brothers of the Christian Schools" was adopted.

What we can affirm, on the other hand, is that it existed and already had some kind of official
status in 1690, when De La Salle wrote the Memo.ir on the Habit, of which we spoke earlier. In it
he uses the name "Brothers of the Christian Schools" on two occasions when speaking of the
members of what he likewise called the "Community of the Christian Schools".

(;

c. New developments and the assertion of the particular
character of the community (1687-1690)
Expansion in Rheims
As the new "community" continued to develop, it was led to associate with itself two other

groups of persons who, without becoming a part of it, completed it.

The community of Brothers
When we read Blain, we could think that, once De La Salle had given up his canonry and
his inheritance, "his flock was increased by several young people who were inspired to give
up everything following his example" (CL 7,224). However, if we read the passage carefully, we will see that it refers to the arrival of the new teachers, which came before and, as
is said here, led to the move to rue Neuve in 1682.
This does not mean to say that there were no new arrivals during the years in which the
community of teachers evolved into a form of religious community. In fact, it was at this
time that Gabriel Drolin arrived (around 1684), followed by Jean Partois in September
1686 (cf. CL 3, 32).
Towards 1685, the community gathered around De La Salle in Rheims, together with
the teachers in the schools in Rethel, Guise, Laon and perhaps Chateau Porcien, numbered
in all at the most about 15 persons.
It does not look as if this number increased during these same years. While there were
new arrivals, there were also new gaps. De La Salle mentions the death of Cosme Boiserin
on March 24th 1684, Jean Lozart on June 26th 1685 (cf. CL 37,39), Brother Henri Lheureux
and Jean Morice on May 1st 1687. There is also mention of a death "at M. de La SaJle's
house" on September 30th 1685 (cf. CL37, 40). Because of these deatbs, even De La Salle
was obliged to teach in the parish school of St Jacques in Rheirns (d. CL 7,244).
There were departures too. According to Blain, of the 12 Brothers who first pronounced the vow of obedience, only eight renewed it tbe following year, and the four who
did not left the community shortly after (eL 7,237).
The difficulty that the community appears to have had in increasing its numbers probably explains why no new schools were opened during this period, at least apart from the
one in the parish of St Sulpice, of which more later.
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De La Salle had not abandoned his plan to go to Paris, and so, when Mgr Le Tellier
"offered to endow schools for him provided he gave up other establishments", he declined
the offer (eL 6, 79).
And so, during the period we arc considering, there were no new developments in
either the community of Brothers properly so called or in the schools.

The group of young people
Bernard, who is the first of the three biographers to mention it, describes as follows how
De La Salle brought together a certain number of young men in the house on rue Neuve.
A young man aged 15 came forward to join this Institute. He was sent to the
Servant of God, still in Rheuns at the time, who accepted him even though he was
not accustomed to accepting such young persons. A short while later, three more
came to him for the same reason. And so, the Servant of God, realising that the
acceptance of these young men was an opportunity provided by God for the good
of his Institute, resolved to form a small community of these four and of those
who might subsequently join them. In the course of two months, God blessed his
undertaking to such an extent that this small community numbered 12 young
men. He gave them a rule and appointed one of the most senior Brothers to direct
it. (CL 4, 84)
The first we know to have become part of this group is Jean Jacquot who "joined the
community in the year 1686, in the month of October, having completed his 14th year"
(taken from the Register ofBrothers, quoted in CL 3, 32).
In his first manuscript, Maillefer refers to this group as forming a "junior seminary",
and in the second, a "novitiate" (CL 6, 79-80). One could accept his comparison with a
junior seminary, but not a novitiate. At the most, one could speak of a pre-novitiate.

The seminary for country teachers
De La Salle was asked by various parish priests of country parishes, who wanted a teacher
capable of running a school, to send them a member of his community. But, "as he had
made an absolute rule never to send a Brother anywhere by himself', as Blain tells us (CL
7, 278), he declined to accede to their requests.
On the other hand, he was ready to accept young men sent to him by parish priests for
training. And so in 1687 (MaiIJefer is the only one to give a date) there was opened what
was called a "seminary for country teachers".
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Placed under the direction of a Brother, these future teachers learnt "plain chant, writing, arithmetic and the method they should use to teach the children who would be entrusted to them" (CL6, 81). They kept their secular dress but wore the rabat and formed a
separate group in the house on rue Neuve.
With the help of the Duc de Mazarin (already involved in the opening of the scbool in
Rethel), De La Salle had already planned to set up a "seminary for teachers", but the plan
drawn up in 1685 failed to obtain the approval of the Archbishop of Rheims. It was therefore a similar establishment that came into existence in 1687.
And so, before the Servant of God went to live in Paris, there were three communities in Rheims: the Brothers', that of the young men we have mentioned, and
the latter which was called the seminary for schoolmasters. These three communities numbered 50 persons in all. This shows well enough the work of God's
Providence in favour of his Servant since, not having the wherewithal to provide
for the Brothers, he fed and supported these two communities, without their ever
lacking anything that was absolutely necessary. (CL 4,86)
This is the conclusion drawn by Bernard, and with it ends the part of his manuscript
that has come down to us.

Establishment in Paris
After declining the offer made to him by Mgr Le Tellier, which would have limited his work
to the Rheims diocese, De La Salle fmally went to Paris in 1688 to mke over a school in the
parish of St Sulpice, and thus fulfilled a plan he had abandoned in 1683.
The cleric in charge of this parish school was a certain M. Compagnon. In 1687, he
had contacted De La Salle through the intermediary of his brother, Jean Louis, who was at
the seminary of St Sulpice at the time, and had asked for a Brother. He had even gone to
Rheims for the same purpose, but De La Salle had been absent at the time.
When he heard of these moves, De La Salle "wrote to this cleric saying that he would
be pleased to give bim satisfaction if it was agreed that he could send two Brothers" (CL 6,
82). M. Compagnon agreed.
De La Salle, however, wanting to have an explicit request from the parish priest of St
Sulpice, asked his brother Jean Louis, who was returning to the seminary, to pass on the
request.
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M. Compagnon left matters in abeyance for two months and then wrote to De La
Salle. His letter was not what De La Salle wanted and so he took no further action.
Finally, the parish priest of St Sulpice asked one of his curates, M. Baudrand, "to ask
De La Salle for two Brothers on his behalf' (CL 7,287).
These two Brothers and De La Salle arrived in Paris in February 1688. After waiting
for a few days, they began their work in the school on rue Princesse.
A novel situation for the Brothers
The situation was, in fact, a very delicate one. They had come to teach in a school which
was run in a way different from what they were used to. What is more, this school "included
a sort of wool workshop to occupy the poor pupils" (CL 6, 82).
The practice of making children work in this way, while at the same time giving
them instruction, existed in a number of institutions such as, for example, the "General
Hospitals".
It was justified in the eyes of the school authorities (in this case, M. de La
Barmondiere, the parish priest of St Sulpice) as being a means of "accustoming young
people to work and stopping them from being idle", as Blain tells us (CL 7,289). The
purpose was not to teach the children a craft: that was the function of apprenticeship.

The first changes introduced by the Brothers caused an influx of pupils. One of the
Brothers found he could not cope and De La Salle had to take his place in class.
The Brothers' position remained difficult till M. de La Barmondiere let them take over
the running of the school and agreed to pay for a third Brother.
During this same period, De La Salle and the Brothers had to suffer the schemings of
M. Compagnon whose assistants they had been up till then.His intrigues would have driven
the Brothers out had not the parish priest taken action.
The arrival ofM. Baudrand as the new parish priest in January 1689 seemed to bode
well for the future.
• The difficulties in the school on rue Princesse diminished .
• At the beginning of 1690, a new parish school was entrusted to the Brothers in the
rue du Bac (cf. CL 7,296; CL 6,53 & 78).
It was not long, however, before another problem arose.
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- Supplement The Memoir on the Habit
Having outlined tbe circumstances in which this text was written, it now remains to ascertain its
importance as a document before we go on to analyse the contents and draw a few conclusions.

The document
We know from the biographers that De La Salle composed a document to justify the choice of the
habit worn by the Brothers.
The document, in De La Salle's own hand, takes the form of two folded sheets with seven
sides completely filled with writing and the eighth with only the top part filled. It is reproduced in
full in CL 5,285-301. A typographical transcription makes the text legible.
The handwriting has been identified as De La Salle's. The numerous erasures and corrections
are his also. There is, however, at least one passage that was erased by someone else.

Date
In the previous chapter, we accepted the hypothesis that the problem which De La Salle wished to
resolve occurred following tbe opening of a school in the rue du Bac "in January 1690"', as Maillefer
tells us in bis first manuscript. The text would have been written, therefore, a little later.
The text irself contains two details which can help us date it. We read:

• "This habit has been worn for five years now in five different towns, both in the diocese of
Rheims and that of Laon". As tltis indication has been used aJready to help us establish the date
when the habit was adopted, we cannot use it again.
• "It is almost two years now that the Brothers of the Christian Schools have been employed
in Paris with this same habit".
We know from Maillefer that the Brothers arrived in Paris in February 1688. Blain adds the
detail that the actual date was the vigil of the feast of St Mathias (February 24th). So, according to
our hypothesis, these two years would have more or less passed if the Memoir was written at the
beginning of 1690.
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To whom was the text addressed?
The text does oat tell us to whom it was addressed, but it would appear that it was not to the
Brothers, as otherwise it would not have been so necessary to go into such detail when describing
the community and the habit.
The people involved were doubtlessly persons who could put some pressure on the parish
priest of St Sulpice to make him change his mind. These belonged probably to the seminary of St
Sulpice. Bernard tells us, in fact, that De La Salle submitted his ideas to "the directors and superiors of the seminary of St Sulpice, who agreed with them wholeheartedly" (CL4, 70). According to
Blain, he consulted M. Tronson, the superior of the seminary (CL 7,300).
Did he give a copy of the text to M. Baudrand? Probably not, judging by the way he speaks of
him in it. In any case, the arguments put forward seem to have made him back off, even if they did
not convince rum.
The following summary is intended to make the analysis of the text easier. It is based on the
outline given by Brother Maurice-Auguste Hermans and published in CL 5, 302. We use his system of numbering.
1.

The Community oftbe Christian Schools
It includes:

2.

The community of the Christian Schools properly so called
· it is not endowed,
· a rule is observed,
. its members conduct schools gratuitously in towns, and they teach catechism every day.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

The group of country schoolmasters:
· they stay for a limited time,
. they keep their secular dress,
. they learn what is necessary io order to conduct a school and assist the parish priests
of country parishes.
The group of young people:
· they prepare themselves to join the community, but they are still too young to do so,
· they are trained in all the aspects of the life of the Brothers.
. the group is distinct from the community itself.

The members of the community:
· are all lay, and have not undertaken studies leading to the clerical state,
· those wbo had done these studies did not remain,
10. . those who come after such stud ies will have to discontinue them, because:
they would oat be useful for their work,
they could encourage them to leave,
the priestly ministry is incompatible with this work, which needs the whole man.
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11. The Habit

12.
13.
14.
15.

This includes:
· a short cassock, which is different from clerical dress:
by its appearance: length, fastenings,
by the name given to it: "robe";
. a mantle serving as a cloak (as worn in Champagne):
thrown over the shoulders out of doors,
used inside the house in winter in unheated classrooms.

16. This mantle was preferred to the clerical cloak, because:
17. . it was more practical than the cloak,
· it would have made the Brothers look like clerics, which they are not,
· those who left would be tempted to take it with them.
18. It was therefore preferable to give the Brothers a habit which distinguishes them
from clerics and seculars.

19. Reasons for not changing the habit
20.
21.
22.
23.

Generally speaking, changes in a community are harmful:
. they denote a lack of constancy,
. they lead to other changes,
. they cause disorder.

For these reasons:
24. . before introducing changes, there has to be reflection about them and then the matter
should not be raised again,
25. . one can take inspiration from the example of the Jesuits who were not willing to
modify their Constitutions in order to introduce changes.
26. In particular, as regards the habit:
27. in communities changes are avoided:
· by fixing the form of the habit,
· by keeping the original habit.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

As far as the habit of the Brothers is concerned:
. it has been worn in five towns for five years,
. it suits their state and their employment,
. people have become used to this habit,
. the Brothers have been in Paris for 2 years with this habit and no one has complained
about it.
If there were complaints regarding this matter, they should have been made before the
Brothers began teaching in the school.
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33. Reasons for the choice of an unusual habit
34. In all communities:
· a particular habit is adopted,
35. · it is better to do this at the outset.
36. As far as the Brothers are concerned:

37. · it helps them to become aware that they belong to a community,
38. · St Vincent de Paul saw in it a means to "keep" the members of his congregation,
39. · those who join are encouraged not to be concerned about fmding out whether tbe
community is endowed or not,
40. · because of this habit, the Brothers are seen as "persons separated and withdrawn
from the world",
41.
42.
43.
44.

45.

Regarding this choice of an unusual habit, it has led to three changes:
Before, it could be thought that one was not obliged to observe a Rule.
Now, this causes no problems.
Before, people joined to be schoolmasters and even asked for wages.
Now, people come to join the community.
Before, many left with the habit they had been given.
Now, this habit keeps the Brothers from leaving.

46. Disadvantages of the clerical habit

47. It is not suitable for lay people:
· who cannot exercise a function in the Church,
48. · the bishops would not allow them to do so,
49. · the superior of the community could not justify the wearing of this clerical habit by
persons who are not clerics,
50. · all the more so, because bishops would not agree even to give them the tonsure.
5l. It must be possible to distinguish the Brothers from clerics, otberwise:
52. · since they accompany the children to holy Mass,
53. when the Brothers accompany them there, parish priests would ask them to exercise
clerical functions,
54. · there was a risk this would happen often,
55. · the teachers would be tempted to do so,
56. · they would not be able to look after their pupils, and yet this is the reason why they
accompany them to church,
57. · there have already been opportunities to weigh up these disadvantages.
58.

59.

If the Brothers wore the clerical habit:
· they would be tempted to become clerics,
· they would have too much contact with the clerics, and that would distract them from
their work.
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62.
63.
64.
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The clerical cloak would not suit them:
. it would get in the way when lining the pupils up,
. they could knock over the smaller pupils with it,
. during class hours,
they would not be able to use this cloak to keep themselves warm as they can with
the mantle.

The text
Written in the French of the late 17th century, but especially in handwriting that is made difficult to
read because of over-writing and ink stains, this text had to be transcribed.
A transcription is given in CL 5, 256ft. It includes the corrections made by its author, uses
modern spelling and introduces numbering for paragraphs.

Remarks
This text, which is so rich in teachings, deserves a detailed analysis. All we can do here is to make
a few remarks about its most striking points.
The description of the community properly so called provides confirmation for a number of
points already mentioned:
• the term "community" describes all the Brothers as a whole (1). It is the only term used in
this sense;
• its name is "Community of the Christian Schools" (2). Subsequently, its members are
called "Brothers of the Christian Schools" (14);
• its principal characteristics are given:
it is not endowed, that is, it does not have any resources of its own (2), since De La
Salle refused to use his inheritance to finance it;
it is similar to "religious communities" by its Rule, regulated life... (2);
its members conduct schools "gratuitously" in towns only (3) (so that there will be
enough pupiJs to justify the presence normally of 4 Brothers); they teach catechism
every day (3);
all its members are laymen (9).
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The studies mentioned in 9 and 10 refer to the programme of studies based on a
knowledge of Latin, leading, in particular, to the clerical state.
Such studies were not only not necessary for a schoolmaster, but were also considered dangerous. They could lead teachers to give up their job in order to become clerics.
For De La Salle, the clerical ill inistry was incompatible with tbe way in which the Brothers went about their work.
The description of the Brothers as having "very mediocre minds" was not in any
way pejorative in the language of the times: "mediocre" meant average, ordinary. Doubtlessly the Brothers tended to be people with a lot of common sense and practical, rather
than with brilliant minds. It should be said, all the same, that some proved to be very
competent in their work.
In the section referring to the babit of the Brothers we can note:

• in tbe description of the "short cassock" what is stressed is the way in which it differed from
tbe clerical habit (11 and 12);
• regarding the mantle, what is important is the use it is put to (13 and 15);
• this mantle was given to the Brothers before they wore the "short cassock" (14). This
means the habit was adopted only gradually. An indication given in 17,4 in the text, confirms that
the mantle was first worn over the "jerkin" which was the "under-garment" of the teachers.
• The observations made in 16 and 17 (and tbroughout the text) show that the problem that
had occurred had to do in particular with the choice of mantle. In Rheims, it was not out of place:
in Paris, it could seem strange.
We have to admit that in 17 we are given a glimpse of De La Salle's feelings
regarding the first teachers.
Wishing to justify why the clerical cloak had not been given, De La Salle first gives
some reasons of a practical nature. He then goes on to another consideration. He pictures
his followers wearing the "short cloak" of the clerics, and imagining themselves to be
"court clergy", as he calls them. However, he must have changed his mind, because this
passage has been reworked extensively, so much so in fact, that it is difficult to make out
what was written originally.
Moving on to a fourth reason, he describes how certain members of the community,
who were from a poor background, left, taking with them the "short cloak" and the
"jerkln", and returning home "dressed like gentlemen".
This paragraph reflects the period when the teachers began to wear the cloak, rather
than the one when De La Salle wrote the Memoir on the Habit.
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The arguments put forward in the sections entitled "Reasons for not changing the habit"
(19) and ''Reasons for the choice of an unusual habit" (33) refer very clearly to a community
which is similar to the "religious communities" of his day.
The references made to the Jesuits (25), to "Regular Communities" (27) and to the "Congregation" of St Vincent de Paul (38) show that De La Salle was aware of the differences between
these different types of "religious communities", as he called them in 27.
Among the reasons given for choosing an unusual habit, De La Salle says that, for the Brothers, it is a means of "impressing upon them that they belong to a community, in order to make them
join it, and to keep them from leaving it" (36). At a time when the Rules were not yet properly
established, the habit constituted an external sign of belonging to the community and served to
strengthen it.

In this paragraph and in 38, certain expressions are used which may be thought
very unflattering regarding the Brothers. They need to be understood, however, in their
original sense and not according to their present-day meaning:
grossier (uncouth) =without elegance or refinement;
sans elevation d'esprit (not highbrow) = unpretentious, simple;
sans etude et sans lumiere (without studies and dull) =without very extensive
intellectual formation.
In part 5, entitled "Disadvantages of the clerical habit" (46), it is worth noting De La Salle's
insistence on showing the confusion that wearing the clerical habit could cause and the disadvantages that would result.
In particular, certain parish priests, in parishes where the Brothers accompanied their pupils
to Mass, were tempted to use them to undertake various tasks like singing, while in the meantime
the pupils were left to themselves.
Problems such as this occurred in a number of places. It seems that in Chateau Porcien the
demands of the parish priest led, if not to the closure of the school, at least to the withdrawal of the
teachers De La Salle had sent there (ct. Rigault 1, 152).
According to the Memoir, there were some bad experiences at St Jacques in Rheims and in
Laon. There are no other references to this.
This explains in part the peremptory prohibitions in the Rule: "They cannot be priests, nor
aspire to the clerical state, nor even sing or wear the surplice, nor exercise any function in the
church" (CL 25, 26).
Further material on this matter can be found in CL 5 and 45.

/'Ia~ or,~

51 s"'pocc d,slrlc< in I'a,.... <In... n up ,n 1696 U 'M '<quos' of M. lI..d .. n<I NOflh .. Olll>t
To
'\&1>' or ,he Foil• .'iI C..rmain la III< "'" Prin=se. Pholo E.. ROtI$$.'.

boo""" or,b~ plan

,h.

6

Laying the Foundations of a Religious
"Society" (1690-1694)

Introduction
During the period we have just described we saw how the «community" which had formed
around De La Salle bad progressively taken on the characteristics of so-called "religious
communities" without, however, losing its own distinctive character.
All the same, although the Brothers were attached to De La Salle and some of them
had made a vow of obedience, the cohesion of the community depended more on the
personal relations of the Brothers with their Superior than on any true bonds of association
among themselves (d. CL 2,41).
By the end of the period we are studying in this section it will be clear that De La Salle
has given his "community" the form of a "Society", that is, of a body characterised by both
unity and diversity.
This "Society" will still lack the necessary official recognition of ecclesiastical and
civil authorities for it to be considered as definitively established. The new institution will
have acquired, however, the distinctive characteristics of its final form.
As has already occurred at various points, this new transformation will be the result,
not so much of the deliberate choice of De La Salle, as of the accumulation of threats to
existing works.
This cbapter has two parts:
• a. Reasons for constituting a religious "Society" (1690-1691).
• b. Formation of a religious "Society" (1692-1694).

a. Reasons for constituting a religious "Society" (1690-1691)
Threats to existing works
We saw how De La SaUe, havi.og faced the difficulties connected with the installation of the
Brothers in the parish of St Sulpice, then had to deal with M. Baudrand's attempts to
involve himself in the running of the "Community of the Christian SchooJs". While this
interference enabled the community to affirm its distinctive character, the basic problem
that it raised remained. Subsequent events served to highlight it.

External attacks
The success of the schools in the St Sulpice parish made the teachers of the Little Schools
afraid that some of their pupils would leave them to go to the Brothers schools. Maillefer
describes their reaction in February 1690 (CL 42,254):
I

At first they resorted to physical means and bad all the furniture removed from
the free schools. Then, they reported De La Salle and the Brothers to the Church
precentor of Paris for infringing their privileges. At the request of the teachers,
the precentor decreed the closure of the free schools (CL 6,91).
Faced with the closure of the schools which he had so much at heart, De La Salle was
advised by M. Baudrand to appeal to the Parlement against the sentence.
De La Salle had recourse to the means be always used in such circumstances - prayer
and action. With his Brothers, he went "on foot and fasting to Notre Dame des Vertus, a
famous place of pilgrimage two leagues from Paris" (CL 6, 91) at Aubervillers. He also
prepared his defence in writing.
His main line of reasoning was that, since the schools in the parish of St Sulpice were
"charity schools", they depended on the parish priest and not on the precentor. The latter,
therefore, had no authority to make decisions about these schools.
Justice won the day, but the very basis of De La Salle's reasoning raised a very important question of principle: if the schools depended on the priest in charge of the parish, did
he have autbority over the Brothers who taught in them?
This question was all the more crucial as the "community" to which they belonged was
not recognised by either the ecclesiastical or the civil authorities. The pressure that M.
Baudrand had exerted to have the Brothers' habit changed showed that this question was
more than a theoretical one.

REASONS FOR CONSTITUTING A RELIGIOUS "SOCIETY" (1690-1691)

83

Internal crisis
At the same time, in addition to difficulties from external sources, there were others that
were internal. They resulted both from De La Salle's departure for Paris and from certain
decisions that he had been led to take.
Rather than follow a strictly chronological order of events which, in any case, would
be difficult to establish, we shall describe what took place first in Rheims and then in Paris.

In Rheims
According to Blain, the "seminary for country teachers" did not last long after De La
Salle's departure (cf. CL 7,279). However, it is still mentioned in the Memoir on the Habit.
The Brother put in charge of the house on rue Neuve, Brother Jean Henry, proved to
be too strict. And so, according to Blain, of the 16 Brothers who were there when De La
Salle went to Paris, eight apparently left "through the fault of the one he had appointed as
their superior, who was a hard and indiscreet man" (CL 7,312). However, although Blain
says these events took place in 1688, it would seem that Brother Jean Henry's appointment
was made at the beginning of 1690. Judging by what Maillefer says, the departure of the
Brothers was spread out over the period 1688-1692 (cf. CL 6, 92).
Blain adds:

As a further source of sorrow, for four years, that is from the year 1688 to the
year 1692, this great gap in the house continued, and only one candidate came
forward to take the place of the deserters (CL 7,312).
De La Salle, who had left the group of young men in Rheims, decided to bring them to
Paris. He no doubt wished to keep a closer watch on them even though they had been
entrusted to the care of a Brother. Perhaps the Brother in question was Brother Henry
Lheureux whom De La Salle called to Paris so that he could complete his studies for the
priesthood. We shall treat this matter more fully later on.

In Paris
The two Brothers who went to Paris with De La Salle objected strongly when he appointed
a third Brother summoned by him to be superior of the community on rue Princesse (cf. CL
7,292 & 301).
The group of young men, even jf they had not all left, as Blain seems to maintain (d.
CL 7,281), was certainly greatly reduced in number. The life of these boys had been greatly
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disturbed by the obligation imposed upon them at the request of the parish priest of St
Sulpice and of his sacristan, to spend the morning in church serving Mass (cf. CL 7,312).
The conclusion drawn by Blain in the face of all these facts is one we can probably
share:

ll1is was the sad situation in which the pious Founder found himself at the end of
1690. After so many sacrifices, after so much suffering and effort, after so many
crosses and persecutions, after so many apparent successes, he found himself in
almost the same situation as 10 years previously, with few Brothers, with his
work having made hardly any progress, and fearing he would see it disappear.
(CL 7,312)

Concern for the life of De La Salle
As regards De La Salle himself, towards the end of 1690, he came close to dying. Blain
describes what happened (ct. CL 7,302).
During a journey to Rheims, De La Salle fell ill and had to take to his bed.
Hardly had he recovered, than he returned to Paris on foot. There he had to spend a
further six weeks in bed. The state of his health grew worse to the extent that he prepared
himself for deatb. Fortunately, he received some very effective treatment from a certain
Doctor Helvetius, a famous Dutch physician, which enabled him to recover (ct. CL 6,9697).
Having escaped death himself, De La Salle now had to come to terms with the death of
the person he had chosen to succeed him.
While he was travelling to Rheims once again, he received news first that Brother
Henry Lheureux had fallen ill, and then that his condition had deteriorated. In spite of this
De La Salle did not think it necessary to hasten his return. When he returned to Paris, he
learnt that Brother Henry Lheureux had been buried two days before.
His death had a profound effect on De La Salle, for it meant the loss of one of his most
faithful followers. It caused him also to return to his original idea Tegarding the exclusively
lay status of the members of his "community".
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Following his attempt to have himself replaced as superior by a Brother, De La
Salle had in fact planned to prepare a Brother chosen by the Assembly of 1687 for the
priesthood.
If [he Memoir on the Habit was written at the beginning of 1690, it is difficult to
reconci·le De La Salle's insistence in it that the members of the "Community of the
Christian Schools" were all lay, since at the time he was writing it Brother Henry Lheureux
was preparing for the priesthood. The composition of theMemoir should perhaps, therefore, be placed at the end of the year 1690.
The disappearance of his virtual successor, his own escape from death and tbe threats
to his work led De La Salle to consider how he could ensure the survival of the work he had
undertaken.

A new decisive choice
While De La Salle was deeply affected by the trials he underwent, he was not crushed by
them. In the months that followed - in 1691 - he intensified his prayer and use of penance.
"After much thought regarding how he could prop up a building which threatened to
fall down as it was being built" (eL 7, 312), he made a Dumber of decisions which he
implemented either before the end of 1691, as will be discussed shortly, or the following
year, as will be examined at the beginning of the second part of this chapter.

First of all, he looked for a piace where the Brothers of Paris could restore their
physical and spiritual strength. He finally found a house in Vaugirard, which at that time
was a viUage near Paris.
• "He gathered there the members of his community who were ill" eeL 6,93), and the
Brothers of Paris came there on their free days.
• He gathered all the Brothers there during the holidays.
• He also kept there those who had joined recently, for a kind of novitiate which
lasted from October 8th till the end of 1691 (cf. CL 7,315). During this time, the Brothers
who remained at Vaugirard were replaced in school by the young men from the "seminary
for country teachers",
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BUlabove an, in Ol'der lQ ell$Urc Ihe furure survival of his eommunily, he was inspired
to associate wiLh himself Ihe two BrOlher~ he lhoughl mOSI suited 10 lho task of
5lIppI'II1ing the Ilew-bom community, and to hind Ihem and himself by an itrfVOC<lble oommilmenlto wOlk for ilS establishmenl (CL 1, 312).

On November 2151 1691. lhe feast of Ihe Presenlation of Our Lady. Brolhers Nicob~
Vuyarl and Gabriel Drolln together with De LaSalle bound lhcmsdve.~ by VOW to fOlm a
pannership and In remain together "tn bring aboul and maintain" lIle l:Stablishmenc of the
Society of Ille CllIistian SChools. "at a time when tm:le WlIS lIO indication lhatlhc: lostilUle
C(luld ~urvive", as the biogrnpher adds (0... 7, 313).
By this act of association, 1m: future olrhe KcommwlJty~ no longer depended solely on
De La Salle. nOT on .ny successor, as in the C3lle of Brothel Hen!}' Lh¢UTeU~.
Given the importarn:e of the documem which pur the seal on the associ.llon of De La
S~Ue and rhe two BrothelS, we have dl'.voted a supplement 10 the qllUlioD,
Maison
DU

BOURG

tt endns
DE:

VAUGIRARO

- Supplement The Vow of 1691
The preceding chapler described how De La Salle and two of his followers vowed before God on
November 21st 1691 to "bring about ... the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools".
It would seem to be important to examine this event more closely and to spend some time on the text
composed and used on this occasion, as well as on the step taken by its three signatories.

The fact
Of the three biographers, Blain is the only one to report this incident in the life of De La Salle and
in the early history of the Institute. He heard about it probably from one of the three persons
concerned, Brother Gabriel Drolin. The latter must have kept the text he had used on that occasion
and, on his return from Rome in 1728, it is likely he had spoken of it to the Superior General,
Brother Timothy. He in his tum informed Canon Blain.
The other Brothers did not become aware of the commitment made by the three associates in
1691 till Blain's work appeared. The event bad been kept a secret. This means also that De La Salle
did not mention it in the Memoir on the Beginnings.

The text
Source of our knowledge
Blain gives the text used by De La Salle and the two Brothers OD November 21st 1691 between
inverted commas. This is the source of our knowledge. The original bas oat come down to us, but we
can be sure, for the following reasons, that the biographer has provided us with a trustworthy text:
• The form of this text is too different from Blain's normal style for him to have been its
author or to have adapted it.
• The biographer certainly had first-hand contact with the original text. As we have already
seen and will see again, wbenever Blain copies texts under such circumstances, he always does so
with great accuracy.
• Brother Timothy, who had seeo the original and had checked Blain's work, would never
have allowed tbe biographer to alter Brother Gabriel Drolin's text.

Presentation of the text
Rather tban reproduce the text in tbe form given by Blain, we thougbt it preferable to present it in
a way that highlights its structure and enables us to make some observations. Our presentation is
based by and large on the results of an analysis of the text made by Br Henri Delacbaux, in a thesis
entitled The Origins and the Founding Texts of the Brothers of the Christian Schools.
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The 1691 formula of vows
Most Holy Trinity
Father,
Son
and Holy Spirit

I, J. B. de La Salle
priest,
I, Nicolas Vuyart,
and I, Gabriel Drolin,

We
Prostrate with
the most profound respect
before your infinite
and adorable majesty,
we
consecrate ourselves
entirely
to you

to bring about

We

from now on and for always
till the last survivor
or till the entire completion
of the establishment
of the said Society,

make vows
of association
and union

promise

to bring about
and maintain

to do

with all our power
and all our efforts
the establishment
of the Society of
the Christian Schools

the said establishment

unanimously
and with common
consent
all that

in the manner
which will seem to us

without any possibility
of dispensation

we will think
in conscience

to be the most
pleasing to you
and
the most beneficial
for the said Society

and without any
human consideration
to be for
the greatest good
of the said Society
even if there remained only
the three of us in the said
Society and we were obliged
to beg for alms and to live
on bread alone
Done this 21st November
day of the Presentation of
the Most Blessed Virgin 1691

And for this purpose

In view of which

In virtue of which
we have signed
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This way of presenting the text shows it can be divided up into four parts:
• the invocation to the Trinity and the expression of a total consecration to God in order to
"bring about ... the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools",
• the explicit reference to a vow "of association and union",
• the formulation of a promise describing how the vow will be implemented,
• the autbentification and ratification of the document.
Thanks to the way this text has been set out, it is possible to see a certain number of connections between the principal parts of the text:
• In the presence of the Holy Trinity, invoked at the beginning of the document, the signatories define themselves as "we" in each part, even though at the beginning of the second part each of
them gives his name and one of them specifies he is a priest.
• Setting Ol1t on the same line the three verbs which are an essential element of the text:
"we consecrate ourselves"
"we make vows
"we promise"
M

shows how the initial act of consecration is later expressed in a specific way through a vow
and a promise.
• It becomes clear also that each of the three forms of commitment made to God has as its aim
the fulfilment of a single objective: the "establishment" of a "society".
• There is a similarity between the expressions used in the first and third part to give greater
strength to the commitment of the three signatories:
"with all our power and all our efforts"
"unanimously and with common consent"

• The same can be said regarding the way in which the means to achieve the common purpose are to be determined:
"in the manner which will seem to us to be the most pleasing to you
and the most beneficial for the said Society"
"all that we will think in conscience and without any human cOlliiideration
to be for the greatest good of the said Society"

• In the second part, the expressions which precede or follow the actual terms of the vow
define thescope of the commitment undertaken.
This way of setting out the text highlights also the expressions used to link up the different
parts of the text:
• "and for this purpose": this establishes a link between the first and the second part;
• "In view of which": this links the second part to the third;
• "done" and "in virtue of which": these expressions introduce formulas meant to give weight
to the document as a whole.

90

PART TWO -

BEGINNlNGS (1681-J 694)

The significance of this step
In yet another difficult situation, De La Salle reacted in his usual way.
Since God had "led" him to involve himself with running schools and, as a natural consequence, to form a community of teachers which became a community of Brothers, it was to God
that he turned first when he saw his work threatened, to discover what his will was in his regard.
When he perceived what God wanted of him, he renewed his commitment to his work unreservedly and made decisions that he considered were most suitable in the circumstances. (One can
recail at this point., for example, his attitude during the crisis provoked by the doubts of the teachers
in 1682, and the consequences for the community gathered around him.)
What was new in 1691 was tbat he persuaded two of his followers to take the same step as
himself.
The step they took together on November 21st 1691 was an eminently religions one. It was a
response in faith to what was, in human terms, a desperate situation.
A passage from the book by Brothers Michel Sauvage and Miguel Campos,Jean-Baptiste de
La Salle; Allll.Oncer l'Evangi/e aux pauvres (1977), will help us to understand more clearly this
first aspect of the step taken by the three signatories in 1691:
The formula of vows opens with an invocation of the Holy Trinity, to whom the commitment in all its parts is directed. It was God who had called De La Salle to be an educator.
He nev~ <:nms to waver in his belief that this is God's will for him. However dark the
night, he is determined to follow this path, drawing confidence from ttlis deep conviction. For, what is at stake, is God's work that bas to be accomplished. He cannot give up.
The living God who was there at the beginning and is still with him in the depths of this
night, and who speaks to his beart, will always be there. He will continue to call upon
rum to be creative, and will give him the necessary light and strength to respond in a
concrete manner. Seen from lhis point of view, trus LasaJJian step is transcendental (372).
De La Salle and his two followers made themselves totaJly available to God so that, through
their contribution, the work of saJvation, with which be had wished to associate them, would continue.

Their actioD was at the same time deeply human.
Their purpose was the continued existence of the Christian Schools. As Blain rightly said,
speaking of De La Salle:
The cause he pursued was that of the poor and of the public at large.... It was a question
not ofhis own interests, but of theirs alone. Having involved himself with the instruction
of ignorant and miserable youth, he could not, without cowardice and pusillanimity,
send them back to their original ignorance and bad education eCL 7,298).
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To do this, the community of Brothers needed to be consolidated, since without official approval, it was at the mercy of external forces. Moreover, "it was not sufficiently strong internally,
for while its members were dedicated to its work, they had not yet made a commitment to it" (CL2,

41).
There was a need, therefore, to establish between its members bonds that were typical of a
"society", bonds that were based on more solid commitments than the vow of obedience that some
of them had pronounced and renewed from 1686 onwards. What is more, such a "society" would
have some hope of seeing its existence formally approved.
What is characteristic of the commitment made by De La Salle and the two Brothers is that it

brings together the two aspects we mentioned earlier.
Addressing themselves to the Trinity in an attitude of profound adoration, John Baptist de La
SalJe, Nicolas Vuyart and Gabriel Drolin placed themselves together in the hands of God, so that,
belonging to him entirely, he could ensure through them the continuation of the work that was his.
They believed tbat the means of ensuring this continuation was the expansion of their "community" into a "society". As they said, their specific commitment was "to bring about with all our
power and all our efforts the establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools".
Having been led to consecrate themselves to God, they go on to state their commitment in
more specific terms by pronouncing a vow. However, unlike the vows tbat are usually made, their
vow "does not involve clearly defined obligations which it would be sufficient to observe". Instead
"it sets out a precise plan": to form an association and to remain associated irrevocably, whatever
it cost them, in order to bring to fruition the undertaking for the sake of which they had made a total
gift of themselves to God (Sauvage and Campos 1977,377).
The signatodes complemented tbe vow they had made by a promise to do together and by
common consent whatever they thought would be most likely to fulfil tbeir aims.
Finally, their wbole act of commitment was dated, but also set within the context of tbe religious feast of the day, the choice of the feast reflecting the intentions of the three associates. The
occasion that was being commemorated was not unconnected with their own action on that day.
Sulpicians renewed their clerical promises on the feast of tbe Presentation of Our
Lady (cf. CL 2,39, note 2).
In the Meditations for the Principal Feasts ofthe Year written for the Brothers by
De La Salle, the meditation for November 21st stresses the fact that they have consecrated themselves to God, following the example of the Virgin Mary.
Following established procedure which gives a document its validity (although the text reproduced for us by Blain does not indicate the place), De La Salle and the two Brothers ratified with
their signatures the document by which they made a commitment both to God and 10 one another.
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The step they had taken for religious motives had, nonetheless, the value of an act which
formally constituted an association which was intended to give birth to a much more extensive
society.

Conclusion
As Canon Blain points out clearly (d. CL 7, 312), the step taken by the three associates in 1691
was only one element, although the most essential one, of the plan De La Salle had drawn up to give
new dynamism to a work which he had been "led" to undertake.

From now on, the future of this work no longer depended on him alone, nor even on an
eventual successor. With two Brothers, he had set up an association whose only object was the
"establishment" of a "Society" of men who together would take responsibUity for their future.
The Assembly, which would be held in 1694, and the making of vows that would follow,
would mark the effective beginning of this "Society".
Earlier, he had already taken the steps necessary to strengthen those who were already working at his side. Thanks to the purchase of the house in Vaugirard:
• the Brothers who were physically exhausted were able to recover their health;
• as was already the custom, all the Brothers had made their retreat there;
• the most recently arrived candidates had stayed several weeks for a kind of novitiate;
• De La Salle had asked those who had followed this extended retreat to write to him once a
month to tell him about "their interior dispositions and to obtain his advice" (CL 7,315);
• in addition to this personal follow-up (perhaps all the Brothers were involved) De La Salle
would visit "the schools and the Brothers" once a year.

Subsequently, a permanent novitiate was opened for the first time in the house at Vaugirard.
A specific amount of time was allocated for the formation of the new Brothers. Up till then, this
formation had taken place in the various houses.
This was the means of ensuring new members for the "Society" whose "establishment and
maintenance" was to be brought about.
Although the total commitment of the three signatories of 1691 was secret, a new impetus had
been given to their undertaking to continue with the work, through which they believed God had
associated them with his plan of salvation.

b. Formation of a religious "Society" (1692-1694)
The purpose of the vow made by De La Salle and two of his followers was the "establishment of the Society of the Christian Schools" (eL 7,313).
The major events of the period which followed tbis vow, later called "heroic", are all
connected with the fulfilment of this purpose.

The opening of the novitiate
The only way to ensure tbe future of the "Society" whose establishment De La Salle and his
two companions had vowed to lIbring about and maintain" was the creation of a novitiate.
De La Salle bad thought of setting up a novitiate in 1691, but he had encountered
opposition from the parish priest of St Sulpice in whose parish he had wished to establish it.
M. Baudrand probably feared that he would have to provide financial support for an undertaking which would prepare Brothers to teach in schools not restricted to his parish (d. CL
7,315-316).
Faced with this opposition, De La Salle "had recourse to fasting, prayer, nights of
prayer and penance" for almost a year, as Blain tells us (eL 7,317).
He finally overrode this opposition by obtaining permission from Mgr de Harlay, the
Archbishop of Paris, to be the superior of the community of Brothers. This permission
enabled De La Salle to set up tbe novitiate without having to refer to any other authority
apart from that of the Archbishop.
That is Brorher Yves Pouter's explanation in his Le XVIle siEcle et les Origines
Lasalliennes (1970), of what we read in Blain on this subject (eL 7, 318), or of what
MaiJlefer said in his first document (eL 6, 90) where, it would seem, the permission
given by the Archbishop of Paris was seen as constituting a kind of recognition of the
community formed by the Brothers.

The novitiate was opened in Vaugirard in September 1692. As Blain tells us, "M. de
La Salle gave the habit to five novices and a serving Brother on November 1st 1692" (CL
7, 325). We see from the reference to "serving Brothers" that De La Salle had created a
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special category of Brothers who would relieve tbe teaching Brothers of the concern for
matters of a material nature (CL 6,95).
During the winter of 1693-1694, severe famine forced the novitiate to move to the rue
Princesse in Paris. Blain tells us that "the Brothers in tbe Paris schools used to collect food
remaining over in the various communities and give it through charity to the novices at
Vaugirard" (CL 7,320). However, since those who brought them this food were robbed on
a number of occasions, it was thought safer to have the novices in Paris (cf. CL 7,333).

In the early part of 1694, the novitiate was able to return to Vaugirard. De La Salle
found it was a suitable setting for the formation of the novices, and the Paris Brothers could
go there every week (ct. CL 7,339).
This move enabled De La Salle to put some distance between himself and the parish
priest of St Sulpice. Relations had relaxed a little between them, but there were still problems frequently. For example, during the famine, in addition to the problem of finding food,
there was also M. Baudrand's reluctance to pay salaries in full to the Brothers who taught
in the schools, or to help them by some kind of gift (cf. CL 7,335-337).
Blain was not averse to stressing the poverty and austerity which characterised the
house in Vaugirard. Both these characteristics were a great help in discerning vocations, for
those who lacked motivation could not put up with them for long. In the case of the others,
they served to strengthen their vocation. "Of the original 12 there remained only one or at
the most two. This little group of chosen souls increased to 35 and persevered". As the
biographer points out, "only two of this number were poor" (ct. CL 7,325).

The 1694 Assembly
Even before the end of the period of famine, De La Salle was considering how he could
pursue the «establishment" of the "Society of the Christian SdlOOls". Finally he decided to
bring together the "twelve principal Brothers", as Blain called them.
According to Maillefer, "as was his custom around the feast of Pentecost, [De La
Salle] assembled all the Brothers of his Institute in Paris to make the annual retreat and to
renew their vow of obedience" (CL 6, 115). This gathering of all Brothers was not therefore as exceptional as Blain would have us believe.
If we accept what Blain says, the importance that De La Salle attached to this Assembly explains the long period of preparation be imposed on those he wished to attend.
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• Each of them in tum, between the beginning of the year and the feast of Pentecost,
made a retreat (cf. CL 7, 342).
• They all made a retreat together from Pentecost to the feast of the Holy Trinity.
• De La Salle increased his own prayers and penances.
The purpose of the Assembly was to make a decision regarding vows. It is possible
even that De La Salle decided to cat! his principal followers together in response to the
wish of the Brothers to make perpetual vows (d. CL 7, 342).
Blain tells us that the result of the several sessions during the Assembly at which the
question was discussed, was that "the noble fervour to make perpetual vows would be
restricted to obedience and stability" (CL 7,343).
These were the two vows pronounced by De La SaUe and the 12 Brothers when they
made their commitment for life on Trinity Sunday 1694.
However, in order to bind themselves together by an indissoluble bond, they also
added a promise and a vow of association. In this way, even though the ten Brothers who
now joined the three associates of 1691 were not aware of any commitment previous to
this one, the "Society of the Christian Schools" was beginning to take shape.

Appointment of the Superior of the "Society"
Now that the foundations of the new society had been laid, De La Salle was able to return
to his previous intention of resigning from his position as Superior in favour of a Brother.
The day after he and his twelve companions made their vows, De La Salle tried to
convince them to choose one of themselves as Superior (cf. CL 7,343).
He was thwarted in his plans, however, because the Brothers voted for him twice over
(cf. CL 7,346-347).
Forced to accept the decision of the "body" of the Society, he had each of the voters
sign the election document and append a document in which they declared:
We the undersigned ... having associated ourselves with M. de La Salle, priest,
by the vows we pronounced yesterday, to conduct the Gratuitous Schools together, recognise that, as a consequence of these vows and of the association we
have contracted by them, we have chosen M. John Baptist de La Salle as Superior, and we promise to obey him with complete submission, and those he will
appoint as Superiors over us. We declare also that we do not intend the present
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election to set a precedent for tbe future. Our intention is tbat after the above
mentioned M. de La Salle, and forever in the future, no one will be accepted
among us, nor chosen as Superior, who is a priest, or who has received holy
orders; and we will neither have nor admit any Superior who is not associated and
who has not made vows like ourselves and like all those who will be associated
with us in the future. Done at Vaugirard, June 7th 1694. (CL 7,348)
The photocopy of the original, published in CL 40-1, 101, shows how closely Blain
copied it.

"Regulations" are drawn up for the new Society
According to Blain, it was at this time that De La Salle, enjoying the tranquillity of Vaugirard,
felt inspired to take advantage of it to work on a rule. As he had made sure that
the regulations be wished to draw up had already been followed in practice, his
work consisted solely in writing down the practices which fervour had already
dictated. (CL 7,339)
Are we justified in thinking, therefore, that when BJain says "in an Assembly of all the
senior Brothers, he presented them with the collection of rules, which still exists today, to
read and examine" (eL 7, 340), he was referring to the 1694 Assembly? Or should we
believe MaiUefer, who says the draft was not presented to the Brothers as a whole on the
occasion of tbe 1694 annual retreat (cf. CL 6, 114 & lIS)?
This last view fits in with what is normally accepted, and that is, that De La Salle made
the first draft of the Rules in 1695. What may have happened, as Blain teUs us, is that De La
Salle, having presented a draft to the Brothers, was asked by them to produce the draft that
appeared in 1695.
Whatever the precise date may be, the first draft of the Rules should be seen as being
closely linked with the decisions of the 1694 Assembly. It serves as a complement to it.
What is more, it reflects De La Salle's usuaJ practice of involving his companions in all
major decisions concerning their common undertaking.
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Conclusion
It is clear that the decisions we have described are very important. They provided solid
foundations for the "Society" and, by doing so, contributed to its constitution and complete
establishment.
The essential characteristics of the "Society of the Christian Schools" can be outlined
as follows:

• At its head there is a Superior, chosen by its members, and whose successors will
always be chosen from among the Brothers.
• The Assembly of the "Principal Brothers" seems to be an essential element of the
life of the Society. In 1691, De La Salle had relied on the support of two Brothers. In 1694,
the basis of support had risen to 12.
• The vows constitute a commitment not only to God but also to the Society, to
which they bind each member closely.
• There is a house, distinct from the ordinary communities, in which those who wish
to join the Society can prepare themselves by following the exercises of the novitiate.
All this does not yet constitute complete "establishment", which called for official
recognition. The fact of not having legal existence would continue to cause problems for
some time.
However, the Society now had a clearly defined character, which was easily distinguishable and which enabled it, by this very fact, to extend its influence beyond the restricted context in which it had existed up till then.
This would not be an easy process, for the new society would have to pass through a
period of growing pains before it became fully mature.
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Signatures on the document declaring the election of M. de La
Salle, priest, as Superior of the
Society, dated June 7th 1694.
Photo E. Roussel.
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