


I, John Baptist de La Salle

by Brother Leo Kirby, FSC



Reprint 2006
Copyright © 1980 by the Christian Brothers

La Salle Provincialate
820 Newman Springs Road

Lincroft, NJ 07738-1696



Contents

Acknowledgements 6

Introduction 8

Roots and Wings 14

The Seed Years 23

The Growing Years 28

The Harvest 40

Conclusion 43



Acknowledgements

Many people have helped me in writing this booklet. I sought the
advice of many, because I thought such a process to be appropri
ate in writing the life of a man who always leaned on the help and
advice of his friends in writing his own books. Besides, I needed
the help.

Brother John Martin initiated the whole project, and Brother
William Spellman suggested that I write it in autobiographical
fonn.

Brother Luke Salm's book, Begillllillgs. was a major source of
information for me, and his suggestions for the booklet itself
were invaluable. Brother Augustine Loes, another expert on the
Founder, contributed very valuable insights and even suggested
that I write it. The scholarship of Brothers Miguel Campos and
Michel Sauvage was of great help in interpreting the life of the
Founder. Brothel' Erminus Joseph, another very knowledgeable
person about Saint La Salle, gave me great encouragement.

The two aI1ists, Brothel' Roderick Robertson for the covel' and
Brother Michael Dundin for the sketches inside the booklet, great
ly enhanced the whole presentation.

Brother Damian Steger, Bill Brown, and Brothel' Alphonsus
Pluth of Saint Mary's Press gave me expert technical advice, and
Brother Alphonsus proofread the manuscript before it went to
press.

Diana Weinlein, Sue Haskins. and Mrs. Elizabeth Molloy
were generous with their time and typing skills. Brother Hilary
Gilmartin of the national office furnished me with source materi
al for the venture.

6



I received much help from the following lTiends of mine, who
gave me both encouragement and advice in writing the booklet:
Brothers John Halpin, Charles Henry, Robert McCann, Roben
Shea, Paul Walsh, William Marshall, Bernard Peter, Matthew
Shanley, Patrick McGarry, Philip Nelan, Charles Kitson, Marvin
Becker, Stephen Olert, James Romond, Aloysius Doiron, and
John Perry, my severest critic, who gave me invaluable advice.

Because this booklet is intended for young people in high
school and university, I asked the following students to read the
manuscript to see ifit would have appeal for readers in their age
bracket: Bill Hilton, Bob Stewart, Tony Diers, Rick Ravera, Ray
Davis, Keith Herbert, Bob Fisher, and Lester Stewart.

Because this booklet is designed to interest young people in
our work, I consulted with several already involved: Henry Chaya,
John Farina, Jay Bauer, Ed Bird, Chris Belleman, Jack Curran,
Tom Zoppo, Frank Byrne, Luke Sferra and Jim Hanlon. John
O'Keefe helped much with the introduction and encouraged me
to use the autobiographical fonn. All of these gave me much help
through their valuable insights.

7

































































Conclusion

Well, here J am back again, Brother Leo Kirby, who wrote this
booklet. J've enjoyed putting myself in Saint La Salle's shoes. As
I hinted in the introduction, I purposely had him put himself
down, for that's the kind of man he was.

Even when people "accused" him of working miracles-like
curing a wound on a boy's scalp, bringing a dying Brother back to
life, quelling a raging fire with a prayer, or even multiplying
bread during a famine-he always had some natural reason for
the miracle or placed the "blame" for it entirely on God's shoul
ders.

I think John Baptist de La Salle is a great saint and hero for
our time; we need heroes and heroines. We live in a time of great
stress and strain, a period of anxiety, fear, and alienation for many
people. Our time calls for heroes and heroines even more so than
in the time of Saint La Salle. In his time there were wars and ru
mors of war; in ours we live in constant threat of a nuclear holo
caust. In his time life was simple and relatively stable; in ours we
are in a world of constant and revolutionary change.

We are called to face our world with the realism and faith
with which Saint La Salle faced his-by looking up and seeing
only Jesus in the events of our life. Jf we meet our world as Saint
La Salle met his, we will see that "God indeed put the tiller of his
tory in human hands" when he made our world and told us to
Uconquer" it.

Many of our heroes and heroines in the twentieth century are
short-tenn; they are dependent for fame on a particular skill or
event. We have movie stars and athletic heroes who rely on some
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passing skill or physical endowment for their renown. We have
generals, astronauts, and politicians whose glory is contingent
generally upon a single event or a series of events. Our films,
music, and plays tend in general to highlight short-tenn heroes.

There is no doubt that in our time and place, you and I have
real heroes and heroines. Some are known, some not; some are
sung, some unsung. Martin Luther King is known; so are Helen
Keller and her teacher. Some are not so well known, like Matt
Talbot from Ireland, who was once an alcoholic bum but became
a very holy man; Tom Dooley, who died at 34 after taking care of
the sick and dying poor in Vietnam; Dorothy Day, who renounced
communism to spend herselffor the homeless of this world. They
are heroes and heroines because their whole life, at least the
greater portion of it, was heroic.

My contention is that the principal heroes and heroines of our
time are the modern-day saints. They might be ordinary people
like our parents, some relative of ours, a sister who takes care of
an elderly parent, a well-known and generous fTiend, an inspiring
teacher or former teacher, an elderly person whose family has
grown up and whose wife or husband is dead but who faces up to
life with good cheer and with peace.

The hero or heroine might be an extraordinary person, such as
Mother Teresa of Calcutta, who spent her life caring and loving
the teeming, starving, and dying people of Calcutta. The Nobel
Prize Committee deserves great credit for presenting to the world
such a genuine heroine.

I have just offered you the life ofone such hero, John Baptist
de La Salle. He literally laid down his life so that the poor and il
literate children of France might live. He poured himself out; he
emptied himself that others might be filled up. He was bread bro
ken for the poor of the world. He did all this in a matter-of-fact
way, responding to life with a full and willing heart. He had class.
He did what he had to do. He said, "Here I am; J am present,"
each time life exacted some sacrifice so that others might live. He
answered, "Present," to life each moment of his life.
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This man was no plaster saint; he was flesh and bone, heart
and brain. He was no ethereal spirit, a nomad floating between
heaven and earth; he was more like a tree with roots sunk into the
good earth and branches pointing to the sky. He was a man stand
ing between heaven and earth as a life-giver, cultivating growth in
himself and in his brothers and sisters throughout the world.

He responded "Yes" to life.
Ladies and Gentlemen, life is now in session.
Are you present?
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